FAM LY CONVERSATI ONS ABQUT SEXUAL ORI ENTATI ON:
| NTERVI EW6 W TH HETERCSEXUALLY MARRI ED PARENTS
CHAPTER 1: | NTRODUCTI ON

It was so interesting when you called us. Probably the nost

i nteresting conversation that we've had so far had j ust
occurred very recently....Wth Sean [ol dest son, age 14] the
i ssue has conme up and he has generated it. Probably just 2
weeks ago he asked me how | felt about the issue wth gay
marriage. It was during the news and was in terns of, "Wat
do you think about that?"....W had a | engthy conversation
about it....l told himwhat both sides of the issue were
about. And we tal ked about knowi ng peopl e and having friends
who we thought woul d probably be married if they were legally
able to be married and it seened ridicul ous that they would
be denied that right. So we had a really good conversati on
about it. (Beth)

| think at school sonebody called sonebody "gay." Lisa
[single child, then age 9] canme home and asked ne what that
nmeant. | said, "Wll, it means when two people of the same
gender prefer to marry or fall in love with, or whatever,
each other instead of a boy/girl thing that you see as the
norm And she thought for a mnute, and she said, "Wll, |
think I'mgay because | really hate boys and | really |ove
Any. And | said, "Well, at this age it's usually too early to

tell. | mean, you'll probably go through sone changes before
you real ly decide or maybe you' Il always go through changes."
(G ndy)

Thr oughout the past decade, research illumnating the |ives

of | esbians, gay nmen, and their famlies has energed. Laird (1993,
1994) has called for novenent beyond the deficit--"we're as norm
as everyone else"--literature and has provided rich descriptions
of the resiliency and creativity of gay and | esbi an headed
famlies. In her book, Reinventing the Family, Benkov (1994)
weaves the history of the gay and I esbian civil rights novenent
with the narratives of |esbians and gay nmen about the purposeful

construction of their famlies. Focusing on the nature of



i nteractions regarding sexual orientation in these famlies, the
speci fic communi cati on of parents comng out to their children has
al so begun to receive scholarly attention (Wst & Turner, 1995).

Enbedded in the gay parenting novenent (Martin, 1993),
however, |ies another question: How are the issues of sexua
orientation being discussed in heterosexual -headed fam i es,
particularly famlies headed by parents who try to pronote a
climate of acceptance of sexual orientation diversity? The words
"gay," "lesbian," and "honosexual " are often stated in evening
news reports and are the routine content of tel evision prograns
and feature filns. Are children gaining an early awareness of the
diversity in sexual orientations? It is estimated that one in
every four Anerican famlies has a gay or |esbian nenber (CGoodnan,
1991). Are famlies tal king about sexual orientation at hone? Wat
are they saying?

Pur pose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore constructive famly
conversations about sexual orientation. | invited heterosexually
married couples with children under the age of 18 to discuss their
famly's conversations about sexual orientation diversity. The
i ntroductory quotations reflect the content of those
conversations. The following table (Table 1) previews the
parenting couples in a narrative denographic description. | chose
to represent the couples with alliterative first name pseudonyns,
not for the purpose of assumng simlarity between spouses'
conments, but for the ease of recognition of parenting couples

when readi ng the findings.



Table 1

Narrative Descriptions of the Famlies

Ann, 47, and Al an, 42, have been married for 13 years. Ann has
a doctoral degree and is an educator. Al an has a bachel ors degree
and is a manager. Their daughter is 5 years old. This is Aln's
second narri age.

Beth, 41, and Ben, 43, have been narried for 17 years. Beth has
a doctoral degree and Ben has a nasters degree. Both are
educators. They have 3 sons, ages 10, 12, and 14.

Ci ndy, 50, and Carl, 52, have been nmarried for 30 years. G ndy
has a bachel ors degree and is an entrepreneur. Carl has a doctora
degree and is an educator. Their daughter is 14 years ol d.

Donna and Dan, both 35, have been nmarried for 12 years. Donna
has a nasters degree and is an educator. Dan has conpleted 2 years
of college and is an entrepreneur. They have an 1l-year-old
daughter and are expecting a second child.

Ellen and Eric, both 48, have been married for 23 years. Ellen
has a bachel ors degree and works in public relations. Eric has a
doctoral degree and is an educator. They have a 10-year-old
daughter and 7-year-old son.

Fran, 44, and Fred, 60, have been married for 21 years. Both
have doctoral degrees. Fran is an educator and Fred is an
entrepreneur. Their 2 sons are ages 7 and 11. This is Fred's
second narri age.

Gail, 43, and Gary, 40, have been married for 13 years. Gail
has a nasters degree and is an educator. Gary has a doctora
degree and provi des health care. They have 3 daughters, ages 7, 9,
and 11. Both Gail and Gary identify their religion as Jew sh.

Hol |y and Hank, both 42, have been married for 18 years. They
bot h have bachel ors degrees. Holly provides health care and Hank
works in public relations. They have 2 daughters, ages 11 and 16,
and a 5-year-old son. Both Holly and Hank identify their religion
as Protestant.

I rene, 45, and I|van, 44, have been nmarried for 14 years. Irene
has a doctoral degree and provides |egal services. lvan has a

mast ers degree and works in a nmanagenent position. They have a 12-
year-ol d daughter and 10-year-ol d son

Joan, 49, and John, 40, have been nmarried for 15 years. Both
have doctoral degrees and are educators. Their daughter is 13
years old. This is Joan's second narri age.

What ki nds of questions are children asking? The foll ow ng

children's gquestions were reported by parents in this study:



Can boys marry boys? (Ann and Al an's 5-year-ol d daughter)
Is Ru Paul gay? (Donna and Dan's 11-year-old daughter)

WIl Uncle Brian [gay uncle] ever get married? (Irene and
| van's 10-year-old son)

Wiy did Sharon Bottons | ose custody of her son? (Ellen and
Eric's 10-year-ol d daughter)

Wiy woul d she [adult | esbian friend] hide that she's gay from
her parents? (Fran and Fred's 11-year-old son)

Wiy are teenage boys so honophobic? (G ndy and Carl's 14-
year-ol d daughter)

Wiy do sone peopl e want Daddy®s Roommate off the library
shelves? (Gil and Gary's daughters, then ages 6 and 8)

Wiy aren't we going to Cracker Barrel anynore? (Holly and
Hank' s daughters, then ages 8 and 13)

Do peopl e have a choi ce about being gay? (Joan and John's 13-

year-ol d daughter)

Clearly, children ask their parents questions about what they
notice around them They ask about famly, friends, public
personalities, and cultural and historical events. Mst of their
guestions reflect issues related to everyday life in their near
envi ronnents.

Rational e for the Study

The study was informed by human ecol ogy theory and a
narrative approach. These frameworks are described in Chapter 2.
Results of this research inforns current understandings of famly
conmuni cation patterns specifically surroundi ng sexual orientation
and indirectly related to controversial subject matter. Al so,
results generate inplications for both educators and clinicians.

Four justifications serve as rationale for the study.



First, the current social and political climte provides a
ready context for collecting information about sexual orientation
in the content of famly conversations. In the decade of the

1990s, issues such as "gays in the mlitary," "AIDS in the gay

conmunity," "AlI DS anong het erosexual s," "Defense of Marriage Act,"
and "l esbian nother | oses custody of son" are prevalent in the
news. Qutside exposure to this topic is high (Stacey, 1996). The
three major television networks portray regul ar | esbian or gay
characters. Famlies of all kinds are faced with rising anounts of
i nformation regardi ng sexual orientation. | wondered: How do
children perceive these issues and what do they want to know nore
about ?

Second, | esbians and gay nen are becom ng increasingly nore
visible as individuals, parents, partners, and nenbers of famlies
(Patterson, 1992). It is likely that any given person will know a
| esbi an, gay, or bisexual fam |y menber, co-worker, or friend.
Children are nore likely nowto know a child being raised in a
fam |y headed by | esbians or gay nmen. Understanding i ssues of
diversity in sexual orientation is not only a task for |esbhians
and gay nen. Wile maintaining various friend, famly, and
prof essional relationships, heterosexuals and their famlies are
becom ng nore aware of sexual orientation diversity.

Third, inaccurate information often exists in the absence of
accurate information (Derman-Sparks, 1989). This project provides
insight into the information children do have regardi ng sexua

orientation. In the state of Virginia s Family Life Education

(1988) curriculum for exanple, the word "honosexuality" is



nmenti oned once and then as a risk factor for contracting AIDS. |
wondered: |f larger environments ignore diversity in the

identities and rel ati onshi ps anong people or renmain silent to the

taunts of "faggot," "queer," and "l esbo,"” how do fam|ies provide
nor e conpassi onate, accurate information?

Finally, the sexual orientation of one's children is not
known in the early years of these conversations. Sexual identity
will reveal itself sonmetine |ater and may change t hroughout the
lifespan (Kl ein, 1990). Mst |esbians and gay nen were raised in
het er osexual - headed househol ds. Wth famlies being the earliest
| earning environnent, the tone and content of such conversations
have | asting inpressions. This affects all children, but for
chil dren who becorne | esbian, gay, or bisexual adults, this could
have del et eri ous consequences (Savin-WIlianms & Rodriguez, 1992).
Honmophobi ¢ rhetoric negatively affects the sel f-esteem of |esbian,
gay, and bi sexual youth and, therefore, increases the chances of
sel f-destructive behavior (Uibe & Harbeck, 1992). Suicide has
becorme the third | eadi ng cause of death anbng youth ages 15 to 19
years and an estinmated 30% of those deaths are attributable to
i ssues of sexual orientation and consequential rejection or fear
of rejection (Kourany, 1987). This study focused on famlies who
pronot e acceptance of diversity in hopes of |earning how
constructive discourse is triggered and carried out in famly
conversati ons.

In summary, parents were unlikely to have been exposed to

accurate and fair information about sexual orientation diversity

as they were growing up. This study explored the content of their



know edge, the influences on that know edge, and the attitudes
with which they transmt that know edge. These are private famly
conversations with lasting and public ramfications.
Definition of Concepts

Sexual orientation refers to "affectional and sexual
rel ati onshi ps of |esbhian, gay, bisexual, and heterosexual people"
(Committee on Lesbian and Gay Concerns, Anerican Psychol ogi cal
Associ ation, 1991). Klein's (1990) description of sexual
orientation includes dinensions of enotional and soci al
preferences, as well as sexual attractions. In this study,
children's understandi ng of sexual orientation was descri bed by
the parents and refl ected a know edge of "two men | ovi ng each

other," "a child having two nons, " and ot her such constructions of
famly structure

Family conversations refers to the comuni cati on between
parents and children. This includes actual spoken conmuni cati on,
as well as that which is ignored or avoided. In a chapter
descri bing an intersubjective nmethodol ogy for studying children
and famlies, Davilla (1995) states, "Conversations within daily
life frequently concern famly occurrences, inmages, and stories
that create the basis fromwhich people learn their roles within
famlies. Fromthis talk, famlies create a discourse that is used
to shape, understand, and transformtheir roles and expectations
inthe practice of famly living" (p. 89).

Narrative refers to one's "story" as "a synbolized account of

actions...that has a tenporal dinension" (Sarbin, 1986, p. 3). In

this study, narrative describes both the stories within the



famlies and the stories told by the parents (to the researcher)
about fam |y conversations.

Values are defined as a tenporal abstraction of generalized
principles to which nost individuals of specific subgroups
enotionally relate"” (D |worth-Anderson, Burton, & Turner, 1993, p.
238). O concern to this research were the ways in which val ues,
specifically related to diversity of sexual orientations, are
transmtted fromparents to children within fam |y conversati ons.
Al t hough comuni cation patterns and val ues transm ssi on about
sexuality are simlar in content, it is inportant to note that
this project is about the conversations relating to sexual
orientation, nanely identities and rel ationshi ps, rather than
sexual behavi ors.

Homophobia is defined as "the irrational fear and hatred of
t hose who | ove and sexual ly desire those of the sane sex" (Pharr,
1988, p. 1)

Heterosexism i s defined by Herek, Kinmel, Amaro, and Melton
(1991) as "an ideol ogi cal systemthat denies, denigrates, or
stigmati zes honosexual behaviors and gay, |esbian, and bi sexual

identities, relationships, and conmunities" (p. 957).



Resear ch Questions

The foll owi ng research questions gui ded the study:
1. What is the content and neaning of famly conversations about
sexual orientation?
2. How do parents attenpt to answer children's questions or
i nformthem about the topic of sexual orientation?
3. How does gender organize fam |y conversati ons about sexual
orientation?
4. What other factors influence parents' attitudes about sexual
orientation?
5. Wiat val ues do parents want their children to have regarding

sexual orientation?
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CHAPTER 2: REVI EW OF LI TERATURE

Theoretical Perspective

Hunan Ecol ogy Theory

Human ecol ogy theory views humans as both "bi ol ogi cal
organi sns and social beings in interaction with their environnment"
(Bubol z & Sontag, 1993, p. 419). Specific tenets of the theory are
focused on the famly system the interdependent transactions that
I ink people and environments, and the decisions that famlies nake
to adapt creatively and foster human devel oprent .

Bubol z and Sontag (1993) enunerate 10 core prem ses of the
human ecol ogy theory. Four prem ses are nost closely relevant to
this study:

1. The properties of famlies and the environnment, the
structure of environnmental settings, and the processes taking
pl ace within and between t hem nust be viewed as interdependent and
anal yzed as a system

2. Famlies are sem open, goal directed, dynam c, adaptive
systens. They can respond, change, devel op, and act on and nodify
their environments. Adaptation is a continuing process in famly
ecosyst ens.

3. Famlies interact with nultiple environments.

4. Decision naking is the central control process in famlies
that directs actions for attaining individual and famly goals.

Col I ectively, decisions and actions of famlies inpact society,

culture, and the natural environnent (pp. 425-426).
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Because of its focus on the interdependence of systens in
understandi ng fam |y behavi or, an ecol ogi cal perspective is
appropriate for research on famly conmmuni cati on. The recognition
that one-way |inear research is inadequate for the conpl ex study
of famly interaction is in keeping with both fem ni st
perspectives on the famly (Gsnond & Thorne, 1993) and famly
conmuni cations theory (Stafford & Dai nton, 1995).

General systens theory. Ludwi g von Bertal anffy, the pioneer

credited with articulating general systens theory, urged
scientists to "think interaction” rather than to exam ne the basic
el ements of a systemindependently (N chols & Schwartz, 1995).
Used carefully, wi thout dehumani zing or ignoring issues of
responsibility, a systens perspective provides a franework for
conducting research that examnes the nultiple rel ationships

i nherent in fam |y conmmuni cati on.

Most relevant to this study are the concepts of influence and
change. In a review of early therapy nodels, N chols and Schwart z
(1995) described an advant age of system c thinking as the
"recognition that people's lives are |inked together such that
behavior in famlies beconmes a product of mutual influence" (p.
195). Fam lies are also self-organizing and sel f-stabilizing
systens that can "change val ues, goals, and rules in response to
internal or environnental changes. They can al so take action to
change environnments to serve human purposes” (Bubolz & Sont ag,

1993, p. 425).
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Bronf enbrenner's nested structures. Bronfenbrenner (1979), a

devel opnent al psychol ogi st, described an individual or famly's
environnent through the illustration of a set of "nested
structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls" (p.
3). Briefly, the structures are (a) microsystem, the famly, (b)
mesosystem, the rel ationshi ps between the famly and ot her
settings for devel opnent such as schools, (c) exosystem, the
external environnents, such as work and extended famly, in which
others (e.g., parents) participate and thereby affect the child,
(d) macrosystem, the broad ideol ogi cal val ues, norns, and
institutional patterns of a particular culture that nake up the
"bl ueprints" for the culture's ecol ogy of human devel opnent, and
(e) chronosystem, the influence on the person's devel opnent of
changes and continuities over tine in the environnents in which
the person lives. The identification of the latter systemwas nore
recently devel oped by Bronfenbrenner (1986) to facilitate the
anal ysis of normative and nonnornmative transitions throughout the
life course

In an article describing the famly as a context for human
devel opnent, Bronfenbrenner (1986) asked, "How are intrafamli al
processes affected by extrafamlial conditions?" He has recently
referred to such interactions within the i medi ate environnent as
"proxi mal processes" (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p. 620). Follow ng the
wor k of Bronfenbrenner, Garbarino and Abranmowitz (1992) define
famlies as "the central mcrosystem the 'headquarters' for human
devel opnent” (p. 72). A purpose of this research was to learn from

the parenting teamof this "headquarters" about the interaction
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anong its adults and children and about the influences of its
surroundi ng systens. Applying Bronfenbrenner's nested structures
to the famlies in this project yields the followi ng descriptions:
(a) the microsystem of a famly, (b) the mesosystem of school
settings and peer relationships, (c) the exosystem of work
settings, adult friendship networks, famlies of origin, extended
kin, and the nedia (d) the macrosystem of political climates,
school policies, and religious beliefs, and (e) the chronosystem
of individual devel opnental stages and histories of participants,
such as attendi ng col |l ege during the 1960s and 1970s.

Narrative Approach

Sarbin (1986) described the narrative approach as a way of
"organi zi ng epi sodes, actions, and accounts of actions; it is an
achi evenent that brings together nmundane facts and fantastic
creations; tine and place are incorporated. The narrative all ows
for the inclusion of actors' reasons for their acts, as well as
t he causes of happening” (p. 9). In addition to the telling of
events, narrative also involves a storyteller and intended
audi ence (Wtherell, 1991).

In this study, the narrative elenment, as well as the
identified storyteller and audi ence, exist within three contexts.
First, each parent brings a narrative, characterized primarily by
famly of origin nessages and personal philosophy, to the famly
they helped to create. This narrative clearly influences the
second narrative--parent-child communication, specifically, the
parent-to-child comunication. Researchers are rarely privy to

this type of narrative. Although it will be inpossible to verify
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the "narrative truth,"” Tappan and Brown (1991) point out "we have
no ot her choice" (p. 177). Furthernore, of interest to this
research, was the meaning attached to the actual stories. This
leads to the third context, the narrative retelling of famly
conversations fromparent participants to researcher. By using
conjoint interviews, participants were simultaneously engaged in
both telling and listening--a narrative in conversation.
Particular attention was paid to shared and contradictory
narratives, as well as to each parent's thoughts about the future.
"Events are rendered socially visible through narratives, and they
are typically used to establish expectations for future events”
(CGergen & CGergen, 1988, p. 18).

