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ABSTRACT 

LGBTQ Parents’ Experiences with Early Years Environments 
Master of Arts, 2016 

Michael Butac 
Program of Early Childhood Studies, 

Ryerson University 

 
 

This phenomenological study explores LGBTQ parents’ experiences in seeking and in being part 

of early years environments, such as family support programs and childcare services, in Toronto, 

Ontario. Literature has shown that heteronormativity plays a significant role in early years 

environments, thereby, silencing other sexualities. This silencing of sexual minorities adds an 

additional layer to the process of seeking an early years environment, which involves assessing 

LGBTQ inclusion of such environments. Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted 

with LGBTQ parents to compare their experiences to the literature, and to consider implications 

for future practice and policy. The sample was found to have generally positive experiences. 

Collaboration was an important factor in creating more positive experiences for parents. Future 

research should consider further inclusion of bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals in 

order to continue to better understand their experiences in early years environments and build 

upon the knowledge gained here. 

Keywords: LGBTQ parents, early years environments, family support programs, 

childcare 
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LGBTQ Parents’ Experiences with Early Years Environments 

Introduction 

 Heteronormativity is a dominant ideology in society that, if unchallenged, silences other 

sexualities by positioning heterosexuality to be natural and the norm, and causes other sexualities 

to be the ‘other’ (Robinson, 2002; Surtees & Gunn, 2010). Heterosexuality is continuously 

reinforced in society through practices that make only heterosexuality visible, and therefore 

make other sexualities invisible (Surtees & Gunn, 2010). Thus, heteronormativity creates the 

assumption that everyone is or should be heterosexual (Bryan, 2012), and the culture of sexual 

minorities is especially silenced.  

Early years environments (EYEs) are one of many settings in which heteronormativity is 

the dominant perspective (Epstein, 2012; Janmohamed & Campbell, 2009; Kintner-Duffy, 

Vardell, Lower, & Cassidy, 2012; Robinson, 2002; Stanley, 2015). For the purpose of this study, 

EYEs will refer to childcare services where parents can drop off their children during the day, as 

well as family support programs, in which parents and guardians can accompany their children 

for the duration of the program. The focus of these services is typically for children ages 0 to 6 

years old. In Ontario, Canada, where this study took place, the Ontario Ministry of Education 

funds various child and family programs, which, according to their website, “provide 

opportunities for all children to participate in play and inquiry-based programs, and support all 

parents and caregivers in their roles” (Ontario Ministry of Education, n.d.). Information on child 

development and other resources are also available to parents and caregivers as needed (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, n.d.). 

Unfortunately, with heteronormativity dominating such services and programs, this 

means that families headed by lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) parents 
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are often not represented in EYEs. Instead, the focus is usually on families consisting of 

heterosexual parents (Robinson & Ferfolja, 2001; Ryan & Martin, 2000). Various examples of 

such exclusion include forms that ask for a mother’s and father’s name, and books and posters 

that only depict heterosexual parents, to outright discrimination against LGBTQ families by not 

allowing them access or being homophobic and transphobic when they are present (Fox, 2007; 

Smolkin & Young, 2011; Stanley, 2015). The lack of representation and exclusion are important 

issues to address, especially when looking at the increasing numbers of families headed by 

LGBTQ parents across North America alone (Averett, Hegde, & Smith, 2015; Fox, 2007; 

Janmohamed & Campbell, 2009), and the Ministry’s claim to support all parents and caregivers. 

Purpose  

Like many heterosexual parents, LGBTQ parents seek out EYEs, and unfortunately, they 

must face the additional challenge of dealing with how their family is positioned in these 

heteronormative environments. Thus, this study seeks to explore the process that LGBTQ parents 

go through in order to find out what they feel is the “right” EYE for their family, and to share 

their experiences in these environments. It is hoped that this information can be used to provide a 

greater understanding of how all types of families and educators can collaborate to better 

promote children’s learning (Bower & Klecka, 2009).  

A phenomenological approach will be used to study the topic at hand, which will be 

discussed more in the methodology. But first, the following section presents literature on 

LGBTQ families in EYEs, with a focus on contextualizing the issue in Ontario. 

  



 3 

Literature Review 

LGBTQ Families in Canada 

 The social and political climate has undergone a tremendous shift in Canada in regard to 

LGBTQ families in that, at one time, LGBTQ individuals had to deny their sexual orientation to 

keep their children (Epstein, 2012). It was in the 1970s that lesbian mothers became more visible 

in Canadian society (Epstein, 2012). As activism for the growing lesbian and gay communities 

increased in the following years, same-sex parents were slowly finding places to go for 

information, and to attend organized groups, or programs. By the 1990s, LGBTQ families were 

finally making gains in being more visible and recognized. Programs and organizations for 

LGBTQ families finally began to appear. In the new millennium, programs and organizations 

grew in numbers, and legal and social recognition continued (Epstein, 2012).  

Unfortunately, LGBTQ families continue to feel excluded in institutions, such as learning 

and health care facilities, where heteronormativity is dominant (Epstein, 2012). Epstein (2012), a 

Canadian LGBTQ parenting activist and researcher (Re:searching for LGBTQ Health, n.d.), 

points out that there is an assumption that queer parenting is a new phenomenon, although 

LGBTQ parents have existed for years alongside heterosexual parents—LGBTQ parents just 

remained invisible until the recent past. 

LGBTQ Families and EYEs in Ontario 

In a current assessment of Children’s Services by the City of Toronto, consultations with 

families, service providers, and community partners echo the fact that LGBTQ families need 

program options that are welcoming, inclusive, and safe (Stanley, 2015). Forty-two percent of 

the 61 survey respondents reported that they had “encountered child care and family support 

programs that did not adequately demonstrate a commitment” to LGBTQ families (Stanley, 
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2015, p. 2). These survey findings show that varying experiences are found in childcare and 

family support programs due in part to the lack of consistent policies for family inclusion and the 

lack of a consistent childcare curriculum in Ontario (Stanley, 2015). Thus, LGBTQ families 

never know what to expect when they are walking into an EYE (Stanley, 2015).  

Although EYEs have inconsistent policies regarding inclusion of LGBTQ families 

amongst different centres and programs, the Ontario government has developed guiding 

principles for licensed childcare facilities, which are the Early Learning for Every Child Today 

(ELECT) principles, published in 2007 (Stanley, 2015). The ELECT emphasizes the importance 

of family and community to help support children, and therefore, relationships need to be 

established between parents and educators to work together, and respect for different cultures, 

values, language, and family compositions is promoted (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014a). 

The ELECT further notes that EYEs need to encourage positive discussion on inclusion, 

diversity, and equity because these settings play a vital role in challenging bias and 

discrimination (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014a; Stanley, 2015). EYEs “can take into 

account the differences each child and family brings into an early childhood setting including 

appearance, age, culture, ethnicity, race, language, gender, sexual orientation, religion, family 

environment, and developmental abilities” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014a, p. 5). Finally, 

the ELECT highlights the importance of being knowledgeable and responsive to children and 

their families, in order to “establish social and physical environments where children thrive” 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014a, p. 13).   

In 2014, the Ontario government published another document to build on ELECT called 

How Does Learning Happen? (Stanley, 2015). This mandatory document was developed for 

EYEs for the purpose of self-reflection and to guide programs by outlining the importance of 
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“views about children, the role of educators and families, and the relationship between and 

across these three factors” and how these aspects influence the curriculum (Stanley, 2015, p. 7). 

How Does Learning Happen? also emphasizes four essential factors for child development, 

which are belonging, well-being, engagement, and expression. The aspect of belonging is 

particularly relevant for LGBTQ-inclusivity in a number of ways (Stanley, 2015). For example, 

the Ontario Ministry of Education (2014b) states that “fostering good relationships with children 

and their families is the single most important priority for educators in early years programs” (p. 

24). Additionally, “children's sense of belonging and feelings of security are also strengthened 

when they have opportunities to make and explore connections between home and the early 

childhood program” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014b, p. 24). Although explicit terms such 

as ‘LGBTQ’ are not used in the document, early years staff and administration must recognize 

that families exist in many forms, and be prepared to apply the guidelines to all families.   

In addition to these provincial documents for EYEs, a number of national and provincial 

policies also exist that are meant to protect LGBTQ parents against discrimination, such as the 

Canadian Human Rights Act:  

For all purposes of this Act, the prohibited ground of discrimination are race, national or 

ethnic origin, colour, religion, age, sex, sexual orientation, marital status, disability and 

conviction for an offence for which a pardon has been granted or in respect of which a 

record suspension has been ordered. (Canadian Human Rights Act, 1985, p. 6) 

Furthermore, the Ontario Human Rights Code states the following: 

Every person has a right to equal treatment with respect to services, goods and facilities, 

without discrimination because of race, ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, 
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citizenship, creed, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, marital 

status, family status or disability. (Ontario Human Rights Code, 1962, p. 3) 

It is important to note that gender identity and gender expression were recently added to the 

Ontario Human Rights Code in 2012, with policymakers still fighting for the change in the 

Canadian Human Rights Act (Donalto, 2015; Ontario Human Rights Code, 1962; 2012). 