When consi dering the specific topic of this research, it is
i mportant to recogni ze the existence of a dom nant narrative in
Anerican society. Famlies are surrounded by systens that view
human behavi or through the | ens of heterosexual experience (Brown,
1989). "Heterosexismcreates the clinmate for honophobia with its
assunption that the world is and nust be heterosexual and its
di splay of power and privilege as the normf (Pharr, 1988, p. 16).
Through the eyes of young children, this narrative is reduced to
t he sexist notions of "girls should not act |ike boys" and "boys

certainly should not act like girls!"
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Wi ngarten (1995) cautions that sone stories becone
dom nant stories, and it "becomes exceedingly difficult to tell
tales that diverge. CQultures select versions of stories to
legitimate and ones to deny, repress, trivialize, marginalize and
obscure” (p. 9). In describing storytelling as a strategy for
social control, Langellier and Peterson (1993) stated that
storytelling can legitimate "neani ngs and power relations that
privilege, for exanple, parents over children, nales over fenales,
and the white, mddle-class famly over alternative famly
structures” (p. 51). They continue to propose, however, that
famly narratives can al so "foster resistance and tactics that
contest dom nant meani ngs and power relations” (p. 51). By view ng
famly storytelling as a strategic practice of social contro
rather than fol klore, various influences on famly conversations
can be nore clearly exam ned.

In conclusion, it is inportant to note that "narratives" and
"stories" that are exchanged in famlies may be long, historically
based tal es of noral choices or very brief utterances such as,

"Ch, ny God," "Don't," or "I love you," (Wingarten, 1995). Most
fall somewhere in between. Laughi ng about the "honos" down the
street, stating disapproval of an unmarried aunt's desire to bring
her "friend" to Thanksgi ving dinner, proposing a heartfelt toast
at a | esbian couple's union, or ignoring children's chides of
"fag" are all part of a famly's conversations about sexual

orientation.
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Literature Related to the Research Questions

Content of Famly Conversations

Al though famly conversation about sexual orientation is
unchartered research territory, recent attention has been given to
fam |y commruni cation in general. In their edited book, Socha and
Stanp (1995) provide chapters related to research and theory in
fam |y commruni cation. The authors di scuss the inportance of
understandi ng the role of communication within the integral human
rel ationship of parents and children. In addition to clearly
affecting the famly nenbers thensel ves, conmuni cati on bet ween
parents and children inpacts the future of the society in which
t he communi cation is enbedded.

Sone of the enpirical research exam ning the content of
fam |y conversations includes studies on famly conversation and
| earning to renmenber (Edwards & M ddl eton, 1988), parent-child
conmuni cati on about sex (Warren, 1995), conversations between
si blings about feelings (Brown & Dunn, 1992), and com ng out
conmuni cation in | esbian and gay headed famlies (Wst & Turner,
1995). A particularly relevant study found that 86% of parents who
had conpl eted a col | ege human sexual ity course had begun
di scussions with their own children about sex (King, Parisi, &

O Dwyer, 1993). Only 18% of parents who had not conpl eted the
course had such discussions with their children. Three-fourths of
the "sexual ity-educated parents” (p. 289) who had children aged 12
and ol der had di scussed nenstruation, sexual intercourse and
reproduction, birth control, sexually transmtted di seases,

honmosexual ity, and sexual abuse.
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Parental Responses to Children's Questions

In an article conceptualizing parent devel opnent as an
out cone of parent education, Thomas (1996) proposed siXx
"interpersonal interaction thenes" (p. 191). These thenes are al so
appropriate for classifying parents' response styles when engagi ng
in conversations with their children about sexual orientation. The
first three are referred to as encourage development themes: (a)
sensitivity and responsiveness, (b) reciprocity, and (c) support.
The final three are referred to as constrain development themes:
(d) insensitivity and unresponsiveness, (e) intrusiveness, and (f)
dom nati on

When exam ning parents' ability to interact effectively with
and educate their children on topics such as sex, researchers have
strongly suggested that parents need education first (King et al.,
1993; Kyman, 1995). Interacting with children specifically on the
topic of sexual orientation has received little attention, but
woul d be assuned to benefit from parent education as well. Lay
parenting "handbooks" are beginning to address this topic.
Schaefer and D Geronino's (1994) book, entitled How to Talk to
Your Kids About Really Important Things, includes a chapter on
"honosexuality." Parents are advised to first examne their own
opinions and to allow their children the devel opnment of a tol erant
attitude. The utilization of the nedia, of teachable nonents, and
of everyday experiences is encouraged by the authors since
"honosexuality is not a subject that lends itself to long | ectures
out of the blue" (p. 193). A 1992 issue of Mothering nagazi ne

contains an article with suggestions for talking to children about
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"bei ng gay" (Berger, 1992). Specific recomendations for children
ages 6 to 12 include treating honophobic slurs as inappropriate
and clarifying the confusion between gender roles and sexua
orientation.

There is a cluster of related literature in the area of
teacher education. Two relevant articles appear in the premer
applied journal for practitioners, Young Children, a publication
of the National Association for the Education of Young Children.
The first article, "Penny's Question: | WII Have a Child in My
Cass Wth Two Mons--Wiat Do You Know About This?" (Wckens, 1993)
addresses the responsibility of early chil dhood educators to
create an environment of tolerance. The second article, "A
Conpl i cated Bias" (Corbett, 1993), stresses the need for al
children to see thenselves and their famlies reflected in the
cl assroom at nosphere. More scholarly contributions include the
wor k of Casper and Schultz (1996) in which the attitudes and
experiences of educators were explored through in-depth
interviews. Educators generally reported cl ashes between their
early famly-of-origin attitudes and their actual experiences with
| esbi an or gay peopl e.

| ssues of GCender

Current research indicates that gender of both the parent
and the child influences the amount and type of parent-child
interaction. Not surprisingly, nothers are found to spend nore
time with children (Meyers, 1993; Stafford & Dainton, 1995). Even
in dual earner marriages and in interactions with adol escents,

not hers spend as much as twi ce the anmount of time with children



19

than do fathers. As reported in a review by Stafford and Dai nton
(1995), "nothers talk nore and tal k about a wi der variety of

topi cs, especially about social and personal issues. Fathers talk
about fewer topics, and often focus on rules, academc

achi evenent, and instrunental tasks" (p. 6).

The research of Reese and Fivush (1993) found that parents
display two distinctively different narrative styles with their 3-
year-old children. The differing styles, however, were found to be
related to the gender of the child, rather than the gender of the
parent. Daughters received nore el aborative di scourse fromtheir
parents than sons. They were provided with nore narrative
structure and were talked to longer. In turn, daughters engaged in
conversations with parents to a greater extent than sons.

In a review of literature on topic avoi dance by adol escents
in parent-child relationships, Querrero and Afifi (1995) state
that, in general, sons report avoiding comunication with their
parents nore than daughters. Both daughters and sons report
avoi di ng communi cation with fathers nore than with nothers. Wen
the topic is sexual in nature, daughters are typically nore
inclined to talk with their nothers, and sons are nore inclined to
talk to their fathers.

G her | nfl uences

In addition to gender, other influences on parents' behaviors
and thoughts about talking to their children about sexual
orientation were exam ned. As previously discussed, parenting
handbooks are begi nning to include chapters that encourage parents

to have neani ngful conversations with children about sexual
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orientation (Schaefer & D Geronino, 1994). The increase in nedia
exposure to issues relating to | esbians and gay nen may all ow for
an increase in conversation between parents. ldentification of
maj or i nfluences was, prior to this study, speculative due to the
| ack of enpirical research on parental behaviors or beliefs about
sexual orientation. In this study, participants were invited to
respond to questions about their own early |earning about sexual
orientation, their perceived influences (famly of origin,
friendships, ethnic culture, religion, nedia), and their know edge
about the lives of |esbians or gay nen. "Narratives about

i nfl uence establish a connection for the individual between past
events and present or future events" (Young, Friesen, & Borycki,
1994, p. 174).

Transm ssi on of Val ues

Finally, the participants in this study were asked to
describe their wishes regarding their children's attitudes and
under st andi ng about sexual orientation. Parents are in the
position of mediating between the "collective culture at |arge,"”
their own sets of beliefs, and the devel opi ng "personal cultures”
of their children (Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992, p. 408). In a
chapter on African-American parent-child conmruni cati on, Socha,
Sanchez- Hucl es, Bronmley, and Kelly (1995) refer to parents as
"cul tural advisors" (p. 135) to their children.

The know edge, as well as the val ues, parents have about
particul ar popul ations are transmtted to their children through
conmuni cation, particularly through the practice of advice-giving.

G ven that parents are usually considered to be the prinary
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"conveyors of cultural values" for young children (King et al.,
1993), a closer |look at the transm ssion of values illum nates the
current understandi ng of the devel opnment of and/or resistance to

hormophobi a and ot her fears that indicate intolerance.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Overvi ew

The purpose of this study was to expl ore successful,
constructive famly conversations about sexual orientation. This
gualitative exploration was conducted through conjoint parent
interviews, that is, with both parents present. Qualitative
nmet hods are well suited for understandi ng the "neanings,
interpretations, and subjective experiences of famly nenbers"”
(Daly, 1992a, p. 3). In this project, | sought to understand
parents' verbal comunications with their children. Wio talks to
whon? Who asks the questions? Who answers thenf? Wiat questions are
asked and answered? How are feelings and neani ngs conmuni cat ed?

Particular to this study was the investigation of what nany
famlies would consider private information. Entering the
"relatively closed and highly protected boundaries of famlies
experiences" (Daly, 1992a, p. 4) is a challenge for qualitative
researchers. (pen-ended interviews facilitate the possibility of
devel oping a rel ati onshi p between researcher and participants in
whi ch the level of confort with which participants may discl ose
i ncreases (Daly, 1992a; Mrshall & Rossnman, 1989). In-depth
interviews allowed tine for parents to reflect upon and recoll ect
t he conversations they have with their children about sexua
orientation.

Al t hough gui ded by sem -structured questions, | conducted the
conjoint interviews with parents as conversations. It is inportant
to note that sone researchers warn agai nst conjoint interviews

because of the power differences between nen and wonen ( Rei nharz,
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1992). Wnen, it is feared, will be less likely to disclose
freely, especially when they are wanting to assert an opinion that
differs fromtheir husbands'. Daly (1992b) argues, however, that
parenting often encourages a nore shared construction of reality;
therefore, conjoint interview ng of parents is advantageous. Daly
(1992b) further observes that with "two accounts, a nore reliable
picture can energe in that the bias in one version may be bal anced
by that in the other; spouses can jog one another's nenory; and
nost inportant for reliability and validity, spouses tend to keep
each other honest" (p. 108). During the interviews for this study,
parents engaged in active conversation as they questioned and
clarified each other's statements and val ues.
Sanpl e Sel ection

Ten heterosexually married couples, 20 individual parents,
were |located for the study. This sanple size enabled greater care
to be taken with the treatnent of the respondents and the research
process. Wien McCracken (1988) stated that eight respondents is
"perfectly sufficient” (p. 17) for many research projects, he
expl ai ned the goals of qualitative research

The purpose of the qualitative interviewis not to discover

how many, and what ki nds of people share a certain

characteristic. It is to gain access to the cultura

cat egori es and assunptions according to which one culture

construes the world....In other words, qualitative research

does not survey the terrain, it mnes it (p. 17).

Partici pant couples were invited to partici pate based upon

their affirmative responses to the follow ng questions: (a) Does
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your famly currently engage in constructive conversations about
sexual orientation? (b) Do these conversations pronote acceptance
of diversity in sexual orientations? (c) Are all of the children
in your famly under 18 years of age?

| selected participants based upon ny know edge of them
t hrough children's schools, extracurricular activities, or famly
organi zations. The first 10 couples contacted agreed to
participate. | knew at |east one parent in each couple that |
contacted. | knew 2 nothers fromactivities connected to ny
participation in the university. In these cases | did not know the
fathers. | knew 2 coupl es through comunity experiences and mnutua
friendships. The remaining 6 famlies | knew fromthe school that
ny ol dest son attends and for which | had previously been a
cl assroomteacher. | was the first-grade teacher for children in 4
of those 6 famlies. My enbeddedness in the conmunity that I
shared with ny participants crossed gender and sexual orientation
lines and facilitated an enhanced rapport. Further reflections on
nmy connections with the people | interviewed are included in
Chapter 5.

Sanpl e Description

Al of the participants resided in a snmall college town in
Sout hwest Virginia. All 20 of the parents were white. They ranged
in age from35 to 60, with 16 of the 20 participants ranging in
age from40 to 50. In four of the marriages, the wife was ol der
than the husband. In three of the narriages, the spouses were the
sane age. Husbands were older in three of the marriages. Marriages

ranged in length from12 to 30 years.
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Fifteen of the participants reported no current specific
religious affiliation nor regular church attendance. One father
identified as Protestant, one couple each identified as Jew sh,
and one couple each identified as Protestant.

Al of the respondents were enpl oyed, at |east part-tine,
out side the home on a regular basis. Six nothers and 4 fathers
were enployed in the field of education. One nother and 2 fathers
were entrepreneurs. Two fathers had jobs related to managenent.
One nother and 1 father worked in public relations. One nother and
1 father provided health care. One nother provided | egal services.

Educati onal backgrounds of all of the participants extended
past hi gh school. One father conpleted 2 years of college. Three
not hers and 2 fathers had bachel ors degrees. Two nothers and 2
fathers had nasters degrees. Five nothers and 5 fathers had
doctoral degrees. Wves, in 4 of the nmarriages, had nore education
than their husbands. Educational |evel was equivalent in 3 of the
marri ages. Husbands had nore education in 3 of the marriages.

Famlies had 1 to 3 children. There were a total of 11
daughters and 8 sons. Four famlies had 1 daughter. One famly had
3 daughters. One famly had 2 daughters and 1 son. Two famlies
had 1 daughter and 1 son. One famly had 2 sons. And 1 famly had
3 sons. The participants were the only parents of the children.
Three parents, 2 nothers and 1 father, had been previously nmarried
once before, but had no children fromthose rel ationshi ps. The 19
children ranged in age from5 to 16, with 13 children being 10

years or older. Athough referred to as "children" throughout the
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docunent, nmany of the children were in or approaching their
adol escent years.
Data Col | ection

Sem -structured qualitative interviews were conducted with
the participants. This nethodol ogy was concerned w th neani ng and
with the perspectives of the participants (Bogdan & Bi klen, 1992).
The retelling of a car ride honme after seeing the novie, The Bird
Cage, the shared pride in a couple as they renenbered saying it
was fine for two wonen to get married, the strength in a parent's
voi ce as she recalled her anger at the humliation endured by her
gay relative, or the disagreenent in a couple's interpretation of
a child s question were of key interest in this research. Again,
these were private conversations with long-term public
ram fications.

The sem -structured interview guide (see Appendi x A,
i ncl uded a denographi c section (see Appendi x B) and was derivative
of the research questions, the theoretical franmework, and the
nested systens of famly life. The interviews | asted between one
and two hours in length and were conducted at a tinme and pl ace
convenient for both the participants and the researcher. Four
interviews took place at the participants' homes; one interview
took place at a wonen's center; and five took place at a
uni versity therapy clinic. Each parent signed an Inforned Consent
Form (see Appendix C). Al interviews were audi otaped. Each coupl e
was of fered $10 to pay for the possible expense of child care at
the tine of the interview. Two coupl es accepted conpensation. Mst

of the famlies had children old enough to care for thensel ves,
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and many children played in other roons of their hones at the tine
of the interview Parents will also be given a summary of the
fi ndi ngs.

Approxi mately 3 weeks after the interview, participants were
given a copy of the transcript. They were invited to make
clarifications and report subsequent conversations (see Appendi X
D). Seven of the 10 couples returned fornms (see Appendix E) with
clarifications, such as mssed words, or additions, such as a
menory about an old friend. Al though offered, no one requested a
foll owup interview

Data Anal ysi s

The audi ot aped interviews were transcribed and served as the
raw data for this study. The analysis of the data included a
synt hesi s of systenmatic approaches devel oped by qualitative
researchers (Bogdan & Bi klen, 1992; Tayl or & Bogdan, 1984). The
data were read first while listening to the audi otapes in order to
check for transcription accuracy. The data were then read four
nore times to reveal an organi zation of patterns, concepts,
processes, and thenmes (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). A coding schene was
devel oped fromthe thenmes and sub-thenes (see Appendix F). The
maj or coding famlies are: Location and Timng of the
Conversati ons, Wndering about Rel ationships, Choosing to
Converse, Famlies of Oigin, Know ng People, Personal Feelings of
D fference, Overt Values Transm ssion, Future Projections, and It
Wuld Be Ckay for M/ Child to Be Gay. Concl usi ons were drawn from
the content of the coding schenme, the research questions, the

t heoretical franmework of human ecol ogy theory, a narrative



approach to understandi ng conversations, and the participants’
recol | ected experiences of famly conversations about sexua
orientation.

The followi ng exanple illustrates the energence of a coding
schene and its role in drawi ng conclusions. The coment, "Well,
you see, we think about this in a real way because ny brother is
gay," becane an inportant code, especially since such coments
reenmerged fromvarious interviews. The codi ng category Gay
relative was used to distinguish this type of information. This

cat egory was included under the larger coding famly of "Know ng
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Peopl e,” which was a part of the nmajor theme concerning |nfluences

on Parents' Attitudes. A careful analysis exam ned the statenent

within the context of the narrative in which it was told and
within the influences of the nested exosystem of extended Kin.
Concl usions were drawn fromlinking the analysis of this code to
t he research question: Wat other factors influence parents'

attitudes about sexual orientation?
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Parti ci pant Responses

In addition to inviting participants to provide

clarifications, | asked themfor feedback about the interview
process. | was curious about their reactions to having an
opportunity to read and clarify their transcripts. | was al so

curious about the ways in which their know ng ne and know ng ny
sexual orientation mght have affected their confort with the
interview process. | asked participants to reflect anonynously
upon these questions. Seven nothers and 6 fathers returned the
Anonyrnous Mai |l - Back Forns (see Appendix G.