Nevertheless, despite this legislation, the research shows that LGBTQ families are still 

experiencing discrimination in EYEs. This issue is not isolated in Canada, but exists in other 

countries as well. The following sections discuss literature from various researchers in Australia, 

New Zealand, the United States, and Canada, with an emphasis on the last ten years of research 

on the topic LGBTQ families in EYEs.  

Heteronormativity in EYEs 

 Heteronormativity can exist in a multitude of ways, on a conscious and unconscious 

level, in EYEs (Fox, 2007). An example of conscious heteronormativity is active resistance of 

including LGBTQ issues in educational contexts, which could be related to religious, moral and 

cultural beliefs about LGBTQ relationships (Fox, 2007; Robinson, 2002). Robinson (2002), an 

Australian researcher, argues that this type of resistance is also located in homophobic and 

heterosexist discourse. Heteronormativity can act on an unconscious level when one argues that 

sexuality is considered to be a private matter that is to remain in family conversations, or in 

adults’ private lives, rather than the responsibility of early childhood institutions. However, 

mock heterosexual weddings, mother/father and girlfriend/boyfriend play go unchallenged in 

EYEs (Fox, 2007). Early childhood educators even have a tendency to assume that play 

involving such couplings is natural and is rarely questioned (Robinson, 2005). Thus, sexualities 
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that deviate from heterosexuality are silenced, and “heterosexuality becomes the ‘public’ voice, 

definition and representation of ‘normal’ and natural sexuality” (Robinson, 2002, p. 423).  

Robinson (2002) further argues that early childhood educators often assume that LGBTQ 

families “are not part of their clientele, community or members of their own staff” (p. 428). One 

mother expressed her frustration at society’s lack of seeing beyond heterosexual norms in an 

Australian study conducted by Skattebol and Ferfolja (2007), in which lesbian mothers were 

interviewed about their experiences with children’s services. This particular participant discussed 

how she and her partner were seen as a family unit, but never as being in a lesbian relationship. 

Instead, they were often seen as a mother and her grandmother or a mother and her sister 

(Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007), which clearly demonstrates the workings of heteronormativity in 

EYEs. Furthermore, an American study found that same-sex parents have reported to not have 

high expectations of inclusive environments due to high levels of heteronormative thinking with 

preschool teachers and administrators (Glass, Willox, Barrow, & Jones, 2015).  

In terms of the learning materials in EYEs, Australian researchers, Riggs and 

Augoustinos (2007), found that most of the storybooks reinforced a White heterosexual norm for 

parenting. American researchers, Smolkin and Young (2011), also found that EYEs typically had 

literature that represented opposite-sex, two-parent households, and these books were read, 

shared, and discussed regularly. If such instances of heteronormativity continue to go 

unexamined and unchallenged, then the goal of the early childhood field of “intentionally 

including all children and families in early childhood programs” is hindered (Kintner-Duffy et 

al., 2012). Unfortunately, many LGBTQ families who participate in EYEs feel pressured to 

remain silent and invisible due to such dominant discourses (Robinson, 2002). However, 

LGBTQ families have also challenged heteronormativity by being open about their sexuality and 
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family structure. Various instances of this resistance are cited in the literature, which is discussed 

in the following section. 

Challenging Heteronormativity 

One of the most common ways parents in the literature challenged heteronormativity in 

EYEs was to disclose their sexuality and family structure to staff. New Zealand researchers, 

Gunn and Surtees (2009), who study heteronormativity in early childhood education, argue that 

being open and positive of one’s family structure will lead to greater acceptance of diverse 

families. Skattebol and Ferfolja’s (2007) findings support this, emphasizing the need for 

disclosure as a way for lesbian mothers to support their children. More specifically, one mother 

stated that disclosure acts as a support for her daughter because if they show shame as lesbian 

parents, then their daughter will be shamed. Ultimately, it is about instilling feelings of pride in 

one’s family, in addition to challenging heteronormativity (Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). Lee’s 

(2010) interviews with lesbian mothers (2010) in New Zealand found similar results in which 

mothers were generally open with educators about their family structure, and some even directly 

asked educators how they felt about same-sex families. Like the mothers in Skattebol and 

Ferfolja’s (2007) study, these mothers challenged heteronormativity by modelling pride in their 

family, socializing with other queer families, and talking to their children about diverse families 

(Lee, 2010). Goldberg’s (2014) American study, which looked at the extent to which gay, lesbian 

and heterosexual adoptive parents disclose their family structure to teachers, also found that 

parents were open about discussing their family structure in their children’s preschools. An 

interesting finding that Goldberg (2014) points out is that the gay and lesbian parents who did 

not disclose their family structure are from more rural areas, with half living in the southern 
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United States. Goldberg (2014) argues that this demonstrates the importance of “geographic and 

social context in shaping lesbian and gay parents’ openness about their sexuality” (p. 678).  

Despite these instances of honest and open disclosure, Robinson (2002) argues that gay 

and lesbian families may view ‘coming out’ to their children’s educators as extremely difficult 

and a potential risk because of the dominant heteronormative discourse in educational settings. 

So while mothers were able to be open about their family composition, they also discussed the 

importance of attending EYEs that had been recommended to them by friends and family 

because these environments were more likely to be inclusive of diverse families (Lee, 2010). 

Potential negative reactions to their family structure would then be lessened or avoided (Lee, 

2010). Thus, gay and lesbian families often look for EYEs that express a commitment to 

diversity and difference, so that their children and family will not be discriminated against 

(Robinson, 2002).  

Parents further challenged heterosexual norms in children’s services by requesting 

learning materials that represented same-sex families (Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007, p. 15). Some 

of the mothers went so far as to purchase the books themselves to ensure availability of such 

resources. Unfortunately, even when these resources became available for the centres to use, they 

were not easily accessible because they were locked up and only put out on days when the staff 

thought to take them out. One mother in Skattebol and Ferfolja’s (2007) study noted that staff at 

her centre claimed that they were unaware of where to even obtain such resources. However, 

centres included in this study were located in a geographical location where there were many 

LGBTQ resources around. Skattebol and Ferfolja (2007) argue that these educators simply were 

not making an effort to find such resources. Nevertheless, even when the resources were 

available, the mothers themselves had to push the educators to make them more visible 
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(Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). LGBTQ families in Toronto discussed similar situations, in which 

they brought their own resources to programs and centres in order for their families to be 

represented (Stanley, 2015). Visibility through the learning materials at EYEs is clearly of 

importance to LGBTQ parents. 

Parents also argued that it is not enough to represent the LGBTQ community in a “one-

off” or tokenistic way because it positions them as a “highly visible Other to ‘normal’ families” 

(Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007, p. 16). Janmohamed and Campbell (2009), Canadian researchers 

who have contributed a great deal to LGBTQ research in the early childhood field, support this 

latter point by asserting that exploring LGBTQ issues should be continuous throughout the year 

for EYEs, rather than just during Gay Pride month in June, for example. Robinson (2002) argues 

that these problems of proper representation occur because inclusion of LGBTQ families in the 

early years curriculum “tends to rely on the educator’s perception of what they consider relevant 

and appropriate to the children in their settings, as well as their own personal comfort levels in 

addressing such issues” (p. 429). In other words, since early years policies mandating the 

specific inclusion of LGBTQ families and how to do so effectively are lacking in Ontario, EYEs 

can provide very different experiences (Stanley, 2015). Consequently, the selection process for 

EYEs can become a potentially challenging process for parents. 

Preschool Selection Considerations 

Goldberg and Smith’s (2014) American study is the first to look at “school selection 

considerations and perceived mistreatment among lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adoptive 

parents of preschool-aged children” (p. 72). Various factors for school selection were assessed 

by parents, in which educational philosophy was found to be the most important for the sample 

as a whole and for each group in the study. Overall, cost of attending the school was the next 
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priority on the list for heterosexual parents. For lesbian and gay parents, the “gay-friendliness” of 

the school was the second highest priority, with cost closely behind. How exactly “gay-

friendliness” was defined in Goldberg and Smith’s (2014) study, and assessed by parents, is 

unclear. Nonetheless, past research has indicated that LGBTQ parents look for progressive, gay-

friendly schools to try and decrease the chances of their children being exposed to stigma and 

discrimination based on their family structure (Casper & Schultz, 1999; Lee, 2010; Mercier & 

Harold, 2003; Robinson, 2002). Next on the list of considerations were racial diversity followed 

by location. A small number of the sexual minority parents discussed the importance of having 

other LGBTQ families present in selecting a school, and a smaller number of the overall sample 

mentioned the presence of adoptive families (Goldberg & Smith, 2014). Goldberg and Smith 

(2014) argue that these latter two factors did not take higher priority because parents understood 

that this would not be easy to find in schools.  

Goldberg and Smith’s (2014) further analysis of their results found that “parents with less 

income were more likely to consider cost in selecting a school” (p. 73), and “less educated 

parents were more likely to consider location in choosing a preschool” (p. 73). Additionally, 

parents with more education were more likely to consider racial diversity and the presence of 

other adoptive families in choosing a school (Goldberg & Smith, 2014). More specifically with 

lesbian and gay parents, more educated parents were more likely to consider the presence of 

other LGBTQ parents and the gay-friendliness of the school. In regard to school mistreatment 

due to sexual orientation, lesbian and gay parents who saw their communities as “less gay-

friendly were more likely to perceive school bias due to sexual orientation” (Goldberg & Smith, 

2014, p. 73). Goldberg and Smith (2014) make reference to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory 



 12 

here, arguing that this finding indicates how the social context may influence more local school 

attitudes and practices. 