In response to the question about the interview process in

general, participants responded positively overall: "great," "no

problem™ "confortable,"” "nicely organized," "fun." Wen asked how

they felt about having the opportunity to read the transcripts, 7

partici pants reported sone disconfort with reading their

"incoherent,” "inadequate," "less than brilliant" statenents.

Al t hough the participants al so stated pleasure in reliving the

interviews, this reported disconfort with their disjointed or

i nconpl ete sentences informed ne of the need to prepare

participants for the way their conversations may | ook on paper.
When consi deri ng how t hey thought the interview was affected

by their knowi ng the interviewer, participants responded that they

were, "nore open,” "not affected,” "nore relaxed." More
specifically, some participants expl ai ned,
If anything, | was nore at ease than | woul d have been not
knowing the interviewer. | already felt a certain anmount of
trust. (nother)

| felt very confortable with the interviewer. Maybe | woul d
have taken |onger to warmup to sonmeone el se. (nother)
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It made the process a little nore rel axed. Responses nay have
been both nore guarded and explained in greater detail if
dealing with an unfamliar interviewer. (father)
No one who returned the anonynous formreported di sconfort about
knowi ng the interviewer.
When asked how t hey thought the interview was affected by

knowi ng ny sexual orientation, 9 respondents replied "no, not
affected,” or "not at all." The remai ning 4 respondents rmade nore
specific statenments. Two not hers reported feelings of being
under st ood by ne:
| knew t hat she understood ny point of view and know edge
base. (nother)

| don't think it affected ny responses except that | felt
okay with being very honest. (nother)

Two ot her parents, spouses in a married couple, also wondered how
t hi ngs m ght have been different with another interviewer:

It also all owed responses to be nore at ease and spont aneous,

for better or for worse. There is the possibility that

knowi ng (or thinking one knew) what was bei ng | ooked for

af fected the responses sonmewhat. (father)

Made ne unafraid to present feelings which were accepting of

sane sex relationshi ps. However, | mght have been | ess

likely to say anything not in support of that. (nother)

Posi tion of the Researcher

Al perspectives are imted by the subjective positions of
the researcher. M ne include ny experiences as a fornmer teacher,
a nother, a worman who identifies herself as leshian, and a famly
therapist. As a former preschool and first-grade teacher, | am
famliar with the kinds of questions children are capabl e of

asking. As a parent of two young children, | ampart of a

parenting partnership that values and creates an environnment that
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encour ages questions. Fam |y conversations, both structured and
spont aneous, are routine aspects of ny daily famly life. As a

| esbian, | amacutely aware of the |ayers of heterosexi sm and
honmophobi a that shape the lives of |esbians and gay nen, as well
as the lives of non-gay people and of all children. I amal so
aware of the inpact of these early words spoken in famlies about
sexual orientation. As a famly therapist, | comunicate with a
variety of adults and famlies who bring in many issues related to
famly interaction. | amtrained to |ay aside personal biases as
help famlies devel op constructive means of comunicati on.

These identities have both constrai ned and strengthened the
research process. Al of theminforned ny role as researcher. By
conducting a study that pulled froma sanple of parents who were
known to nme as bei ng successfully engaged in these famly
conversations, | have nore fully answered ny research questions.
Al of ny identities were known by the participants. | was
legitimately positioned in the center of the research. Less energy
was spent managing ny identities, and nore energy was given to the
task of exam ning ny research questions and generating new

know edge.
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CHAPTER 4: FI NDI NGS
Overvi ew of the Findings

As | collected this data and began the analysis, | realized |
had found something for which | was not necessarily |ooking: 10
strong, solid marriages. As illustrated by the quotations provided
inthis chapter, the adults in these famlies are alert and
conmtted to their spouses and children. They are physically and
enotionally present for their famlies. During the interviews, the
spouses checked each other for opinions and expl anati ons. They
were kind to each other. As co-parents together, they have created
househol d climates in which the children are free to ask questions
and expect accurate, fair, and thoughtful responses. Parents
descri bed days filled with education, work, conversation, and
action. Famly nenbers take thensel ves and each ot her seriously.
They are energi zed by one anot her.

This study is based upon in-depth interviews with 10 coupl es
who are parenting children from5 to 16 years of age. | designed
the research to explore the content and process of conversations
anong parents and their children about sexual orientation.
Wonderi ng how such a topic was being discussed in famlies not
headed by | esbians or gay nmen, | attenpted to broaden know edge
about how parents converse with children about sexual orientation
by i ncorporating a sanple of heterosexually married coupl es.

Coupl es were chosen for the study based upon an affirmation
that they (a) engage in constructive conversations with their
children about sexual orientation and (b) pronote tol erance of

diversity in sexual orientations. | knew at |east one of the
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parents in each of the 10 couples, and for 7 couples, | knew both
of the parents and their children. There are times in which I am
referred to by the parents and am therefore, part of the data. |
reflect upon ny reactions to this process in the concl uding
chapter. The interview process felt confortable for me. In a
foll ow up response, parents |later reported feeling confortable, as
well. Although | had interacted with nost of the parents at some
level, | had never talked with any of them about their famlies
conversations about sexual orientation prior to this research
project. The couples openly shared their stories, their struggles,
and their determnation to raise their children with a val ue of
fairness toward all people.

Listening to the tapes and reading the interviews several
times allowed nme to recogni ze thenmes, coding famlies, and coding
categories. Nine coding famlies were grouped into three najor
research themes. The three coding famlies under "Content and

Process of the Conversations" were titled Location and Ti m ng of

t he Conversati ons, Wndering about Rel ati onshi ps, and Choosing to

Converse. The three coding famlies under "Influences on Parents’

Attitudes" were titled Famlies of Oiqgin, Knowi ng People, and

Personal Feelings of Difference. Finally, the three coding

famlies under "Attitudes and Val ues" were titled Overt Val ues

Transm ssion, Future Projections, and It Wuld Be Ckay for M/

Child to Be Gay. The remrmai nder of this chapter describes these

t hemes and coding famlies along with the nore specific coding

cat egori es.
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Content and Process of the Conversations
| asked parents to relate, as descriptively as possible, the
nature of their famly's conversations about sexual orientation.
was curious about the | ocation of conversations, the nature of the
guestions children asked, triggers for conversations, and
t erm nol ogy used by the children.

Locati on and Ti m ng of Conversations

Parents reported that famly conversations happened at
various times in their days. Four couples referred specifically to
di nner time conversations, 5 couples referred to bedtine, and,
interestingly, all 10 couples identified traveling in the car as a
prime | ocation for conversations, particularly serious
conver sati ons:

Vendy [age 5] and | have sone fairly interesting
conversations. Like | said, we talk about religion,

honmosexual ity, | don't know, different things about life. A
lot of times that's in the car on the way to school

Sonetimes she'll ask ne sonething at home, sonetines in the
evening we'll lay down or go to read a bedtime story and they

just always seemto just pop up and it's rather interesting
when they do. But the car seens to be a good place for
conversations. (Ann)

Being in the car often meant havi ng one-on-one timne:

The nost intimate conversations, and |I'mthinking about Sean
[ age 14] now because he and | talk nore than ny other two
kids and it has al nost al ways been when we were alone. W're
rarely alone. So, if I'mtaking himsonewhere, picking him
up, then that's--and it hadn't occurred to nme that that's why
it happens then but,--that's when we're al one. (Beth)

The nost comon place for intinmate, one-on-one, conversations
is the car. Going fromone place to another. Captive
audi ence. (Fran)

One coupl e renenbered using time in the car as a deliberate method
for conmuni cati on:

The car has been a good place for us. Wien we are all not
novi ng. No phone, no TV. Before we allowed Wal k-Mans in the
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car....It was a good place. In fact, we used to take famly
drives just to be able to tal k. (Hank)

Yeah, sonetines everybody else [all 3 children] would go to
sleep and we could talk. (Holly)

Wnderi ng About Rel ati onshi ps

Each of the parents stated that their children's questions or
conments about sexual orientation energed froma curiosity about
rel ati onshi ps. Their wonderings were related to couple and famly
structures rather than to physical sexuality. As one father noted,
"It's not a sex thing. It's a people thing."

Who can get narried? Questions about the rules of narriage

were the central trigger for conversations about sexual
orientation. For Ann's daughter [age 5] this came up at school:

The first one [conversation] was when "boys could marry
boys." And | said, "Yeah, boys can marry boys and girls could
marry girls and boys could marry girls and girls could nmarry
boys"....| thought about trying to explain the technicalities
[l egal issues], but | thought, right now just use "marry" and
| said, "And it's all okay." (Ann)

| rene renmenbered her daughter [now 14] comi ng honme from
preschool with the follow ng question:

"“Can wonen marry each other?" And [|I renmenber] saying yes.
And | renenber her saying sonething about, "Then Rachel can
marry sonebody [a girl]"....And ny saying, comng off as a
professional, "Wll, no one is going to let her, but that
doesn't mean that she can't. And maybe by the tinme she grows
up she can do this." And...she felt real confortable with
that. (Irene)

Beth's ol dest son's [age 14] question was triggered by
wat chi ng t he news:

Probably just two weeks ago he asked me how | felt about the
issue with gay marriage. And it was during the news in terns

of "What do you think about that?"....That was one of those
surprising nonents....And we had a | engthy conversati on about
it....l told himwhat both sides of the issue were about. And

we tal ked about knowi ng people and having friends who we
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t hought woul d probably be nmarried if they were legally able
to be married and it seemed ridicul ous that they woul d be
deni ed that right. (Beth)

Gail, the nother of three girls [ages 7, 9, and 11] descri bed
very deliberate use of the word "marry." She wanted to nodel the
application of the word "marry" and "marriage" to all couples, yet
wi shed to be careful about prescribing marriage, of any kind, to

her daught ers:

You get married to sonebody because you care about them and

they care about you. | don't think it ever gets...to the
physi cal conponent of it....It just has conme to the fact that
you can be a couple, a married couple. The term
"married"....But always when we tal k about them grow ng up
woul d al ways say, "If you choose to get married." Because
also with girls you don't want to make themfeel |ike getting
married is the be all and end all. You know, the C nderella
thing....And I'mnot even sure that | mght not have said

very loosely, but left it open that you don't necessarily

have to always pair off with a person of the opposite sex.

(Gil)

Sonetimes children's questions were triggered by people or
events profiled in the nedia.

Media as trigger. A though children's questions and comments

were typically initiated by rel ationshi ps between people, the

nmedia was a trigger for children in 7 famlies. Donna reported

t hat her daughter [age 11] was continually curious about the

i mages she noticed in the nedia:
V¢ wat ched "The Birdcage"” together....She |oved that novie.
And it's something we watched as a famly...and she doesn't
even question it. She, for sonehow or another, thinks it's
okay....(One tinme she asked about sonme guy on MIV, a

transvestite...Ru Paul ...l think she said, "lIs that guy gay?"
And | said, "Not necessarily." (Donna)

A couple, Eric and El Il en, discussed the probabl e influence of

listening to National Public Radio during the norning:
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| sort of keep thinking that it's [an awareness of

honmophobi a] because we have NPR on at alnost all times in the
norning. And things like the situation with Sharon Bottons [a
| esbian nother in Virginia who was deni ed custody of her
child], I sort of was thinking that Laura [age 10] m ght pick
that up and start asking about that. But | don't know whet her
they just tune it out. (Eric)

She did ask about that once. | think she was up in her room
but she just wondered what it was all about. Basically, "what
is going on here?" And to explain sonmething |ike that you

have to say, "Well, this isn't generally accepted as
sonet hing that everyone can live with." She listened to the
answer, but | don't think she really... That was sonethi ng

just too renote for her. (ElIlen)

Anot her coupl e recalled their reading of the book Daddy"s
Roommate, a book for children, witten by Mchael WIIlhoite, that
depicts the daily life of a gay couple through the eyes of one
partner's son. In the story, the son is conversing with his
not her, and she explains that his father and partner "are gay."
Thi s book was the object of |ocal controversy when a parent tried
to have it renmoved fromthe <children's section of the public
library.

So we did talk alittle bit about that. Just how, Mchelle
[now age 9] |iked that book. (Gary)

She was young. It was three years ago. (Gail)

So we talked a little bit about the controversy about that

and that it's not really people's business it's just how you

like each other.... W also went a little bit into censorship

in general. (QGry)

Joan, the nother of a 14-year-old daughter, referred to a
nmagazi ne cover:

There was that recent Newsweek cover and...she read a | ot of

the pieces of that and we tal ked about that....the one about

coupl es raising children. (Joan)

Joan al so renenbered her daughter's awareness of the previous

year's schedul e of wonmen's events, conpiled by a |local university:
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Vell, | think the...controversy last year.... O course, we
got really roped into all that in so many different ways. |
nmean, the president's office was calling....And, of course,

' mdiscussing at hone this title, "Thank God |I'm a Lesbi an"

and the pros and cons of having that in the [printed

schedul e]. (Joan)

Beth was particularly concerned with the nedia i mages of gay
men. She is the nother of three sons ages 10, 12, and 14:

| think the nedia images of gay nmen are very different from
t he nedia i mages of | esbian wonmen. And | think they are nore

often derogatory and nore often stereotypical....l think it's
probably difficult for boys to figure out that this is really
okay....And those are the kinds of inmages that you have to

bal ance and you have to say "that's a cartoon inmage. That's

not how people really are. So, you don't nake judgnments about

peopl e based on those images." (Beth)

Finally, Fred and Fran's response to the question about nedia
reaffirned their desire to center conversations around the |ives
of real people:

No. Very little. That stuff will come up, but we never...

Very rarely have those experiences led to any... | think the

nore in-depth experiences that the kids have had have to do

with the actual interactions with real people. (Fred)

Which is fine with ne. It's so nmuch healthier, | think
(Fran)

Energent vocabulary. Al the famlies described the energence

of a new vocabul ary or, sonetines, the reapplication of already
famliar words as they discussed sexual orientation. The nother of
a 5-year-ol d daughter used the famliar word "like" to describe

t he essence of sane gender coupl es:

| just think that she knows that it's okay for girls to |ike
girls and for boys to |like boys. (Ann).

This parent al so described the introduction of a new word:

Li ke, you know, [our friend] Bonnie. They call those wonen
| esbi ans. (Ann)

Bet h descri bed having a conversation with her children about
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usi ng derogatory vocabul ary. Beth's second son has a
devel opnental disability:

| think he [ol dest son, age 14] cane hone and told me one

ti me sonebody had cal |l ed himor sonebody had cal | ed sonmebody
else... | don't renenber what termit was...it was "queer" or
"gay" or "fag" or something. But it was witten in the
school. What we did at that tine was have a conversation
about how that's like calling a black person "nigger" or
calling Alex [second son] a "retard" or that kind of
thing....l think Mark [youngest son] was in on that,
too....Sean was around 10, like in the fifth grade. (Beth)

G ndy al so renenbers her daughter [now age 14] com ng hone
from school with a new word:

Sonebody had cal | ed sonebody "gay." And she cane hone and
asked ne what that neant. And | said, "Wll it neans when two
peopl e of the sane gender prefer to marry or fall in |ove
with or whatever, each other instead of a boy/girl thing that
you see as the norm" And she thought for a mnute, and she
said, "Well, | think I"'mgay because | really hate boys and |
really love Any. And | said, "Well, at this age it's usually
too early to tell. | nmean, you'll probably go through sone
changes before you really decide or maybe you' Il always go

t hr ough changes. " (G ndy)

"Two nons" was a phrase used by Ellen's children [ages 7 and
10] to describe | eshian-headed famlies:

As far as gay couples...it's just been questions |like, "Matt
has two nons. Elise has two nons."” And it al ways seened to be
nore |ike a comment than a question. (ElIlen)

Anot her not her described a simlar vocabul ary that was energing
in conversations with her sons [ages 7 and 11]:

Actual ly, | renmenber conversations about you guys....There
was no confusion, there were sone questions about parents and
nmons and dads or nmons and nons or whatever. And so | just
expl ai ned very briefly what the arrangenents were and that
these were different arrangenents that people have. And it
was totally non-judgnental, just factual....The kids just see
this as the world, these various options. This is just like
male and female, and it's just the way the world is. (Fran)

Parents reported that all of their children [except for the

two youngest, who were 5 years ol d] understood the neani ng of and
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appropriately used the word "gay." At least 5 of the children

under st ood and used the word "l eshian.” Two adol escents used the

word "honophobic.” One used the word "bigot." Mst parents
reported rarely using the term "honosexual "™ in their conversations
and, therefore, never heard their children use that word.

Choosi ng to Converse

Parents viewed fam |y conversations as both naturally
occurring and purposefully initiated. They often renarked upon
t heir thought processes before, during, and after conversations.
They took thensel ves seriously as parents and val ued interactions

with their children and co-parents.