Lee (2010) notes that choosing an EYE was a complex process for her participants 

because of their family composition. The mothers were careful with their choice and used several 

strategies to help find their ideal service, such as considering others’ recommendations for 

inclusive centres, being open about their family composition, and observing the quality of the 

interactions between teachers and children. As mentioned earlier, the use of recommendations 

may be more important for LGBTQ families than for heterosexual parents because of the more 

potential negative reactions that can occur with their family structure (Lee, 2010). By listening to 

recommendations from family and friends and actively looking for inclusive centres that are 

committed to diversity, it can lessen the discrimination that LGBTQ families and their children 

may encounter (Robinson, 2002). 

Improving the Experiences of LGBTQ Families in EYEs 

 A number of common suggestions are found in the literature, across the differing 

countries, to help improve the experiences of LGBTQ families in EYEs. These include having 

discussions and learning materials that represent various family structures, such as same-sex 

families, and proper support and training in working with LGBTQ families for administrators 

and staff (Fox, 2007; Goldberg, 2014; Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007; Stanley, 2015; Szalacha, 

2004).  

One mother in Skattebol and Ferfolja’s (2007) study stated that simply seeing images of 

different family structures would make her feel safe when entering a childcare setting; “just 

seeing those images there and knowing that it is just part of the daily visual input of those 

children, that would make me feel [accepted]” (p. 14). Participants in Goldberg’s (2014) study 
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went beyond visual images in the environment, suggesting that childcare services incorporate 

discussions on family diversity into the curriculum, as well as the availability of inclusive books, 

and activities that are inclusive to all types of family structures. Additionally, families felt that 

family activities, such as potlucks, would help to build a community among parents. A challenge 

reported by a few participants is the lack of comfort that other parents had with LGBTQ families, 

and this may help to improve those relationships (Goldberg, 2014, p. 679).  

 Fox (2007) notes a small but important change they made when they became Director of 

a university childcare centre, which was changing enrolment forms to be more inclusive of 

diverse families. More specifically, the forms initially asked for the mother’s and father’s name, 

and they instead changed it to the name(s) of a parent/guardian. However, while administrators 

of a childcare centre may be accepting of differences in sexuality, the staff who work with the 

families on a daily basis may not be so welcoming or well-versed in working with such families 

(Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). Skattebol and Ferfolja (2007) argue that this gap needs to be 

acknowledged in order to provide quality care for LGBTQ families. Conversely, Stanley (2015) 

reports that families in Toronto discussed the importance of Directors and management at centres 

being supportive of and helping with efforts for inclusion:  

Senior management, directors, and supervisors need to be active and committed to the 

efforts [for inclusion], to demonstrate to other staff the importance and commitment to 

new training or policies; if supervisors and directors are not demonstrating commitment 

to the initiative, staff will not be motivated to make a true effort (Stanley, 2015, p. 13).  

Overall, the research shows that investment in inclusion for all families has to occur from 

behind-the-scenes as well as on the frontline.  
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Another essential improvement that the literature discusses is the pre-service and in-

service training that educators get on LGBTQ issues (Fox, 2007; Stanley; 2015; Szalacha, 2004). 

Goldberg (2014) found that gay and lesbian parents who reported challenges related to their 

family structure had to do with the lack of training that educators had working with LGBTQ 

families. This was especially prominent in the rural areas of the United States. Averett et al. 

(2015) further found that while early childhood educators generally hold a positive view towards 

working with LGBTQ parents, they do not feel prepared to do so on an educational level. Surtees 

and Gunn (2010) also argue that resources are lacking for childcare services and elementary 

schools to become more LGBTQ-inclusive. Research by the City of Toronto’s Children Services 

found similar results regarding training (Stanley, 2015). For example, LGBTQ families reported 

being welcomed and educators making changes to be more inclusive of their families, but that 

there was simply a lack of knowledge and proper resources to do so. As one stakeholder stated, 

“people are well-intentioned, but clueless” (Stanley, 2015, p. 10). One recommendation to 

improve training in family inclusion is to work collaboratively with members of the LGBTQ 

community, whenever possible (Stanley, 2015).  

Unfortunately, Averett et al. (2015) point out that in conducting their review of the 

literature, many of the improvements that could be made for EYEs to be more LGBTQ-friendly 

have been suggested as far back as 1990, and are still being suggested in literature in 2010. Thus, 

there has clearly been a lack of progress in the inclusion of LGBTQ practices in EYEs, 

specifically in the inclusion of LGBTQ-friendly symbols, books and language (Averett et al., 

2015). Averett et al. (2015) claim that this then leads back to the initial problem with the lack of 

training. However, Fox (2007) also argues that it is the responsibility of the educator to go 

beyond what they have learned in their formal education in order to meet the needs of LGBTQ 
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families. This argument is important to highlight because, ultimately, inclusion of all types of 

families involves a change in attitude; therefore, educators must genuinely want this change to 

occur and actively seek out ways to do so (Stanley, 2015). One Canadian participant perhaps said 

it best, stating that inclusivity is “not a matter of putting more books in the classroom, it is the 

harder work of changing attitudes” (Stanley, 2015, p. 3).  

Attempts at Inclusion  

It is important to note that the research on LGBTQ inclusivity in EYEs has not all been 

negative. Glass et al. (2015) interviewed a number of parents from different centres who did feel 

that their child’s teachers or the administration were actively going above and beyond their 

expectations to be inclusive of their family in the learning environment. Examples of these 

positive experiences included teachers who changed the language used when discussing families, 

discussing different types of families with the children, and calling same-sex parents by the 

names the children call them. Glass et al. (2015) point out that while these moderate shifts to 

integrate LGBTQ families was very much appreciated by the parents, the larger shifts of 

including LGBTQ families was not occurring. Furthermore, it was a “careful balance between 

integrating gay and lesbian families without making ripples or without being proactive and 

taking a social stance” (Glass et al., 2015, p. 21).  

 An example of a “larger shift,” or more proactive change, would be talking about 

LGBTQ families even if those families are currently not attending the centre or simply not 

visible, which only one educator was doing in Glass et al.’s (2015) study. Stanley (2015) argues 

that all centres need to be prepared to have LGBTQ families, or to recognize that they may 

already be serving LGBTQ families, even if those families have not disclosed such information. 

Stanley (2015) points out further that “the idea that a program does not have any [LGBTQ] 
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parents or children and thus no reason to take action, an attitude which is commonly presented 

by staff, represents an attitude of ignorance, as simply because no families have identified 

themselves does not mean that the [LGBTQ] community is not represented” (p. 15). 

Gaps in the Research 

Averett et al. (2015) note that more studies are needed that look specifically at early 

childhood samples because the literature they found to examine EYEs were often within studies 

that consisted of a larger mixed-age group of children. Additionally, Averett et al. (2015) discuss 

the fact that most research about LGBTQ families and EYEs have samples that are only lesbian 

mothers. This is evident even in the writing of this literature review (Lee, 2010; Skattebol & 

Ferfolja, 2007). The literature emphasizes the importance of gaining a better understanding of 

the LGBTQ community’s position in the field by studying gay fathers, as well as bisexual, 

transgender, and queer parents (Averett et al., 2015; Cloughessy & Waniganayake, 2014). 

Epstein, Duggan, and Veldhoven (2006) support the latter statement, noting that GBQ men 

specifically face many negative stereotypes as parents, and thus, GBQ fathers need to be 

represented more in social programs and services, which could be aided by increased 

representation in research. Finally, Goldberg and Smith (2014) note in their study on preschool 

selection considerations that their sample was fairly affluent, and therefore, future studies should 

examine samples that, for financial or geographical reasons, “have less access to progressive and 

gay-friendly schools” (p. 73).  

The current study hopes to address some of these gaps in the research in the various 

ways. For one, it is intentionally looking at EYEs exclusively, and therefore, specifically 

targeting parents who have children from a specific age group The current study is also being 

conducted with the hopes of obtaining a sample that is not financially homogenous, and having a 
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mix of members from the LGBTQ community, rather than just lesbian mothers. Additionally, 

discussions of relocating and travelling will be discussed with families, to see how this may play 

a role in finding an appropriate EYE. More details of how these gaps will be addressed will be 

discussed in the methodology. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

 This study is being conducted through a Queer Theory framework, which, according to 

Creswell (2014), looks at individuals who identify as part of the LGBTQ community. Gamson 

(2000) states that research that uses Queer Theory “does not objectify individuals, is concerned 

with cultural and political means, and conveys the voices and experiences of individuals who 

have been suppressed” (as cited in Creswell, 2014, p. 65). Furthermore, Taylor and Blaise (2007) 

describe Queer Theory as “theorising gender and challenging its binary framings” (p. 1). A very 

important concept in Queer Theory is heteronormativity, which has been discussed previously in 

this study, and will be elaborated on here briefly.  