Fluidity in parents' definitions. | asked the parents to

briefly define the term"sexual orientation.”™ Their definitions

were usually brief and fluid:

Sexual orientation just neans, to nme, who you like as a
sexual partner. (Donna)

Sexual orientation neans heterosexuals or gay, whatever.
(El'l en)

Sexual orientation: Wich way do you go? (Hank)

The sense of who it is that you shower affection on,
| guess, in a loving and consi stent manner. (John)

One coupl e, Ann and Al an, had nore conpl ex descriptions in their
conversation

| don't see sexual orientation as sort of you're either here
or you're there. | see it as a continuum...There are nany
different |evels. Sonme involve intinacy...sexual intinmacy,
and ot hers involve enotional intimcy, nmental intinmacy,...I
don't think that it's either/or. | think everybody is

bi sexual . (Ann)

| agree with that....It's just a matter of degrees. | think
t hat sexual orientation nmust be one of the great nysteries of
the world. (Al an)
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Mot hers as the "social talkers." In 7 of the famli es,

not hers were viewed by both partners as the parent who nost often
engaged in conversations with the children about social issues.
This echoes the findings of other research conducted in the field
of famly comunication (Meyers, 1993; Stafford & Dainton, 1995).
When di scussing the possible influence of their gender, fathers
often tried to explain the | ack of such conversations:
Most of the tine | talk to her in the car, but I don't take
her to school. | go the other way. She [child] goes that way
[to school]. | don't take her very often, so | don't talk to
her very much. (Al an)

It's i ke "Ckay guys, you can ask ne anything," and they'l|
turn around and go ask Beth the real serious question....lI

guess they think...l1'Il give thema w se-crack answer. (Ben)

| attenpt to talk with her [daughter] in the car on the way
to school. She doesn't like that much....l guess | like to do
stuff with her nore....Like skiing or build a tree house or
go biking...l don't think that we usually just sit around and
talk. (Carl)

| don't knowif it's because they' re both fenmale, or Donna
probably talks nore with her, period. (Dan)

Wth Alison [age 11], she talks a lot and is very interested
in information, so we have nore conversations...on phil osophy
and physics....Wereas Gil has nore conversations wth her
about social kinds of things. (Gry)

It's not a gender thing. | just don't want to talk about it.
Holly is nore, she can listen better than | do. It's not
because of gender, though, she just does. (Hank)

Mot hers expressed pride and enjoynent of |ong, thoughtful
conversati ons:
| won't say it's all gender. Part gender, but | think part of
it is ny approach and the fact that | encourage her to talk
about things, like serious things....And so | think she's
used to us having conversations along those lines. (Ann)

W get with the nieces, ny sister's kids, one of themis 23
and one of themjust turned 21. W're all really close. And
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we just talk way into the night about everything under the
sun [ sexual harassnent, honophobia, name-calling]. (G ndy)

Parents in only 3 of the famlies reported that social talk was
experienced equal ly by fathers:
| think that nost of the tinme it is probably the context,
I'i ke whichever one of us is there....I"mthe one with her to
talk to her after school. (John)

| feel like either one of the kids would talk to either one
of us pretty nuch the sane way. (ElIlen)

| have talked to Billy [age 11] about prejudices out in the

world that he mght be aware of....So | nmade it ny busi ness

to, if there was an occasion or opportunity in terns of what

was happeni ng between us or their experiences, to nake a

conment about that. (Fred)

Joan and John proudly described the confort they believe their
child feels by having two parents actively involved in social
conversati ons:

| do think that she talks to both of us and sonetines | think

it is conforting to her to have one of us alone and tell the

story and get a response and then tell the other one. (Joan)

And we only know that because |later at night after she has

gone to bed we have said, "Julie was tal king about this

today." "Ch, yeah. She asked ne the same thing." (John)

The remai ning three thenes in the "Choosing to Converse"
coding famly illustrate the ways in which parents approached
conversations about sexual orientation. Al of the couples
descri bed at | east one parent as being "open” to all questions.
Four coupl es expressed curiosity regarding a bal ance of not
providing "too rmuch" information. Three coupl es described a "non-
i ssue" strategy for normalizing sexual orientation diversity and

pronoting tol erance and accept ance.
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Provi di ng answer s/ Bei ng askabl e parents. Providing answers

and being known to their children as parents who woul d tal k about
"anyt hi ng" was a source of pride for nost couples. Al though nost
of these conversations actually occurred with nothers, fathers,
too, enjoyed the feeling of being "askable parents.” The foll ow ng
exanples illustrate parents' desires to be "open" to

conversati ons:

| feel like |I'ma pretty open person, and when peopl e ask ne
questions, | answer. (Ann)

| guess we're open in terns of what our conversations are
i ke, so that he can ask anything about it. (Beth)

W have al ways, fromthe beginning, there's nothing taboo to
tal k about. W' ve al ways encouraged, we tal k about

everyt hing. (Ben)

Essentially Fred and ny strategy, and | think we agree pretty
strongly on this, is to be perfectly straight. So none of
"the stork cones" sort of stuff. W just give it to them And
our feeling also is that we "age it and stage it" to sone
degree. But ny feeling is if you tell them 500 words and they
are only ready to hear the first 25, then they will only hear
the first 25 and a year later they ask the question and you
give themthe 500 and they absorb it. (Fran)

How much is too nmuch informati on? Four famlies voiced

concerns regarding providing too much information at particul ar
ages. Parents struggle to maintain a bal ance of honesty and
under st andi ng:
| never know how nmuch to push because I know you're supposed
to keep it at their level in terns of: Should | continue to
ask things and say things? Have | said too nuch? And that
type of thing. (Ann)

So | want to be real careful that | explain things to themin

a way that they understand. But also,...l don't want to cone
across as the authority when | don't have all of the answers.
( Bet h)

W answer the questions to the point of where they stop
asking, and trying in as natural a way as possible. But |
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guess, for me anyway, |I'msort of reluctant to bring in this
sort of heavy artillery |anguage, and rather deal with it in
a sort of everyday way. (Eric)

Vell now she is bonbarded [with various information,
especi ally regardi ng gender inequity] and | sonetinmes wonder
"Does this 13-year-old have too nuch information?" (Joan)

Non-i ssue strateqgy. Five parents described a purposeful

strategy of "not making too rmuch of an issue" about sexual
orientation. They wanted their children to be able to regard a
sane-gender orientation as natural and within their Iived
experi ences.
It's alnmost |ike a non-conversation. Like when people say the
bl ack man or the white man. It's like we don't....It"'s not
really an issue....It's part of the fabric. (Carl)
It's not |ike we go around saying, "Wll, this couple, you
know, they're man and wife. And this couple are not, you
know, they're sane sex." | nean, it's not |ike we point
anybody out. W just kind of talk about Ted and Don, because
Ted and Don are a couple. (Donna)
They knew with Chip [babysitter] right away,...and this was
very young. And there was never any issue that this was
strange, because this was their buddy. (Fran)

|'ve never sat down and said, "Listen." You know, |'ve
answered her questions and she's seen it around her. (G ndy)

| guess there is always the i ssue about whether or not you

choose to make an issue out of it. That itself nakes it, or

brings it to a level that the kid may say, "Well this is

sonething that the parents have an issue with or el se they

woul dn't have brought it up with ne." (Ivan)

I nfl uences on Parents' Attitudes

Parents were primarily influenced by know ng | eshian, gay, or
bi sexual people and by identifying with their own feelings of
difference. Famlies of origin, although rarely open and

accepting, were also influential in certain aspects of attitude

devel opnent .
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Famlies of Oigin

Parents first becane aware of sexual orientation as they were
growing up in their own famlies of origin or as they entered
ear|ly adul thood. Many parents heard only di sparagi ng remarks made
by their famlies about gay or |esbhian people and few have ever
had conversations with their parents about the topic.

First awareness of diversity in sexual orientation. Aside

fromone father, all of the parents reported no awareness of the
diversity in sexual orientation until sonetinme during high school
or coll ege:

| think I was well into ny teenage years. Even maybe |i ke,
this is scary, 16 or 17 that | really understood that people
of the same sex could have sex with each other. (Beth)

The only thing | can renmenber was when we were in schoo
there was a gay guy in our town, it was a small town. And I
don't know how old he was at the tinme, maybe 20, and people
used to make fun of hi mbecause he was real flanboyant.

That's, I'msure | knew about gay before that, but that's the
first thing I can renenber. (Dan)

| can't really renmenber, but | went to an all-girls schoo
from 7th grade on. And before that | don't even renenber
anyt hing, but the word "queer" was about the worst thing you
could say to soneone. And | doubt anyone knew what it could
possi bly nmean. You always had the feeling it was sonething
really bad. (ElIen)

| don't remenber any specific thing, but |ike reading sone
psychol ogy book...and [watching] "Al in the Famly," for
i nstance. (Gary)

| didn't even know about heterosexual stuff. It was all new
to me. Just all this stuff. | had no idea. | was sort of
innocent. Really, | thought the world was great and
everything. And | still think the world is great. But
everything was just rosy. And Vietnamwas way over there, it
wasn't ever going to affect ne at all. And everything was
just going to be snooth sailing. (Hank)
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| guess in high school. | renenber one girl | dated, her
sister was gay. That was it. So | know | was at |east aware
of it at that time in high school. (Ivan)

| think that I was cluel ess through high school. And in
college didn't really know nmuch nore either. | think | can
renenber a conversation about two peers of mne who |ived
together in the dormand really sort of not being very
interested. Sort of having ny own things that | was doing. |
don't think I felt judgnental, | just sort of didn't....
Maybe even disbelief or disinterest at the point. | think a
real turning point to nme was living in Provincetown. (Joan)

The one father who |l earned of this diversity at an earlier age
was an adol escent when he overheard fam |y conversations:

| had an uncle on nmy nother's side who, it was confusing to
me growi ng up because | renenber first they used all of the
wonder ful [sarcastic] slang terns that you can i nmagi ne about
him | remenber it was especially confusing because once |
figured this out, and he was also nmarried....| don't know how
old | was, 10 to 12 maybe...[| renmenber] thinking, "Wll,
this seens strange"” and comng to think about this as a
marriage of conveni ence or sonmething. | was reading a | ot

of books then, of course, so you were always trying to say,
"Whi ch novel does this fit in?" (John)

Early know edge of |esbian or gay people. Many parents'

early recoll ections about sexual orientation were nore connected
to their earliest know edge of gay or | esbian people:

A friend of mne, we wuld have been 16, 17, sonething |ike
that, he was a classmate and a friend, and he noved into the
nei ghbor hood so we spent a ot of tinme together. And he told
me at one point that he didn't think he was particularly
interested in girls. You know, that he thought boys were nore
attractive. This was sonething that he was trying to figure
out howto deal with. And ny response at that point was "it
wi |l probably go away"..."do what you want to do, and |I'Il do
what | want to do." So, about 20 years later he got narried,
and then he got divorced, then he noved in with a boyfriend.
Yeah, so | guess he wasn't firmly convinced of his own
orientation at the tinme. Probably would have saved hima | ot
of heartache. (Al an)

Vell, | had a friend in high school that | suspected was a
| esbi an. And maybe that nade ne think about it nore. She
never did anything that substantiated that, but | kind of
assuned that she was. And maybe | thought about it or paid
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nore attention to reading about things....l still think that
was when | started thinking about it. (Beth)

VW lived on a farmwith a | esbian. Dan and | had just net.
And | think nmaybe she was |ike the first person that | ever
lived with that had a different sexual orientation. I...

| earned nore about what it was being a | esbian. (Donna)

Hank and Hol Iy renenbered Hank's anxi ety about a gay nman in the
town where they lived and attended coll ege:

In college, you just rem nded me of something, in college
there was a fellow that cut hair. |I don't renmenber his nane.
(Hank)

Kevin. (Holly)

Kevin. And everybody told nme he was the best person to cut
hai r. (Hank)

But he was gay. (Holly)

But he was gay. And this scared ne because | said, "Am
going to go there and is he going to try sonething with
me?"....Everything | had always heard was how they'l| try to
"get you." So when | walked in to get ny hair cut | was
really nervous about the whole thing. Also, it was cheap, a
cheap haircut, but good. And | wanted to get a good hair cut
so | gothere. And the first thing he offers ne is, "Do you

want to read a Playboy?" And | said, "No, no"....l went
there, but | didn't go back. But, you know, | didn't know
what he was trying to tell ne...."Yeah, give nme ten of them"

| don't know what | said, but | got really nervous about
Kevi n. (Hank)

So did Kevin cut your hair? (Holly)

| think he did cut ny hair. Once | was already there, |

wasn't com ng back again, | didn't go back again that | can
renmenber....l only went once....it scared ne. It scared ne
because | really didn't know Like |I said, | had grown up
with pretty much a mld lifestyle. Nothing really exciting
going on that | knew about. | was sort of sheltered, | guess.
(Hank)

Lack of chil dhood conversations with parents. Aside from

heari ng di sparagi ng renmarks about rel atives, neighbors, or
opposi ng athletic team nenbers, only one parent, Holly, reported

havi ng had constructive conversations with her parents. Parents
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frequently responded Iike Ben did during the interview, "W have
no role nodels for how to have these kinds of conversations.” One
father, Al an, proclainmed that his parents "are convinced the whol e
world is straight.” Beth said, "Ch! | renenber conments being
made, but conversations? No."

Interestingly, Fran described the | ack of comunication as a

"basis for tolerance," because, at |least, it was not exposure to

i nt ol erance:

| grew up in Mnnesota, which is very honbgeneous, and so
have no nenory of creating prejudices because it was never an
issue....There's a song. Is it in Clahoma?...which is

"You' ve got to be taught, you've got to be taught to hate al
t he people your relatives hate. You' ve got to be carefully
taught before you're six, or seven, or eight." | renmenber
crying in that because | thought that sonethi ng was w ong
with me because | hadn't been taught. | didn't see it as
"Cee,..." | read it conpletely as, "I haven't been taught.
There's sonmething wong with nme. | haven't been taught." And
sitting and saying, "l'mpast six, or seven, or eight, and I
haven't been taught." And being in tears and being really
afraid that | hadn't been taught to hate other people. And |
didn't know who ny relatives hated. Wiich is a very bizarre
twi st when you go back and hear it [crying]. And | can stil
sing this song, you know, which is bizarre. At that point
there was a feeling that | didn't know who | was supposed to
hate. (Fran)

Hol Iy, the one parent who renenbered having constructive
conversations with her parents recalled two particular nenories:

| renenber ny nom and dad tal king about a mssionary. And |
remenber himbeing nmarried, and | renenber his kids. | was
pretty young. | renenber himand his wife getting divorced.
Then. ..l renenber Momsharing with nme a letter that Don had
witten to her about how, with everything that he had been

t hrough he had al ways been accepted by ny parents and that he
al ways knew the coffee pot was ready at their house. So |

knew that Mom and Dad were okay....| also renenber...at sone
poi nt ny father was approached by anot her nman who hugged
hi m and nade sone...|l don't knowif it was when he was in New

York studyi ng pastoral counseling or before that. At sone
poi nt, sonebody that he was in sone programw th sonewhere
approached himand Daddy told himno. But | renenber Mom
relating that. | think it mght have been that and the
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incident with Don were the first [times] that ny dad had
really faced sonme of these issues. And then he ended up in
counsel I ing and suicide prevention and all that kind of thing
in his later years as a mssionary and, of course, that kind
of thing would come up. (Holly)

Current conversations with parents. Seven of the 20 parents

descri bed sone type of current communication with their own
parents. They often referred to a desire to enlighten their
parents:

| guess | have said [to nother], "Well, you know, he's [gay
friend] just a person, just happens to have different
feelings about different things.” |I don't know what she said
back, but she,...seens to ne, she tried to understand. She
tries real hard to understand things that | present to her,
but it's hard for her to accept certain things. (G ndy)

My nom knows ny friend Bonnie. My nom knows Bonni e's gay.
Sonetimes | think she's still unconfortable with it and stuff
so | don't even talk to her about it. (Ann)

Dan and Donna recalled Dan's nother's trepidation at recogni zi ng
her nei ghbors' rel ati onshi p:

Wien we visit ny nom her neighbors are gay,..they' ve been
living there for 10 years,...and ny nomsays, "I'mstill not
sure if they're gay." And we're |ike, "Yeah, conme on." |
nmean, she knows they are. (Dan)

There's still this part of her that's just like, "I"'mreally
not sure if | accept this or not," but she does. (Donna)

Two not hers recogni zed their own parents' struggle to accept
their adult bisexual or gay children:

There's been a | ot of conpassionate discussion, | would say,
about those relationships [with patients living with and
dying fromAIDS]. And certainly ny nother is fully aware of
nmy sister's continued bisexuality. (Fran)

Vell, it's different with ny two parents, but with nmy nother
it was al ways sonething that she didn't want to be judgnent al
about. My father theoretically not wanting to be judgnental
about it, but having to deal with it with his own son was
sonething that he had a | ot of problens with. Wereas | don't
think ny nother really did. (Irene)

Two ot her parents renenbered their sexual orientation being
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fearfully questioned by their parents due to |ife changes:

| went to college and | was an engi neering nmajor and |

di scovered differential equations and then said, "This isn't
ny life's work." | switched to English and | renenber there
bei ng sone concern on ny parents' part that | mght be gay--
havi ng switched to be an English major. (John)

Wien | split fromny [first] husband ny nother was a weck. |
found out, like 10 years later, that the reason she was a

w eck was because she thought | was gay, because | was doi ng
all this stuff with Bonnie [lesbian friend]. But she never
brought it up to nme. She never said anything. (Ann)

Finally, Holly recalled the acceptance in her nother's words:

Mom has al ways said, "Wat are all of these people going to
do when they find out that God created these people this way?
What are they going to say then?" Momhas said that for years
and, yeah, that has been a big influence on ne. It's always
been, "CGosh, if ny nomthinks it's okay, then..." (Holly)

Knowi ng Peopl e

Parents reported knowi ng people as the nost influential
aspect of their attitude formations. Parents reported being
i nfluenced by gay friends, gay relatives, and each other as
partners. Often raised with inaccurate and stereotyped ideas about
| esbi ans, gay nen, and bi sexuals, parents cited "getting to know

real people" as the key to their shift in attitudes.