Heteronormativity is heavily constructed through normative gender binaries (Taylor & 

Blaise, 2007). This means that boys and girls have to behave according to what society considers 

as ‘normal’ behaviour for boys and girls. Butler (1990) refers to this normalization of behaviour 

as understanding gender through the ‘heterosexual matrix.’ Judith Butler is an essential 

contributor to Queer Theory and coined the term ‘heterosexual matrix’ to describe the way in 

which gender is “systematically, socially, and relationally constructed” (Taylor & Blaise, 2007, 

p. 2). Butler (1990) agues that heterosexuality is enforced through “rewards for appropriate 

gendered and heterosexual behaviours and through punishments from deviations from the 

conventional or ‘normal’ ways of being either a girl or a boy” (as cited in Taylor & Blaise, 2007, 

p. 2). Hence, Queer Theory frames the current study by examining the ways in which LGBTQ 



 18 

parents position themselves in a heteronormative society, and in their children’s institutions that 

enforce normalizing discourses (Bower & Klecka, 2009). 

 With regard to my conceptual framework, I am operating from a transformative 

perspective. This means that the current research focuses on the “lives and experiences of diverse 

groups that have traditionally been marginalized” (Mertens as cited in Creswell, 2014, p. 10). 

More specifically, there is particular interest in how these groups have been “constrained by 

oppressors and the strategies that they use to resist, challenge, and subvert these constraints” 

(Mertens as cited in Creswell, 2014, p. 10).  

 I am also operating from a children’s rights perspective. This perspective does not appear 

to be focused on frequently in the literature on LGBTQ families and EYEs, except for research 

conducted by Australian researchers, Cloughessy and Waniganayake (2014). Prior to reading 

their research, I had taken a Social Research with Children course that emphasized children’s 

rights. During that course, I chose to focus specifically on children’s perceptions of different 

family structures. From there, I started to wonder how children from LGBTQ families would 

learn about their own families in a formal educational setting, if their families are not 

represented. Cloughessy and Waniganayake (2014) point out that “educators are guided by 

legislative and other regulatory requirements as well as professional documents that demand 

respectful interactions with children and adults from diverse backgrounds” (p. 1269). For 

instance, Article 2 from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, to which 

Canada is a signatory, explicitly states the anti-discrimination rights of a child and a child’s 

parents: 

Article 2.1: States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present 

Convention to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, 
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irrespective of the child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, 

language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, 

disability, birth or other status. (United Nations, 1989) 

Article 2.2: States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is 

protected against all forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the status, 

activities, expressed opinions, beliefs of the child’s parents, legal guardians, or family 

members. (United Nations, 1989) 

Given this information, it is important to note that homophobia in educational settings is not just 

“perpetuated on people who have LGBT identities (or presumed to have LGBT identities) but 

also towards those who have parents who identify as LGBT” (Pohan & Bailey, 1998; Ray & 

Gregory, 2001). Glass et al. (2015) also argue that children may begin to feel that their family is 

not as valued as other families, if educators are not discussing and appreciating different family 

structures. Therefore, educators should ensure that every child feels welcome and included in 

their educational setting, which involves understanding children’s families. By gaining the 

perspective of LGBTQ parents on inclusion in EYEs, this study seeks to provide insight into 

what creates a genuinely inclusive EYE. 

Social Location 

As a member and advocate of the LGBTQ community, I am drawn to the Queer Theory 

framework and the transformative perspective for various reasons. I want to ensure that the 

voices of the LGBTQ community are represented in research, and that every opportunity is taken 

to help educate society, particularly in my field of early childhood, about the LGBTQ 

community. It is also my way of challenging heteronormativity by making LGBTQ voices more 

visible.  
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My social location is important to discuss because of the potential bias I may have when 

analyzing and interpreting my data. For instance, my personal bias may cause me to place 

emphasis on the negative experiences of parents participating in my study because I may connect 

to those stories emotionally, and retelling those stories in my findings may also create a more 

emotional connection with my audience. This bias of emphasizing negative experiences quickly 

came to me just in the writing of the literature review, when I realized that I had not reported on 

any positive experiences LGBTQ families were discussing, which, although far and few 

between, did exist. Similarly, I may interpret certain participant statements as negative exclusion 

when they may view it as otherwise because of the negative perspective I have on LGBTQ 

inclusion in the early childhood field. Thus, I must work on entering the interview process in a 

neutral and open-minded headspace, and continue to do so when analyzing and interpreting my 

data. This will also allow me to ask participants to interpret their experiences themselves, rather 

than having me interpret stories automatically from a negative point of view. Recognizing these 

biases aligns with a fundamental tenet of phenomenology, to come from a “fresh and unbiased” 

perspective, which is the approach guiding this research (Wertz, 2005). Lastly, by not being a 

parent myself, my perspective on their stories may not be the same as someone who is a parent. 