Gay friends. Eight of the couples reported currently having
| esbian or gay friends. No one referred to havi ng bi sexual
friends. Five of those couples reported having "cl ose" friends
wi th whom t hey vacati oned, worked, attended comm t nent
cel ebrations, and shared neals. These friends were known by the
children as being | eshian or gay. Furthernore, children in 4
famlies have had a | esbian or gay teacher or caregiver or have

had friends that live in | eshbi an-headed househol ds. The fol |l ow ng
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exanples illustrate the influential relationship between these
famlies and their |esbhian or gay friends:

| think it was kind of neat for the girls because they knew
Ted and they knew he was Daddy's friend and everything. And
then we could say, "Do you renenber Ted that visited us?" And
t hey knew that he was a nice person. (Holly)

Wien he [ol dest son, age 14] asked me about gay narriage we
tal ked about our friends and we had just seen you at a party.
So it was real concrete. That's what | try to do. Not try to
think about it in terns of philosophy, but think about it in
terns of the people you know and you care about who are good
peopl e. (Beth)

Anong the people they [sons] adm re, al nost nore than anybody
else, is a friend of ours who is like an aunt to them She is
in alesbian relationship and it's interesting because the
boys are jeal ous, but not judgnental. They're jeal ous because
"She | oves her nore than ne." But there's never any
inmpression that this is weird. (Fran)

| think Kathy [ol dest daughter], probably the first time she

realized it was at [school]. | think that she just accepted
everything so well. She has al ways been that way, accepting
things and all |ike that because | think she knew you and it

hel ped a I ot. Wich was surprising to ne. (Hank)

You know, they weren't these weird people that fit these
| abel s that ny dad woul d say. (Beth)

| did not used to be accepting of that and it was not until | actu

When you were his [son, now age 11] teacher he was clearly
aware of you. At [child care center] there were a nunber of
two-nomfamlies. (Fran)

El l en renenbered a friendship with a wonan who was struggling to
accept her gay son:

| remenber that the first gay person | was truly aware of was
the son of an ol der wonman friend of mne when | lived in D.C
She was stunned when she found out he was gay....| think ny
conversations with nmy wonan friend over those several years
were a very conprehensive study on the range of reactions to
a gay famly nenber. O course, what she knew all al ong was
that he was still the same person she had al ways known. Her
reaction as a person | knew well and whose intelligence |
respected, probably went a | ong way towards un-doi ng any
prejudices | had acquired in growing up in a very
conservative, md-Wst, environment. (ElIen)

For Hank, having close friends cone out as gay caused himto
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wonder about his own sexual orientation:

or

And all of a sudden I'mthinking, "Am| gay?" Then | had it
really down deep thinking, "Al ny friends are. Maybe | am
too." Here | ammarried. | think we had Kathy at that tine.
"Am | gay?" You' re not |aughing, and neither is she [spouse]
now, but at the time | was telling people this and people
were laughing at ne. "Ha, ha, ha!" | really had a problem.
And by the time Ted [gay friend] came around | said, "Well,
maybe I am Maybe | just didn't know any better. Maybe I'm
not so sure about nyself." Wat kind of questions do you ask
your sel f whet her you're gay or not? How do you know? How do
you know if it's just a thing that you are goi ng through or
not ? What questions do you ask if you're heterosexual ? (Hank)

Gay relatives. Four famlies reported having | esbian, gay,

bi sexual relatives. Donna recalled famly di scussions

regarding a cousin's comng out:

| know this summer she [daughter, age 11] heard a | ot because
we had a cousin conme out. She was never an active part of

t hese conversations, but she was in the roomor in the next
room when conversations about this wonan were goi ng on. She
never questioned that. She never in any way negatively or
positively. She kind of accepted it. (Donna)

Fran renmenbered her experience of living with her bisexual sister

as influential in her attitude devel opnent:

Then | went to Stanford, which is |ike being into the mx of
earth. At which point I was living part of the tine with ny
sister who is bisexual and one of the first boyfriends | had
was al so bisexual....In that one year | interacted wth every
possible lifestyle interaction, religion, ethnic background
you coul d ever believe and...that first year at Stanford was
sort of the blitzkrieg of exposure. (Fran)

Hol Iy and Hank described the confusing sexual identities of nen

in Holly's famly:

It's munbl ed about in the famly a |lot. Wen we are al
together it's nmentioned. Nobody is quite sure. There is no
proof either way that we know of. (Hank)

There's one froma long tine ago and there's one nore recent.
(Hol I'y)

Irene has a gay brother and recalled his influence in her famly:
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VW al so have the situation where one of ny brothers is gay.
And | don't know how well aware the kids are, both

consci ously and unconsciously, of that, although Jason [son,
age 10] and | did have a conversation about it a couple of
weeks ago...H s significant other cones to famly
occasions... He's been together with this person for at |east
10 years. (Ilrene)

| nfl uenci ng each ot her. Several couples reported ways in

whi ch they influenced each other with regard to attitudes about
diversity in general, as well as diversity in sexual orientation

Actually, the whole thing is that she [spouse] has changed
nmy life. That is absolutely true. She, when we got nmarried, |
knew, or even before, when we were dating--Chinese food: "Ch,
that's bad, bad stuff." She nade ne eat it. | grewto like
it. Indian food: "Who would ever eat that stuff?" | eat it
now. Different kinds of people |I was never around. It was

al ways white, heterosexual, church-going, Bible-preaching
peopl e. Everything was snooth sailing. Everything was easy.
W were all the sane kind. | was al ways surrounded by the
sanme ki nd of people. And then Holly kind of broke ne into:
"Hey, we have sone Ml aysian friends over here." Ml aysi a?
Wiere is that fron? And all of a sudden I was brought into a
whol e new worl d of accepting other people which I never, ever
did before....So anyway, she's been ny brain expander. (Hank)

Hank struggles with assimlating his desire for fairness, his
loyalty to his friends that he now knows are gay, and "the guys"
in his Bible study. Holly is his soundi ng board, and she

descri bed an appreciation for that role:

| think Hank nakes ne...It's real easy for ne to read

sonet hing |i ke Stranger at the Gate [by gay activist Ml
Wiite] and go, "Ckay, sure." But it's good to have soneone
who's kind of struggling and com ng back from Bi bl e study and
sayi ng, "These guys said this." And you have to think, "Wat
woul d | say there?" and "Wat are sone answers there?" S0,
kind of the back and forth part of it. (Holly)

Gndy credits Carl with bringing a "worldly" viewto the famly:

| think you' ve [spouse] influenced nme a |ot. Just supportive
of the view....He had lived in cities and things when we net
and | had never |ived anywhere but here. | just always

t hought he was nore worldly in his tolerant views and his
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sort of orneriness about anything that was prejudiced.
(G ndy)

One coupl e had a conversation about mutual influence. They were
interested in telling and hearing about their respect for each

ot her:

| remenber at one point, after | met Gary. Actually | becane,
in general, a lot nore socially accepting of diversity. |
don't know if you know that. (Gail)

Yeah? (Gary)

Yeah. You were always so, of other races and cultures and
stuff, you were always interested in the way ot her people
lived and accepting of themand that probably has influenced
nme a lot, actually....And that has allowed nme to then open ny
m nd and nmy eyes and see things in a nore broad way. (Gil)

Did 1l influence you in any way? (Gil)
Yeah, probably. You were nore cogni zant of--1 nean, how you
say to the girls, "If you choose to get nmarried." (Gary)

Per sonal Feelings of D fference

As described in the previous chapter, participants in this
study were white, mddl e class, heterosexual, and well -educat ed.
Still, many of the parents referred to a personal feeling of
difference and a pride in that difference. They referred to this
difference in thenselves or in their children as a test of

genui neness for their own accepting attitudes.

Bei ng a Jewi sh boy. Four of the 10 fathers were raised

Jewi sh. Three of themrecalled feelings of difference. The
followng quotations illustrate the difference and, oftentines,
i solation that was experienced through this identity:

So, | grew up, we were the only Jewwsh famly in
Christiansburg, Virginia, okay. So, | nean like, "You're

di verse." You know? You stand out. So, | grew up as an
outcast. | have always been an advocate of the outcast. |
have always felt a little bit out of kilter. And |I've grown
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accustoned to it. And | kind of like it....| knew that the
circles that | was supposed to fit it, the Jewi sh conmunity,
was a zero, a conplete and total downer. So, whenever you
enter a situation where you know you're an outcast | think
you naturally gravitate to others who are outcasts. There
cones a tine when just about everybody is an outcast in sone
manner, whether it's race or sexuality or whatever it m ght
be. (Al an)

| can identify with [being Jewi sh], but not...you know, |
never personally felt very strongly about that, other than
bei ng taunted at school by certain groups. (Carl)

Fred and Fran di scussed Fred's experience of feeling "odd:

So |I've had that whol e experience of being....W had Jew sh
relatives within the context of the Jew sh groups so | got
exposed to all the different problens, if you will, or
experiences of, you know. (Fred)

But, you carry around a | ot of the consequences of being... (Fran)

Yeah, separate. Different. Yeah, yeah. | really do....| have
a stronger sense than Fran of being different. That's part of
ny heritage and that's an inportant part of ny heritage.
(Fred)

It gives hima greater sensitivity toward perceiving....

nmean, he's often the one that points out to ne when sonet hing
that was said was sexist. Wiere | just sort of "dah-ta-dah"
and he'll say, "Wait a minute. Think about it." So it's given
hima real sensitivity to reading and hearing and seei ng

prej udi ce. (Fran)

Bei ng a wonan. Two wonen referred to their sense of

di fference of being female in mal e-dom nated work or famly
environnents. Beth, the nother of three sons, felt responsible for
educating the fam |y about the exploitation of wonmen, particularly
in the nedia:
Because there are no other wonmen in the house | feel strongly
that it is nmy responsibility to help themall get in touch
with their femnine side just a little bit....l"'ve told them

explicitly about respecting wonen and |'ve talked to them
about sexual situations. (Beth)

Fran recall ed being fenmale in a mal e-dom nated sci ence di sci pline:
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| would say that 90% of the time that | amthe only femal e on
any commttee that I'mon at [university]. (Fran)

Having a child with a difference. Three couples referred to

having a child or children with some type of difference or

potential difference. Parents try to make the nost of this by

hel ping their children relate it to a broader understandi ng of

di versity.
Bet h and Ben conversed about the inpact of having a child

wi th Down's Syndrone:
| think we may do nore of that, tal king about respecting
ot her people and the differences in other people, because we
have Al ex. And | think our awareness has been very much
hei ght ened by the fact that we have soneone in our famly who
runs a risk of being horribly discrimnated agai nst. (Beth)
And Sean [age 14] [has becone] nuch nore aware now in terns
of really noticing what other people think about people with
Down's Syndrone....W're in a unique role. Unless you have a
brother or a kid, you don't think about it. Mst people just
blurt it [offensive conments about people wth devel oprent al
disabilities] out. My students blurt it out. (Ben)

Ann projected a potential difference by realizing that her child

could grow up to be gay. This created a space for her to take

seriously the kind of social environment she wants for her child:
So that's what | think with Wendy [age 5]. | often think,
"Wll, what if she is gay?" |I don't want her to grow up
thinking, "I"mweird or strange or sonething." So, | think
it's inmportant to say, "It's all natural."” (Ann)

Gil and Gary, whose famly is Jewi sh, first described sone

prejudi ce that the children have encountered, then described the

i npact of being Jewi sh on their children:
The Dodsons. They were the ones that said that Jews
were...wong and needed to be saved or sonething al ong those
lines. (Gail)

That was a teacher. (Gary)
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No, oh, that was just recently. That was awful. That was in
M chell e's dance class. She nentioned that she was Jew sh and
this other girl said her teacher said that Virginia is nostly
Christians and that Jew sh peopl e should go back to where
they cane from (Gil)

That we shouldn't be in Virginia. At that point | alnost, it
was third hand, still | alnpbst called the school to find out
about that. (Gary)

W still should call the school. (Gail)

It does give themnore sensitivity to being different because
they aren't nmainstream (Gil)

Pride in being different. The above quotation was followed by

the statenent, "W wouldn't |let them be nmai nstream anyway" (Gail).

of the couples asserted, in one way or another, a sense of

pride in being different, being rebels, being creative in the ways

they were raising their children:

M/ perception of...what | think you are going to hear from
everybody el se and not fromus is "The Lord says" and "The

Bi bl e says" and we don't pay rmuch attention, because we don't
read the Bible and we don't believe in God. So pitch all that
asi de and then you say, "Wuat's right for humanity? Wat is
right for the world? What is right for the human speci es?"
(Al an)

Qur influences are our own! (Ben)

|"mjust ornery, | think. | grew up in CGeorgia, where it was
i ke whites seat fromthe front, blacks seat fromthe rear

Col ored water fountains. And it just always sort of pissed ne
off, generally. | don't know why. Wien | was a kid...|l would
get on the bus and go right to the back seat. (Carl)

Fred and Fran di scussed their sons' future sexual orientations:

| guess the continuous thought is that it is easer to be a
het erosexual . So | would... (Fred)

Yeah, you al ways want the easier pain. The nost painless
route. (Fran)

Yeah. You want what is best for your kids. (Fred)

On the other hand, there's part of us that are both sort of
rebel s anyway. (Fran)
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Additionally, one father reported that he hinself had a

"honmosexual experience." The foll ow ng conversation between us
illustrates the continued influence this experience has on his
life:
That was ki nd of an eye-openi ng experience, too. It was just
very fleeting, but it sort of confirmed to nme..., you know,
you always think I haven't had an experience, maybe |'m
m ssing whatever. So | had an experience. It sort of
confirmed to ne what ny preferences were. But al so, the
experience opened to ne, a lot of ne, to have a feeling of
what a positive experience--1 nean, it was a positive
experi ence.
And it doesn't sound like it was surrounded by guilt? (T.J.)
No, well, there's always a little bit of that hangi ng around.

Sure. So, that certainly does add to your perspective on it
not being "other?" (T.J.)

Exactly. Right. Like having friends and actually having an

experience. It gives you nore experience in which to

under st and yoursel f and who you are.

Attitudes and Val ues

This final section describes the values held by the parents.
The descriptions reflect a deep sense of thought and purpose. The
section al so includes thoughts about the future, parents’
predi ctions regarding the ways in which conversations and val ues
wi Il change as their children age. Finally, the section concludes
with parents' basic, yet powerful assertions that "it would be
okay for their child to be gay."

Overt Val ues Transm ssi on

Parents thought deliberately about the values they want to
transmt to their children. They take seriously their

responsibility, as parents, to assist their children in val ue
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formation and are forthright in owing up to the areas in which
this formation is "in process" for them as well.

Parental statenents of values. | asked parents to state their

val ues directly, particularly about sexual orientation diversity.
The followi ng quotations reflect value statenents that energed
within the interview conversations--specifically stated val ues
about sexual orientation, as well as life values in general:

Peopl e are who they are. Let them do what they do. They're
not hurting anybody. W're all living here together, let's do
t he best we can for each other. (Al an)

What matters is that people are good to each other in the
worl d. And that kind of thing [sexual orientation] has
nothing to do with what's inportant....l hear all this junk
on the news about people making | aws and worryi ng about who's
going to marry who. What the hell does it matter? Put your
energy into the inmportant things! (Gail)

Bet h and Ben di scussed the inportance of respect for self
and others in the values they wish to transmt to their sons:

No matter which path he [their ol dest son] took | would want
to make sure that he wasn't prom scuous, that he didn't take
sexual activity lightly with anyone....But the point is that
you are respectful of people and you are respectful of
yoursel f. That's what | want to get across to themno natter
what: There are basic ways to be a good person. (Beth)

| guess what we want to put into the boys is: You are
yoursel f and what ever you beconme you accept everybody else in
your own security. You secure your own feelings about who you
are and what you are going to be. And that's yours. But that
doesn't nmean that is the way it is. You don't shut out the
rest of the world. It doesn't work that way. (Ben)

Menbership in a group does not inply anything. You can't mnake
any judgnments because of soneone's nenbership in a group.
(Bet h)

Dan and Donna stated their val ues regardi ng peopl e bei ng

unfairly judged:
[ want her to understand] that it isn't that big of a deal,

and it's not necessarily wong |ike sone people mght say,
like she may read or hear. That everybody is different and
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that's just the way it is....To be accepting and open-m nded
and not prejudge people. (Dan)

Yeah. | just feel that we don't have the right to judge
anybody. And we don't have the right to tell anybody who they
can |l ove. You know, love is a pretty personal, intense thing.
And whoever you fall in love wwth--that's who you fall in
love with. W don't have a right to judge that. (Donna)

Irene and lvan al so stated the inportance of being respectful and
non-j udgnent al :
This is just a part of |ife and everybody is different, but
everybody is the same. You just respect that people nake
choi ces and you have to understand that for sone people these
choi ces are made hard by the world. And don't judge them...|
hate to see what | regard as artificial divisions between
peoples. And | really have a terrible hatred of intolerance.
(Irene)

Open- m ndedness and respect are values that | would like to
conmuni cate. (Ivan)

One nother stated that it is what she and her spouse do rather
than what they say that has the greatest influence on the
children
| think the nost powerful thing in nmy mnd is the fact that
we're open and clearly support both the gay nen and the
| esbi an worren that we know. And there's no effort to hide
that relationship or to put it in...a light that is
judgrmental at all. (Fran)
In a conversation with Carl, G ndy adds advocacy to the val ues
she wi shes to conmuni cat e:

| want her to think this is in the "normal" range of human

stuff. | don't want her to think it's weird, or over there,
or sonething. It's just a different way that's part of
everything....Bisexuals, group marriages, | think all that is

wi thin normal range. Not pedophiles... (G ndy)

| think just to have acceptance and tol erance for human
bei ngs. (Carl)

And to lobby for it. To realize that there's an edge to be
pushed, a big fat edge....You know, ny group of friends have
been taking their daughters to the gay and | esbian marches in
Washington for quite a while now They're all older and in
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college, so the next tinme they get a bunch to go I'mgoing to
take Lisa. (G ndy)

Religion as value organi zer--or not. One of the 10 fanmlies

referred to religion as a val ue organi zer. Hank spoke of
"struggling hard® to find space for his new accepting attitudes
within the franework of his religious comunity:

That's where | have problens, nyself, is with church and how
the church is accepting or not accepting of gays....The
biggest thing is Bible study. We're readi ng the Bible and
you' re | ooki ng at Ronmans. Chapter 10 or 9, maybe even 11,
says that these people went off and started doing "vul gar
things:" nmen with nen, wormen wi th woren, and shoul dn't be
doi ng that stuff. Everybody is saying, "Ckay, guys, this is
the way it should be." And | said, "Wait a m nute. Sonething
is wong here and maybe we're just not reading it the right

way."....The church |I have problens with right now on that
particular issue. | also have problens in nmy mnd on that

i ssue. That's happened in Bible study. W've tal ked about it.
| feel like a lot of churches are preaching hate out there

and | don't like that about anybody....M probl em conmes back
to prom scuity. Wien people are not willing to commt their
life to one person. That's where | have a probl em But
marriage, | think that's great. | think that's wonderful. |
think that's the only way to get the nost out of a

rel ationship--is to becone narried and to grow together. And
why we choose to have rules that a man has to marry a wonan
|'mnot so sure. The guys in the Bible study say, "It's in
the Bible." It mght be, but that's one thing that God and |
are going to have to tal k about when |I get there. (Hank)

The remaining famlies either did not refer to religion at
all, spoke of anger toward former religious upbringings, or
descri bed the chall enges and creativity they face while not
relying upon a religion to structure their val ues:

See, | was brought up Catholic and I think the one thing that
tripped ne off to the religion was the hypocrisy about
supposedly | oving everyone, but yet being racist and
prejudiced and all this stuff. And I can renenber in high
school just giving up on Catholicismbecause | just felt |
saw too much hypocrisy and | took it to heart to |ove
everyone, and that you shouldn't discrimnate agai nst peopl e.
And | think it started at that point in ternms of I wasn't
going to discrimnate agai nst soneone because they were gay.
| think al so somewhere along there | devel oped the attitude
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that we all go through this life once, why not nake it easy
on each ot her? (Ann)

So we don't have the prejudice inposed by a strong religious
base, but on the other hand it neans that when issues |ike
truth or telling lies, come at us, you can't fall back on
"Thou shalt not lie." You have to couch it in very rea
terns. So you can't use the religion to create ethical lines
to feel as a famly....You can't fall back on "CGod said
this." You have to say, "This is the consequence of I|vying.
This is the way that we have to interact and the
establ i shment of trust. We don't lie to you." W really face
t hese i ssues, where you can see that having strong religious
| aws nakes it easier. (Fran)

Vell, if you're the kind of famly that sees things as bl ack
and white and you say, "You don't take drugs. You don't

snoke. You don't get blah, blah, blah." Watever it is, it's
alot easier in alot of ways than if you are a parent who
sees all of the gray issues. And who discusses things and
says, "You make a choice, etcetera.” That really is much nore
difficult. (Gil)

Whenever anybody asks me ny religion it really irritates ne
because that's the nmain reason that | don't go to church is
can't stand the fact that this world has spent half of its

life fighting over who is a Christian and who isn't. (lrene)

Fred and Fran had a | engthy conversation about the issue of
sane sex marriage. Their differences in degree of religious
i nfl uence becane evident:

There is one thing that | amnot certain about how society
shoul d deal with and that is the concept of marriage. There's
a strong historical and religious relationship in ternms of

het er osexual procreation and the religious concept, and the
noverrent to plug honosexual relationships into that...l think
is probably not worthwhile...because it's beside the point in
a way. | think there ought to be an expansion of the fornmal
stated acceptance of honosexual as well as heterosexual...and
within that context they ought to give all of the rights to
everybody. But | think there's sonme real historical ad

bi ol ogi cal |y based [issues] in the concept of "marriage" and
how it's cone up to us in ternms of cultural history. (Fred)

See, I'd be nore radical in that response. That's very Judeo-
Christian. (Fran)

| sort of think it's a waste of tine, nyself. The real value
is in other directions and this is just a synbolic thing. But
t he synbol is bucking up agai nst such absolutely basic
origins of culture. (Fred)
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But historically the one nale, one fenmale definition of a
relationship is fairly recent and restrictive. (Fran)
Yeah. (Fred)

Look at ancient Geeks. Look at polygany. Look at the harem
set-ups. Look at... (Fran)

Clearly, couples are engaged in working through their
changi ng val ues. Many parents reported havi ng other support
networks of friends and relatives. Al parents reported nost often
di scussing i ssues surrounding famly values with their spouse.

Future Projections

During the interviews, | asked concludi ng questi ons about the
future. Parents discussed possible future conversations with their
children, their children's everchangi ng peer groups, additional
resources and topics of conversation that are or would be nore
chal | engi ng.

Children will ask nore as they age. Parents predicted that

their famlies will engage in nore, rather than |ess,
conversations as their children age. They envision their children

aski ng nore questions and seeking nmultiple resources:
| would think that she'd want nore detail. 1'd be alittle
bit nore sophisticated in explaining. I would think that
there's going to be nore conflict with what she hears and her
wanting to be faithful to us. (Ann)

| think there will not be as many questions as there will be discus

| mght be nore prone to talking to her about getting
i nvol ved, getting socially active. (G ndy)

| would like to think that the issues would get nore persona
and | ess theoretical. That they would cone to us and just say
t hat so-and-so thinks that they are gay. They woul d
personal i ze the subject or individualize it as nore of a
statenment than as a question, but really | ooking for us to
say that this is okay, in the hopes that we would say this is
okay. | think, again, they will be becom ng aware of sone of
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t hese ot her issues once they get ol der and nmy guess is they
wi Il ask about them (Irene)

Three parents recogni zed dil emmas about their children's
future attitudes, social safety, or participationin famly
conversati ons:

| have this terrifying feeling that Susan's going to go to

hi gh school and just conpletely becone a different
person....| really hope that she goes on, as she gets ol der,
t hi nki ng the sane way that she does. Right now she's pretty
open to everything....l hope it's the little things that w |l
have to change. | hope these issues stay the sane. (Donna)

It's like they're on a little boat on a huge sea and anyt hi ng
and everything can go wong and it seens you get increasingly
hel pl ess as a parent. (Eric)

It [having conversations] doesn't work that easily. It's not
like they're going to say, "From6 to 7, Mom | want to have
atalk..." You need to have the hanging out tine because
that's when it happens. And between adults' and kids' I|ives,
where is the hanging out tinme? (Gil)

Children's gendered peer groups. Wen di scussing their

children's peer groups, parents noticed gender differences. They
often predicted girls and fermal e peer groups to be nore accepting
t han boys and mal e peer groups:
| think what she [spouse] was saying earlier about all the
boys bei ng honophobic. | don't think the girls, generally...lI
don't hear tales like, "Grls are honmophobic," that sort of
thing. (Carl)
| would say boys mght tend to be | ess tolerant. (Dan)
M/ guess is that girls would be nore tol erant because there
is less definition of macho. To be a tomboy is stil
consi dered to be okay, but to be a sissy is not. (Fran)
She hangs out with kids who have parents who are relatively
hi ghly educated and hopefully, therefore, aware. And that
woul d probably be nore of a factor than gender. (Gail)
One nother noticed gender playing out in a different way with her

children
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Linda [age 12] is in that teenage, cliquey, peer group type
stuff where they wouldn't be accepting of anything in this
stage of the gane. Wiereas, Jason [age 10] | see this in the
context of...nen or boys who are very sports oriented, do
tend to accept anything of everybody el se because they have
been thrown together for a long tinme. I think as long as
soneone has the athletic ability they don't question anything
el se. (Irene)

A father had a simlar specul ation:
| suppose you get both ends of the spectrumwith the girls.
They are either going to be nurturing and circle the wagons
or they are going to ostracize you. The boys are kind of
like, "Do whatever, but let's go out and play ball." (John)

QG her resources children will seek. Parents predicted other

resources their children mght consult for nore information about
sexual orientation:
Mar k [ youngest son, age 10] is such a researcher, |ooker,
i nvestigative guy, nakes up his own mnd. | think he's to the
poi nt where he woul d ask Sean [ol dest son, age 14]. (Ben)
Qur adult friends. (Ann)
At this point they would probably be nost likely to talk to friend

|'"msure it's their peer group, which is terrifying. | think

that if Chip [fornmer caregiver] were still around and cl ose
that he would be very easy to talk to for the boys. Having a
mal e gay role nodel, it would be easier if they needed to

address sone of these things. (Fran)

Her grandnot her...her peers...books...the internet,
probably....l don't think there are other adult figures that
they would turn to, which is both bad and good. (Irene)

Bet h and Ben di scuss the internet as a resource for their
children

Sean's [age 14] to the point that anything he wants to know
he knows he can go to the internet and get it. (Beth)

Mark [age 10] is too. Mark is right there behind him There's
so many scribbl e sheets around the house with dot-this
[referring to internet addresses]. (Ben)

| know. And we've said, "This is what the expectations are
for your behavior on the Wb." But, they have free range.
(Bet h)
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That's probably going to be their answers to their questions.
It's going to be, "I'"mnot asking Mom |'mpunching it on the
conputer and I'mgoing to find out." (Ben)

The tougher topics. Sexual orientation was not described by

any of the parents as a particularly difficult or controversi al
topic to discuss with their children. They recalled and predicted
“much tougher topics:"

She's thoroughly confused about religion. She doesn't have a
clue. The funny part about it is that we're thoroughly
confused about religion. (A an)

It's this media thing with violent inages and sex being
portrayed as violent. | don't want to say, "I don't want you
wat chi ng sex," but sex always seens to be coupled with

viol ence and power. | just flat out oppose such a violent
image. That's really hard for ne. And they get angry because
| harp all the tine onit. | walk into the room and
say,"OK .." and | launch into a litany of what they're

wat ching. So that's a tough issue. (Beth)

| think when she starts aski ng about the house drug behavi or.
(Ann)

Academ c expectations are hard. (Hank)
| f she were to get pregnant...Miybe drug use. (Carl)

There m ght be sonething difficult for ne in talking to her
about ny past and havi ng sonme abuse growi ng up. | think
abortion woul d be anot her issue. (Donna)

Certain aspects of religion,...sexual assault...domestic

vi ol ence. (Joan)

In many ways religion is somewhat hard to talk about. Fred is
Jewi sh, | was raised Christian. W're not very religious and
so they cone hone and say, "These guys all go to church. Wat
do they do at church?" (Fran)

Deat h. (John)
| think that this issue will get nore difficult to tal k about

when it becones sexual orientation rather than famly
diversity. (lrene)
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It Wuld Be Ckay for My Child to Be Gay

Al t hough not asked directly to project about their child's
sexual orientation, one parent in every couple alluded to the
possibility that one of their children mght "grow up to be gay,"
and nost said it woul d be okay.

Ann initiated a conversation with Al an about their daughter's
[ now age 5] sexual orientation:

| can't inmagine there would be tension, Alan, if Wndy woul d
turn out to be gay. | can't imagine us falling apart over
that ? (Ann)

[ Shaki ng head] | nean, |I'd be disappointed, |I think. (A an)
Wul d you? (Ann)

Yeah, | think nore fromthe standpoint that the rest of the
world still has problens and that, you know, little girls--
and for that matter little boys, as well--have plenty of
problens to begin with, with their own sexuality and their
own nmaking their identity inlife, and nmaking their way in
the world. And to throw a road block |ike that where you are
automatically going to face sone probl ens, sone prejudice,
it'd be adrag....But, it's not like you're going to talk

sonebody out of it....I"mnot going to tell her that she
shoul dn't have sexual relationships with a woman, with
another girl. It wouldn't stop her. She's going to do what

she's going to do. (Al an)

| guess |'mnore afraid of her getting pregnant before she
wants to. (Ann)

Vel |, [she's] not going to get pregnant with a woman. (Al an)

| know....What | was thinking is that I never think to
nyself, "Ch, 1'd be really scared to think she mght be gay."
| think nore to nyself, "Ch, ny god, | hope she nakes it

t hrough w thout being raped. Ch, ny god, | hope she nakes it
t hrough w thout being a teenager pregnant. How would | deal
with that?" | think there are worse things in terns of
sexuality...than anything to do with her sexual orientation.

| nean, to ne, that's mnor in terns of all the things that
coul d happen. (Ann)

Furthernore, Ann described her struggle wth heterosexist

t er m nol ogy:
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How do you expl ain what making love is so that it's not just
het er osexual term nology? It's really easy [to say] the "when
a nommy and a daddy get together" type of thing.... That's
what | try to be real careful about when | talk to her, to
keep fromgetting into that kind of verbiage. (Ann)

Beth referred to an agreenent she and her partner have regarding
their acceptance of a gay child:

| don't know if you're [to Ben] going to remenber this, and |
don't remenber the specifics, but we' ve had conversations
about "How woul d you feel if one of the boys grew up gay?"
And | think we've, we kind of agreed that we woul d be cool.
Nobody's going to flip out if that's the direction they go.
VW're going to be really cool about it. Because you think
about your extended famly, "Wat would ny father say?" "Wat
woul d ny brother say?" that kind of thing. And | think we

ki nd of acknowl edge with each other that we're going to
support them whatever they do. It's alnost |ike a check.
(Bet h)

[Nodding] If that's the way it ends up. (Ben)
G ndy rel ayed a conversation she had with her 14-year-old
daught er:

| said, "It's [societal prejudice regarding interracia
coupling] the sane thing as if you wanted to marry anot her
worman. Certain people in this society see it as not a good
thing, not a normal thing." And we tal ked about that it would
be fine with us, but she would have to know she woul dn't have
approval fromcertain people....And | also told her that if
she were dating a girl she wouldn't have to worry about
getting pregnant. (G ndy)

The following two fathers stated a preference for
het er osexual children, but explained that it was not out of
honmophobi ¢ fears:

On one level you wish for them on a general, nore politica

sense, to be tolerant of diverse sexual orientations. But
then the other question is, "Do you want to, or do you think

you could direct themin their sexual orientation?" | mean, |
guess all things considered, | would prefer that nmy kids were
het erosexual . But it's nore like | would prefer Chris [son]
liked certain things that | liked to do as a boy grow ng up.

And it's kind of on no bigger level than that. (Eric)

Yeah, | woul d be upset [responding to spouse's what-if
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guestion]. But it wouldn't be so much a negative....| think
have certain sets of values, okay, in terns of famly and
this kind of thing. I would have to, it would cause nme to do
sone soul searching. | nmean, | would accept it, but it would,
| would have to...in terns of understanding nyself and ny
sons, who they are. So it would be a task. And so, fromthat
point of view, | don't mean "upset equal s negativeness," but
it would be something that | would have to deal with. (Fred)

S spouse, on the other hand, described |l ess struggle in her
ngs about this issue:

A coupl e of years ago, he [ol dest son, Bob] was probably 9
and asked--one of the many tines when he had been asking--to
get his ear pierced. And this was not really to address...,
this was trying to come up with a good way to postpone this
decision and so | said, "I really like men with ears pierced
and nen with jewelry. | think that's a really cool idea. But,
you know, there's sone busi ness about whether your right or
your left ear is pierced has certain conmunications as to
whet her you're gay or straight. And since we don't know yet
whet her you're gay or straight, maybe we shoul d just postpone
this decision"....So he said, "Wll, Mom when wll | know?"
And | said, "Well, I"'mnot really sure, but ny guess is that
when you go into puberty and your hornmones kick in it wll be
very clear to you whether you are attracted to nmen or
attracted to wonen. So that's just a few years away, so let's
just put it off." (Fran)

Gai |l conpared herself to her nother in her prediction of her

own accept ance:

Wiereas | woul d be able, probably, to accept if one of the
girls chose an alternate lifestyle, | don't know that ny
not her woul d have accepted it so easily. (Gil)

Hol | y expressed an acceptance of her children, yet sone

grief and a concern for their welfare if they were gay:

| think there is still that feeling, "CGosh, if it was one of
them howtolerant...?" | don't think I'd go crazy or
anything like that, but | think there m ght be sone gri ef
that things would be different. | nean, Hank's parents have

friends who have two daughters who are | esbian and they have
the grief in their situation of no grandchildren. And just
knowi ng that your child is going to go through sone really
tough stuff if this is what the choice is...even though you
may have a famly that would enfold you, the world out
there...Kathy was tal king about a kid at the high school who
has cone out and his car has been keyed and the redneck kids
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are really giving hima hard time. And it's really, really
tough. (Holly)

Both Irene and Joan nade references to "if this becones a persona
i ssue" (lrene) and "as this picture unfolds" (Joan). They nmatter-
of -factly predicted what resources m ght be hel pful for their
daughters in the future (books, adult friends), yet nade no val ue-
based statenents about their children's futures.

G ven the range of feelings expressed concerning the
possibility of having a gay child, Donna's statement reflects a
bottom|ine nmessage for all the parents:

As far as our daughter, if her sexual preference...| nean, |

guess you deal with those feelings when they arise, but we've

al ways ki nd of been like, "She's Susan,"” and | don't feel

i ke she's ever going to change in ny mnd as far as who she
is as ny daughter. (Donna)
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CHAPTER 5: DI SCUSSI ON, CONCLUSI ONS, AND DI RECTI ONS

This study reflects the perspectives of 10 coupl es who
reported engaging with their children in thoughtful and
constructive conversations. Parents described their conversations
about sexual orientation, conversations fromwhich they hope their
children gain accurate information and a sensitivity to
di ff erence.

Di scussion in Relation to Theory

Qualitative interviews with each couple yielded rich
i nformative conversations about the content, influence, and
transm ssi on of val ues about sexual orientation. The findings
reflect the guiding theoretical franeworks--ecological and
narrative, the research questions, and the |lived experiences of
both the participants and the researcher.

Ecol ogi cal Theory

The i mage of nested systens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) is useful
inillustrating the extending influences upon a famly's
conversations about sexual orientation. In this particular study
the systens can be described as follows. The famly microsystems
consi sted of 2 parents (1 nother and 1 father) and 1 to 3
children. Two famlies also had grandnothers who lived with them
part tinme.

Mesosystems i ncl uded the children's school environments,
teachers, babysitters, and peers. Six couples reported that their
children had been in private child care and el enmentary school s
t hat pronoted an understandi ng of diversity in sexual orientation.

| had been the first-grade teacher for children in four of the
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famlies. These children knew that | was | esbian, or rather, knew,

as one student said, that | was "married to a girl." Parents
reported val ues being nost strongly influenced by know ng gay
peopl e--i nfl uences of both the meso- and exosystems.

Exosystems i ncl uded parents' work environnents, friends, and
famlies of origin. Parents described gay co-workers and
honmophobi ¢ co-workers. Five fam lies reported having cl ose | esbian
or gay friends. Most parents spoke of devel opi ng accepting
attitudes about sexual orientation in spite of the attitudes
expressed in their famlies of origin. Exosystens al so included a
focus on | eshians and gay nen in the nedia and the availability of
the internet. Parents reported conversations initiated by their
children's questions regardi ng medi a publicized personalities such
as Ru Paul or Sharon Bottons. They al so answered questi ons about
t he novie The Bird Cage and news reports regardi ng "same sex

marriage." Two parents reported that their children regularly used
the World Wde Wb as an avenue for gaining information.
Macrosystems, the broad ideol ogi cal val ues or "blueprints" of
a culture, were characterized by religious histories. Parents
recall ed early exposure to religious-based characterizations of
| esbi ans and gay nmen. The teachi ngs, by both religious
environnents and famlies of origin, largely reflected the
dom nant narrative of heterosexism
Chronosystems, the individual changes and continuities of a
person's devel opnent and sel f-di scovery over time in response to

her or his environment, varied according to the age of the

participants. Parents referred to "w de open experiences from 1969
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on," a 1972 sumer in Provincetown, "being in college at the end
of the 1960s and the begi nning of the 1970s," and bei ng exposed to
"the mx of the earth"” while attending a prestigious university.

Narrati ve Approach

| asked the parents in this project to reflect upon the
nmeani ng of the stories they told about sexual orientation: "Wat
does sexual orientation nean to you?" "Wat feelings and i deas do
you want to conmuni cate to your child?" "In what ways does gender
af fect your famly's conversations about sexual orientation?" "How
do you think these conversations will change as your child ages?"
Not only did the parents retell their famly's past conversations,
but they al so engaged in current conversations with each other
during the interview-such as Fran and Fred's di scussi on about the
cultural rules of nmarriage. As the researcher, | was privy to
their active, constructive conversations as they explored and
clarified their values. dearly, these famlies had two invol ved
parents who tal ked openly with each other.

Additional ly, these parents expressed pride and pl easure at
their desire to live, in certain respects, outside the mainstream
O'ten, at the beginning or close of the interview, when the tape
recorder was off, parents made statenments suggesting they were
probably the nost l|iberal parents | had interviewed. Many enjoyed
a "rebellious"” or "not mainstreant image. Upon being contacted for
the interview, one nother stated, "Ch, I'mso glad you' re doing
this study. | want people to know there are some strai ght parents
out here trying to do the right thing." And yet, even they

soneti mes caught thensel ves operating fromthe dom nant narrative
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of heterosexism which is to assune their children will becone
het er osexual
It's interesting because you think, "Well, how do you really

i nfl uence?" But one of the things that |'ve been aware of and
| sort of tease Brian about it because he hasn't made the

next step. 1've said, "Are there any girls you like?" And it
hadn't occurred to ne, "Are there any boys you |ike?" in that
sane way.... Al the friends he discusses are all boys at this

poi nt, and he hasn't shown any interest in the next step. But
it's interesting that | never really thought about it, but
clearly I was giving a nessage there already....Those sort of
nmessages probably conme across all of the tine. Qur only hope,
| think, as parents is that we stay totally open." (Fran)
Conclusions in Relation to Research Questions

In this section, I will draw conclusions fromthe study in

response to the research questions. Five research questions gui ded

this project:

1. What is the content and neani ng of fam |y conversations about
sexual orientation?

2. How do parents attenpt to answer children's questions or
i nformthem about the topic of sexual orientation?

3. How does gender organize fam |y conversati ons about sexual
orientation?

4. What ot her factors influence parents' attitudes about sexua
orientation?

5. What val ues do parents want their children to have regarding
sexual orientation?
The followi ng five concl usions correspond to the five

research questions |isted above, respectively.

Fam lies Tal k About Real People

For the famlies in this study, the content of famly

conversations were focused primarily on real people. Parents
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usually referred to friends or relatives as they tal ked about
issues relating to sexual orientation. Children's wonderings were
based primarily upon questions about marriage rul es and

coupl eness, rather than upon physical sexual relations. Parents
hoped that their "openness” now would | ead to even nore honest
conversations as their children got ol der. The children in these
famlies currently shared their parents' accepting attitudes, and
parents stated a desire for that to continue. As the children age
and interact increasingly nore with outside systens, these early
fam |y commruni cati ons have the possibility, through children's
advocacy of accuracy and fairness, of inpacting the future of the
soci ety in which the comunication is enbedded (Socha & Stanp,
1995) .

Parents Respond Proactively to Children's Questions

Parents reported taking seriously their children's questions.
WAnting to create a clinmate for open di scussion, parents reported
answering questions honestly and extendi ng conversati on when
possi bl e. Parents were careful, however, to recogni ze when no
conversation mght be nore effective, such as choosing not to
point out that a child s teacher for the next year is a |eshian.
In such situations, two parents reported using a "non-issue"
strategy and letting their child devel op a sense of know ng the
teacher as a person first.

The parents expressed confidence in their ability to provide
or direct their children to accurate, fair, and sensitive
i nformation about sexual orientation. None of themreferred to

consul ting parenting handbooks or other printed materials for help
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with these conversations. Wien asked what resources they w shed to
have on hand, nost parents indicated not wanting or needing
anything in particular. One parent suggested that it would be

hel pful to have information about specific state | aws that address
sexual orientation, and two parents felt they would utilize
appropriate children's books and youth novel s that incorporated

| esbi an or gay characters.

When appl yi ng Thomas' (1996) conceptualization of parent
devel opnent, the parents in this study woul d be nost appropriately
characterized by the encourage development, rather than constrain
development, themes of (a) sensitivity and responsiveness, (b)
reciprocity, and (c) support. Parents continually reported "open"
and "honest" responses to their children's questions. They stated
a desire for conversation with their children, rather than having
children nmerely listen to lectures. Cndy said, "I don't want to

bl ock conversation by being didactic.”" O her parents indicated
attenpts to use analogies in order to connect the information to
sonething their children could understand.

Mot hers Do Most of the Social Tal ki ng

In seven of the famlies interviewed, both the nothers and
the fathers reported that the nothers talked to the children nore
about social topics. This echoes the findings reported in a review
by Stafford and Dainton (1995): "nothers talk nore and tal k about
a wider variety of topics, especially about social and personal
i ssues. Fathers tal k about fewer topics, and often focus on rul es,
academ ¢ achi evenent, and instrunental tasks" (p. 6). Al so,

parents' descriptions of |onger conversations were usually |inked
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to conversations with daughters, possibly supporting the findings
of Reese and Fivush (1993). In their research, daughters were
found to receive nore el aborative discourse, nore narrative
structure, and | onger conversations than sons. Al though this is
reflected in ny research as well, it rmay be nore appropriately
accounted for by the fact that, of the famlies who had daughters
(8 of 10 famlies), the girls were either the only child or the

ol dest child(ren). Additionally, 11 of the 19 children were girls.

Knowi ng Gay People is the Most |Influential Factor

Al parents reported that their attitudes were nost
i nfl uenced by knowi ng gay or |esbian people. Despite having heard
nostly derogatory statements about gays and | esbians in their
famlies of origin, parents reported changing their attitudes to
fit their know edge of real |esbian or gay people. Beth remarked
as she renenbered first neeting | esbians and gay nen, "You know,
they weren't these weird people that fit the |labels that ny dad
woul d say. "

Thi s supports the belief behind the National Com ng Qut Day
canpai gn every Cctober 11. Leaders of this canpaign assert that
the single nost inportant factor in conbating honophobia is for
peopl e to know gay people: "W're a visibility canpai gn that
encourages people to tell the truth about their lives--to cone out
of the closet, so we can put to rest the nyths that people have
used agai nst us" (Marcus, 1993, p. 48). Lesbians, gay nen, and
bi sexual s are encouraged to cone out on this day and every day to
be known by those around them-fam |y nenbers, friends, co-

wor kers, and communiti es.
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Parents Want Children to be Accepting and Fair

Parents reported wanting their children to be "accepting,"

"respectful, responsible,” "tolerant,"” "open-m nded," and

"fair." Many parents indicated an awareness that they may be

raising a child with beliefs that wll clash with their peers at

sonme poi nt. Donna descri bed how she addressed this issue with her

daught er:
W' ve said stuff like, "If anybody [at school] says anything
negati ve about a Bl ack person, you know that's not okay. If
anybody says anyt hi ng negative about a gay person, you know
that's not okay. And you can wal k away. You can defend
yoursel f, but if you feel unconfortable or whatever, just
wal k away. Don't acknow edge it." (Donna)

Li ghtfoot and Val siner (1992) refer to this process for parents as

the nedi ati on between the "collective culture at large,” their own
sets of beliefs, and the devel opi ng "personal cultures" of their
children (p. 408).
Ref | ections on the Research Process

It is customary to describe the [imtations of the study. The
narrow range of diversity in ethnicity, class, and education
greatly limts the findings of this study. | regret not having
greater diversity, but at the sane tinme, | recognize the necessity

of taking the first step to attain baseline information about a

negl ected research topic. At the suggestion of ny dissertation

commttee, | interviewed people | know. | interviewed friends. At
first, I was unconfortable with this suggestion, yet, considering
the sensitive and private nature of the topic, | cane to

understand that | woul d have been unable to gain this kind of data

wi t hout a personal connection. Qur know edge of each other, and
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our history of working together in various contexts such as school
and comunity groups, allowed nme to go beyond the superficial
veneer that occurs in polite social situations when individuals
cross naster statuses. In this case, | refer to sexual orientation
as a status that differentiated ne fromny participants. The
anonynous responses concerning the research process indicate that
parents felt unaffected by knowi ng ny identity. The question

remai ns, however, whether or not parents neglected to discuss a

| ack of confidence in engaging in conversations, or even
destructive or honmophobi ¢ conversations, because of their

know edge and respect for nme and ny sexual orientation.

| would like to reflect further on ny connections with the

people | interviewed and on nmy connections with the research
topic. | knew alnost all of the people |I interviewed. Al nost al
of themknew ne. Al of themknew that |I identified as |esbhian and

nost knew ny partner and children. Qur differences in sexua
orientation seened nmuted by ny connections to them to their
children, to their children's school environnments. |I aman insider
intheir community. They report having felt confortabl e sharing
information during the interview, nore confortable than if they
had been interviewed by an unknown researcher. Personal history
with each other, according to ny participants, facilitated nore
honest sharing in the interviews.

Li ke ot her researchers who study phenonena close to their own
experiences (e.g., Krieger, 1996; Stacey, 1990), | have struggl ed
with letting nyself into the research. On the one hand, it is

confortable and easy to see nyself referred to in the data itself.



80

On the other, it feels cunbersonme and foreign in a scholarly
research project. | have reported the findings that are the
parents' references to nme personally, as an influence on their
attitudes, alongside the data that are references to other friends
or caregivers. As | approach the end of witing the dissertation,
| have cone to understand the benefit of allow ng personal
experience to take a central place in the research process. | kept
a research journal throughout the data collection and anal ysis. |
have sel ected four excerpts to illustrate how | processed nyself
in the research process:
January, 1997:
As | conduct the interviews, | amstruck by the parents’
pride in the | evel of conversations they have with their
children. I amacutely aware, as well, of the conversations
t hat have occurred with Matthew [ny ol der son] at home where
we deal with difference every day--a househol d wi t hout
het er osexual privilege. W have wanted Matt to enjoy our
creativity in household roles and responsibilities and al so
understand the nature of our difference frommany of the
famlies in which his friends live. At 4, he could classify
"different kinds of |ove" and spoke bol dly about having two
not hers. Now, at 9, he speaks fluently about having | esbian
parents and about honophobi a, bisexuality, and transgendered
i ssues. He understands race, class, and gender privilege, as
wel |, and knows whi ch environnments, are "gay-friendly"
(Provincetown, his grandparents homes, his school) and which

are not (too nuch of Southwest Virginia). He is never
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apol ogetic about his famly. He is secure in his famly's

| ove and he trusts the informati on we convey. | have this in
conmon with the parents | aminterview ng--the provision of
security and honest information. | know that children are
capabl e of these kinds of conversations and rmuch nore.

Matt hew and iy identity as a parent are on ny mind constantly
as | collect the data.

February, 1997:

As | amin the mdst of data analysis, | find nyself wanting
to answer nmy own interview questions. My famly's
conversations are nany and varied. Sone issue relating to
sexual orientation is probably discussed weekly. M partner
and | give guest lectures and | ead di scussions about this
topic regularly and processi ng such events are a part of
dinner tinme conversation. | want ny children to have accurate
i nformation about sexual orientation. And I want themto know
that | amnot invested in their own future sexua
orientation(s). I do not conmmuni cate that gay people are
better than straight people or vice-versa. CGender is
expressed in interesting ways given the constitution of our
famly. Basically, the parents are wonen and the children are
boys. W are creative about househol d rol es and
responsibilities for both the parents and the chil dren.
Differences in roles are probably nore related to age and
work responsibilities.

February, 1997:
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| think that | first becane aware of "gay" people when | et
a friend of ny aunt and uncle. | was probably 10. Layne was a
young gay man whose partner had died in a car crash. H's
subsequent linp was a constant rem nder to ne of how sad it
nmust be to | ose soneone you | ove so much. | al so renenber
reading parts of Ms. magazine in third grade (1973), but

don't think I put it together then. As a grade school er
renmenber ny father bringing us inside and telling us it

wasn't okay to play a ganme called "snear the queer." He
explained that it was a nean word, "like nigger," and that he
didn't want us to use it. | also renenber us all giggling in
the car as we passed a farmwith a sign that read, "Gy
Acres.” Wiile in high school, | renenber sitting in the back
seat of the car on a trip to ny grandparents and |listening to
ny parents process a conversation that ny father had recently
had with his sister about her | esbian daughter. She had asked

hi m how he would feel if his daughter were gay. My ears

perked up. H's response was sonething like, "I told her it
wouldn't really matter. She would still be my daughter." My
not her nodded in agreenent. | exhaled a sigh of relief.

March, 1997:

| have conpleted both the data collection and the anal ysis
and can't help but reflect upon the changes and devel opnents
inm ow famly during the past few nonths. In the Fall, ny
not her came out. She said she realized that she is | eshian.
After 35 years of marriage, ny parents divorced in January. |

am bui I di ng new rel ati onships with the two of them and ny
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younger brother. My partner, Katherine, and Matthew and |
continue to have conversations about difference, oppression,
and liberation. | have always felt proud of our wllingness
to have these "bol d' conversations, yet as | watched Matthew
gl ance over the front page of the paper the other day (he was
interested in the cloned sheep) | found nyself trying to hide
an article about the bonbing of the |esbian night club. He
doesn't need to know everything all the time, does he?
Finally, Zack, our 2-year-old, used the phrase "other nother"
for the first time last nonth. He knows he has two not hers,
and he al so knows that Matt grew from"Tata' s" body and t hat
he grew frommne. | marvel at ny children's understandi ng
and acceptance of their own diversity.
Suggestions for Further Research
Based upon the interviews and ny own reflections, | have four
suggestions for further research. First, the voices and
experiences of working class famlies, ethnic mnorities, or |ess
educated famlies would provide insight into the simlarities and
di fferences anong famlies who pronote acceptance within their
conversations about sexual orientation.
Second, several parents, while trying to nake educated
guesses about their children's understandi ng of sexua
orientation, remarked, "You know, you should interview our Kkids."
Children's perceptions of their famlies conversations, as well as
their further questions, would provide an additional |evel of
data. If interviewed with the parents, children's voices wuld add

to the observations of famly conversations in action.
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Third, the attitudes of nbst of the parents in this sanple
have not yet been tested. Followup interviews with the sane
participants in the future would provide information about the
parents' values, as well as conversations, after the children have
begun to explore their own sexual orientation. For a few parents,
the issue of accepting a gay child was a struggle against their
own honophobia. Statistically, it could be predicted that one or
two of the children in this study will identify as |esbian or gay
or bisexual in |ater years.

Finally, part of the idea for conducting this research cane
froma recurring nessage | have heard froma few | esbi an and gay
friends who grew up in "liberal"” households: "It was discussed
that it was okay for people to be gay, yet | never heard that it
woul d be okay for me to be gay." | would be interested in
conparing the nmessages that nost of the children in this study are
receiving fromtheir parents to the nmessages adult |esbians, gay
men, or bisexuals renmenber hearing as children.

Implications for Practitioners

This research has inplications for both educators and
clinicians. Children have questions about sexual orientation
diversity. Parents report their strongest source of know edge is
knowi ng gay people. An ecol ogi cal perspective suggests that
parents are only one source of information for children. Schools,
nmedi a, and other societal institutions play a role in educating
children. Educators need to be prepared to provide accurate
information to children about sexual orientation. Schools and

ot her contexts that address the education of children have a
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responsibility to provide experiences that destignatize people who
are | esbian, gay, or bisexual as well as the famly fornms they
enconpass (Casper & Schultz, 1996). A docunentary film It"s
Elementary: Talking About Gay Issues in School by Debra Chasnof f
and Hel en Cohen (1997), is an excellent and provocative exanpl e of
responsible nmedia in this area. The filmasserts that schools are
a place to open the conversation about sexual orientation.
Teachi ng about gays and | esbians in the schools is not about their
sexual ity or their sexual behavior. It is about the community of
gay and | esbi an people, their relationships, the biases and
discrimnation they face, and the need to teach children from an
early age to be tolerant and accepting of others.

Cinical inplications are found in the nature of these
parents' conversations with each other, particularly conversations
held during the interview Parents clarified their stories and
their values in collaboration with each other. They tal ked to each
ot her, checked out ideas with each other, challenged each ot her,
and shared their own feelings of difference. | sensed that they
enjoyed this process, yet did not do it often. They often seened
to be sharing new ideas for the first time during the interview
Parenting couples would benefit fromnore tine spent on such
conversations. Gender inplications were also inportant. The
not hers did nost of the social talking in famlies, yet it was the
fathers who nost often articulated pride in how "open and honest"”
their famly conversations were. Do fathers serve as the
nout hpi ece for the nother-1ed processes that go on inside

famlies? Listening to parents' narratives about their famly's



86

conversations can provide clinical insight into the |evel of
col | aborati on between parents, the processes of gender, and their
comm tnent to honest interactions.
Fi nal Conment
In closing, | remenber the statement by Gergen and Gergen
(1988), "Events are rendered socially visible through narratives,
and they are typically used to establish expectations for future
events" (p. 18). Several parents in this study remarked that they
had not needed to challenge their previously held beliefs about
sexual orientation before they had children. They may have nmade
exceptions to those beliefs as they nmet | esbians or gay nen, yet
it was the process of having children that created the space for
| ooking to the future and reeval uati ng past beliefs:
Havi ng ki ds makes you have to eval uate what your feelings are
and what is inportant....That's what happens with kids, you
are nore likely to fall into the old parenting styles and
just say things that all parents have said historically.
That's when it's really hard to catch yourself, but you have

to make sure you do. And that goes on forever, doesn't it?
(Gil)
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Appendi x A
I nt ervi ew Qui de
The foll owi ng questions are organi zed around the research
guestions. Probes were used, when needed, to extend the
partici pants' conversations. The order of the questions varied.

Initial Questions:

To begin, tell ne about a typical week day for your famly.
What about a typical weekend? (warm up di scussion)

Tell me about your famly's conversations in general.

(Probes: topics, which child talks to which parent, |ocation of
conversations, length, structure)

What questions fromyour children have surprised you?

What does "sexual orientation" nean to you?

1. What is the content of famly conversations about
sexual orientation?

| nt ervi ew Questi ons:

Tel | me about conversations you have had with your children about
sexual orientation.

(Probes: Wat questions have the children asked? Wat coments?)
What were the triggers to such questions or comments?

What conversations have the two of you had about sexual
orientation?

2. How do parents attenpt to answer children's questions
or informthem about the topic of sexual orientation?

| nt ervi ew Questi ons:

During these conversations, what feelings and ideas do you want to
conmuni cate to your child?

What do you think your child understands about "sexua
orientation?" Wiat words do they use?

3. How does gender organize famly conversati ons about
sexual orientation?

| nt er vi ew Questi ons:

How i s gender expressed in your famly roles and responsibilities?



I n what ways does your gender affect your famly's conversations
about sexual orientation?

(Probes: Preferred parent(s)? Avail able parent(s)?)

I n what ways does the gender of your child affect your
interactions with her or himabout sexual orientation?

I n what ways do you think your child s gender and the gender of
her or his peers matters in their own acceptance of sexua
orientation diversity?

4. \What other factors influence parents' attitudes about
sexual orientation?

| nt ervi ew Questi ons:

Tell me about when you first |earned about sexual orientation.

Have you had any conversati ons about sexual orientation with your
own parents?

What has influenced your attitudes regardi ng sexual orientation?
(Probes: famly of origin, nedia, friends, religious conmunity)

I n what ways do you influence each other?

Tell me what you know about the |ives of |esbians or gay nen.
(Probes: Do you know any gay people? What is their relationship
to you? Do your children know t henf)

Descri be your feelings regarding sone of the politicized issues
surroundi ng sexual orientation diversity.

(Probes: sexual orientation education in schools, right to marry)

5. What values do parents want their children to have
regardi ng sexual orientation?

| nt ervi ew Questi ons:

As parents, what values do you want your children to | earn about
sexual orientation?

As your children get older, in what ways do you anti ci pate your
famly's conversations about sexual orientation wll change?

What information do you wi sh you had at your fingertips as you
have these conversations wi th your children?

What ot her resources mght your children consult to |earn nore
about this topic?

What ot her conversation topics have you found or would you find
nore difficult than that of sexual orientation?
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Partici pant: Mot her
Nanme of Parti cipant:
Date of Birth:

Age:

Race/ Et hnicity:

Educat i on:

Cccupati on:

Previ ous Marri age(s):

Hone Town:

Rel i gi on:

Date of Current Marri age:

Appendi x B

Denogr aphi ¢ Dat a Sheet

Conj oi nt

Dat a:

Length of Current Rel ationshi p:

Names and Ages of Children:

Partici pant: Fat her
Nanme of Parti cipant:
Date of Birth:

Age:

Race/ Et hnicity:

Educat i on:

Cccupati on:

Previ ous Marri age(s):

Hone Town:

Rel i gi on:
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Application for Approval of Research Invol ving
Human Subj ects

Project Title:

Fam |y Conversations About Sexual Oientation:
Parental Narratives and Transm ssion of Val ues

| nvesti gator:

Tamara J. Stone, MS.
Doct oral Candi date
Departnent of Famly and Child Devel opnent
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Research Protoco
Justification of Project

The purpose of this research is to explore constructive,
successful famly conversations about sexual orientation.
Het erosexual |y married coupl es who parent the sanme children
together will be interviewed jointly. Parents who identify
t hensel ves as havi ng such conversations will be invited to di scuss
the content of and major influences on their famly's
conversations about sexual orientation and famly diversity.
Research in this area has been focused al nost excl usively on
famlies headed by gay or |esbian parents. This research wll
provide a closer ook into heterosexual -headed famlies' know edge
about sexual orientation and the attitudes wi th which that
know edge is transmtted to children. These are private famly
conversations with very public ramfications. Parents are their
children's earliest and nost influential teachers. As children
grow i nto adul thood, beliefs about sexual orientation may transfer
to behaviors, including such activities as voting and policy
maki ng, as well as personal and social behaviors. Results of this
study will inform curriculum planning, parenting education, and
current understanding of fam |y communi cation patterns.

Pr ocedur es

In-depth interviews will be conducted by the investigator
with 10 couples. Interviews will be approximately 2 hours in
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length and will take place at |ocations and tines convenient for
both the participants and the interviewer. Participants will be
offered $10 to pay for child care at the time of the interview
Fol | ow-up interviews nmay be conducted with some or all of the
participants as needed. A famly, for exanple, may have additiona
conversations as a result of being interviewed and giving

addi tional thought to the topic. The sanple will consist of
coupl es who are known to the investigator as having constructive,
successful conversations with their children about sexual
orientation. Possible participants will be asked if they have
conversations with their children about sexual orientation and
famly diversity. They will also be asked if these conversations
pronote tol erance for diversity in sexual orientations.
Participants will answer "yes" to these questions and will be
identified through children's schools, extracurricular activities,
and famly organi zations. Initially, famlies known to the
interviewer will be personally approached with the above questions
to learn about their qualification for the project and their

interest in being participants. Friends of |ocated participants
will also be included, as in a snowball sanple. Al participants
wi Il conplete a denographic data sheet (Appendix B). Interviews
wi Il be audi otaped and transcri bed verbatim The interview guide
is included as Appendi x A

Ri sks and Benefits

Volunteers for this project will be assured of their right to
withdraw fromthe research at any tine, before or during the tine
of the interview Interview questions are not intended to cause
risk. Benefits include the involvenment in a study that wll
provide informati on about famlies conversations about sexual
orientation, the opportunity to talk about personal experiences
and beliefs about children's understandi ng of sexual orientation,
and the possibility of the participant's greater understandi ng of
self, famly, and personal famly val ues.

Confidentiality/ Anonymty

The interviews will be conducted by the investigator (Tanmara
J. Stone). The list of names and tel ephone nunbers of the
participants, as well as audiotapes, will be kept by the
investigator in a locked file cabinet and will be erased after the
t apes have been transcribed. The investigator will have access to
t he audi otapes and transcripts in order to collaborate with her
advi sor and comm ttee on conducting data anal ysis throughout the
research project. Audiotapes and transcripts will be coded with
nunbers to replace identifying informati on. Reports
and presentations of the results and conclusions of this study
will use pseudonyns only.

| nf or med Consent
An I nformed Consent for Participation of |Investigative
Projects is attached. Each participant will receive a copy.
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Bi ographi cal Sketch: Tamara J. Stone, M S.

The investigator is a doctoral candidate in Marriage and
Fam |y Therapy in the Departnent for Fam |y and Child Devel opnent.
She successfully conpleted the foll owi ng graduate coursework
pertaining to research statistics, nethodol ogy, and famly
i nteraction:

FCS 5533 Parenti ng Educati on

FCS 5253 Gender Rol e Devel opnent

FCS 5123 Advanced Fam |y Theory

FCS 5693 Research Methods in FCS

NFS 6803 Statistical Methods

FCD 6404 Systens Fami |y Therapy

EDRE 6604 Behavi oral Sci ence Met hodol ogy

FCD 5974 Met hodol ogy and Applications

FCD 6454 Assessnent Techni ques in MT

The investigator designed and inplenmented a research project
using qualitative methods with interviews for her Master's degree.
Thr oughout the past 10 years, the investigator has been enpl oyed
as a teacher (Pre-Kindergarten and First Grade) and has served in
practicumand internship sites as an outpatient clinician in
famly therapy. She has devel oped sensitivities to diversity in
parenting styles and famly conmuni cation. She is skilled at
listening, clarifying, questioning, and communi cating respect for
peopl e's views, and recogni zes the nature of confidential
conversati ons.

Faculty Advisor: Victoria R. Fu, Ph.D.

Dr. Fuis a Professor of Child Devel opnent in the departnment
of Fam |y and Child Devel opnent. She is the investigator's
di ssertation advisor. She has consi derabl e experi ence conducting
famly focused research and is currently the principle
investigator for the Quality of Life/Partners for Readi ness
Proj ect providing service to UDAD) USMC to neet the Marine Corps
staff training and quality of life initiatives.
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
| nformed Consent for Participants
of Investigative Projects

Title of Project: Famly Conversations About Sexual Oientation
| nvesti gator: Tamara J. Stone, MS

I . The Purpose of the Research/Project

You are invited participate in a study about the
conversations fam|lies have about sexual orientation. The purpose
of the research project is to explore parents' descriptions of the
conversations they have with their children about sexual
orientation and famly diversity. Since the participants of this
project will be parents in famlies that engage in constructive,
successful conversation about sexual orientation, results of this
study will informcurriculum planning, parenting education, and
current understanding of famly comunication patterns. Interviews
with 10 heterosexually married couples will be conducted.

1. Procedures

| will be asking sone general questions about your
background, such as age, occupation, education, children, and
length of marriage. | will also talk to you about the
conversations you have with your children about sexua
orientation: content, influences, and values. The interviews wl|
take place at a mutually convenient |ocation and tinme and w |
require approximately two hours of your tinme. You will be given a
copy of the transcript of this interview | welcone follow up
interviews if you find there are clarifications you would Iike to
make. Also, if you find that your participation in this study
sparks additional famly conversations, | would |like to conduct
foll ow up interviews.

I11. Risks
The questions are not intended to cause any disconfort.

I V. Benefits of this Project

Your participation in the project will provide the follow ng
information that nmay be hel pful to other parents, educators, and
counselors. First, this study will provide information about
famlies' conversations about sexual orientation. Second, the
project will give you an opportunity to tal k about your persona
experiences and beliefs about children's understandi ng of sexual
orientation. Third, hearing about your famly's conversations wl|
allow us to better understand how famlies comuni cate.
Fourth, you may conme to a better understanding of yourself, your
famly, and your famly's val ues.

No guarantee of benefits has been nade to encourage you to
partici pate.
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V. Ext ent of Anonymity and Confidentiality
Your responses in this study will be kept strictly
confidential. At notime will | release the results of the study

to anyone other than ny faculty advisor, Dr. Victoria Fu, and
menbers of ny dissertation commttee, Drs. Scott Johnson, Jerry

Ni | es, Howard Protinsky, and Andrew Stremmel, w thout your witten
consent. The information you provide will have your nane renoved
and only a subject nunber or pseudonymw || identify you during
anal yses and any witten reports of the research.

The interview will be audi otaped. The tapes will be
transcribed by the investigator or a professional transcription
service. They will be secured, coded by nunbers, and stored in a
| ocked personal file. They will be erased follow ng transcription.

Exceptions to confidentiality exist in the follow ng
circunstances: child abuse is disclosed or strongly suspected,
harmto self is disclosed, harmto another is disclosed. In such
cases the investigator would notify appropriate authorities.

VI. Conpensation
You will be offered $10 to pay for child care at the tine of
the interview

VII. Freedomto Wthdraw

You are free to withdraw fromthis study at any tinme wthout
penalty. You are free not to answer any question(s) that you
choose wi thout penalty.

VI11. Approval of Research

Thi s research project has been approved, as required, by the
Institutional Review Board for Research Invol ving Human Subjects
at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, and by the
Departnent of Famly and Child Devel oprent.

| X.  Your Participant Responsibilities

| voluntarily agree to participate in this study. | have the
follow ng responsibilities: to engage in the interview in the ways
| feel nost confortable; and to state if | do not wish to answer a
guestion or if | desire to withdraw and cease the interview

X. Partici pant's Perm ssion
| have read and understand the Informed Consent and
conditions of this project. | have had all ny questions answered.

| hereby acknow edge the above and give ny voluntary consent for
participation in this project.

If | participate, | nmay withdraw at any tine w thout penalty.
| agree to abide by the rules of this project.

Si gnat ure Dat e



Shoul d | have any questions about this research or its

conduct, | may contact:

Tamara J. Stone, MS.
| nvesti gat or

Victoria R Fu, Ph.D
Facul ty Advi sor

H. Thomas Hurd, Ph.D.
Chair, Institutional Review Board
Research D vi sion

540-552- 6947

540-231- 4796

540-231-9359
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Appendi x D
Foll ow Up Letter

TO Participants of ny dissertation research
FROM T.J. Stone, 552-6947

DATE: March 5, 1997

RE: Fol | ow Up

First, let ne thank each of you again for participating in ny
di ssertation project. | have the richest, nost thoughtful datal
The transcripts are conplete and I amnow in the mdst of the
anal ysis. The final docunent goes to ny commttee on April 2.

As | mentioned before, | would very rmuch appreciate your review ng
the transcript. "H'="He" and "S'="She." Mot her/Fat her and

Mal e/ Fermal e made "M and "F' too confusing. ["T'=T.J.] Very soft
statenments were often "inaudible." In some cases | was able to
understand the words and wite themin. Also, as | listened to the
tapes and read the transcripts, | caught a few m stakes in the
transci ption process. Cccasionally you will see a (?) which nmeans
“I"mnot sure what was said.” |I'mnot worried about a m ssed word
here or there. | am concerned, however, w th understandi ng any
expl anations, clarifications, or additions you would |ike to make.
Pl ease nmake these comments on the form1 have enclosed (there is
one for "nother" and one for "father") and use page nunbers as a
reference. Please note: | amnot interested in having the
transcript returned to ne, just your clarifications. Al so note

t hat al t hough real names are used throughout the transcripts, |
wi Il use pseudonyns in the reporting of the data and in any
presentations or publications.

In addition to these conmments, | would also |like to know about any
subsequent conversations your famly nmay have had about sexual
orientation. Again, please describe these on the form provided.

For many of you, | have encl osed additional question(s) on the
bottom part of the form Typically, these are questions that
energed during the process and may not have been asked of everyone
(particularly the earliest couples interviewed). Please feel free
to use the back of the formor additional pages if needed and nai
together in the envel ope provided. If you feel you need to
schedule a followup interview, just give nme a call

Finally, | have al so encl osed an "anonynous nail - back" that asks
for your feedback about the interview process. This form (again,
there is one for "nother"” and one for "father") is to be nailed
separately fromthe clarification form (two envel opes are
provided). You may wi sh to mail your forns on different days to
assure anonymty.



105

Si nce your feedback is vital to ny data analysis, | would like to
get the information as soon as possible. Please mail both sets
of forms by Wednesday, March 12. | realize this is a tight
turn- around and | greatly appreciate your willingness to provide
followup clarifications. Again, thank you all for nmaking this
such a uni que study.

Wth Geat Appreciation,

T.J. Stone
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Appendi x E

Jarifications Form
(Parent's Name)

1. Please list or describe any explanations, clarifications or
additions. Please refer to transcript page nunbers as a
ref erence.

2. Pl ease describe any subsequent fam |y conversations (or
conments) about sexual orientation.



Appendi x F
Codi ng Schene

Maj or Thenes, Coding Fam lies, and Codi ng Categories

A. CONTENT AND PROCESS OF THE CONVERSATI ONS

100 Location and Tim ng of Conversations
101 Description of tinme and place for conversations
200 Wondering About Rel ationships

202 Who can get nmarried

203 Medi a as trigger

204 Energent vocabul ary

300 Choosing to Converse

305 Fluidity in parents' definitions

306 Mothers as the "social tal kers”

307 Providing answer s/ Bei ng askabl e parents
308 How much is too rmuch information

309 Non-issue strategy

B. | NFLUENCES ON PARENTS ATTI TUDES

400 Fam lies of Origin

410 First awareness of diversity in sexual orientation
411 Early know edge of gay or |eshian people

412 Lack of chil dhood conversations with parents
413 Current conversations with parents

500 Knowi ng Peopl e

514 Gy friends

515 Gay rel atives

516 I nfluenci ng each ot her

600 Personal Feelings of Difference

617 Being a Jew sh boy

618 Bei ng a wonan

619 Having a child with a difference

620 Pride in being different

C. ATTI TUDES AND VALUES

700 Overt Values Transm ssion

721 Parents' statenents of val ues

722 Religion as val ue organizer--or not

800 Future Projections

823 Children will ask nore as they age

824 Children's gendered peer groups

825 Ot her sources children will seek

826 The tougher topics

900 I't Would Be Okay For My Child to Be Gay

927 Parents' statenents of acceptance of future gay child
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Appendi x G

Anonyrnous Mai | - Back Form
Mot her / Fat her

1. How did you feel about the interview process for this study?

2. How do you feel about having the opportunity to read your
transcript and provide clarifications and additions? Wat are
the benefits of this opportunity? Drawbacks?

3. How do you think the interview was affected by your know ng
the interviewer? Wat m ght have been different if you had
been interviewed by soneone you did not know?

4. How do you think the interview was affected by your know ng
t he sexual orientation of the interviewer?
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