At the same time, my social location may also be beneficial in several ways. For 

example, there will be genuine interest when conducting my interviews with parents and when 

retelling their stories because I am very passionate about advocating for the LGBTQ community. 

I want to appropriately capture the feelings they have experienced to ensure that those who have 

not experienced such stories can gain an understanding of what it is like to experience exclusion 

in today’s society, and also what it feels like to overcome challenges when one is a part of a 

marginalized community. 
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 Throughout my graduate studies, I have tried to learn and write about many of the issues 

that exist in the LGBTQ community in relation to the early childhood field. I have explored 

topics such as gay educators in EYEs and primary grades, LGBTQ media portrayals for children, 

how children view different family structures, and the inclusiveness of the elementary school 

curriculum from a mostly Western perspective. A perspective I did not tackle more directly is 

that of LGBTQ parents, which has led me to this current study. As someone who hopes to have a 

family with my partner in the next few years, I believe this research will be of immense value to 

me, and I hope it will be for other LGBTQ families as well.  

Research Questions 

Before discussing the methodology of the current study, it is essential to keep the 

research questions in mind, which are as follows: 

1. What is the process that LGBTQ parents go through in seeking an EYE for their child or 

their family, in a generally heteronormative society? 

2. What are their experiences during the selection process and when partaking in an EYE?  

Methodology 

The following sections will discuss how the current study was conducted and a 

justification for the approach taken. Considering my research questions, qualitative research 

seemed to be the most appropriate way to explore these questions. Qualitative research is defined 

as seeking to explore and understand “the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or 

human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). This method was chosen in order to discuss “the 

experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell, 2014, p. 

14), which is a type of qualitative research approach called phenomenological research. Magrini 

(2012) also defines phenomenology as a “method of recording and interpreting ‘lived 
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experience’ through vivid and detailed descriptions” (p. 2). Like Glass et al.’s (2015) research, 

this study seeks to explore the phenomena of being an LGBTQ parent seeking and being a part 

of an EYE. Additionally, Creswell (2014) claims that the qualitative approach is effective for 

phenomenon in which little research has been done. As previously argued, while the topic of 

LGBTQ parents and EYEs has been the subject of research in this province, very few such 

studies have been carried out. 

Recruitment Process 

After receiving approval from the Research Ethics Board (REB) at Ryerson, I began 

recruitment of participants. Initially, I was to recruit at one site, but given a low response rate 

(the reasons for which are discussed below), I sought and was given approval from the REB to 

add additional sites. 

Sites. Recruitment occurred at a number of places, including The 519’s Family Resource 

Centre (FRC), Sherbourne Health Centre’s LGBTQ Parenting Network (LGBTQPN), and 

Ryerson University’s Early Learning Centre (ELC), all located in downtown Toronto, Ontario. 

The 519’s FRC. The 519’s FRC is a family support program for families with children 

age 0 to 6 years. The program provides “early learning activities, music and movement, creative 

experiences, nutritious snacks, and parent education” (The 519, n.d.). The program runs from 

Tuesday to Friday, 10am to 1pm, as well as Tuesdays from 5:30pm-7:30pm (The 519, n.d.). 

Every second Saturday of the month, from 9am to 1pm, the FRC hosts a Queer and Trans Family 

Event to celebrate LGBTQ diversity, and designed specifically for queer and trans families (The 

519, n.d.). As for The 519 itself, it is a City of Toronto agency that is “committed to the health, 

happiness and full participation of the LGBTQ community” (The 519, n.d.).  
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I was first introduced to The 519 by a professor and faculty member of the Early 

Childhood Studies graduate program at Ryerson University as a potential site to use for a social 

justice assignment, in which students were to assess a program that related to the early childhood 

field. After doing some research on The 519, and visiting their FRC, I was very impressed by 

their inclusivity and welcoming atmosphere. For example, I was welcomed by friendly faces of 

student volunteers and staff, and immediately noticed all the LGBTQ-friendly images in the 

centre. The Program Director also showed me all the inclusive books available in the centre, 

such as books depicting families with same-sex parents. Additionally, I observed their circle 

time, which involved songs that used non-gendered language, songs that were sung accompanied 

with sign language, and songs that were sung multiple times in different languages—which was 

easily done with the various cultures that were present in the centre. It was, quite simply, an 

amazing experience. This quickly translated into me applying for a volunteer position at the 

centre, to which I was later successful.  

By becoming a volunteer at The 519’s FRC, I thought it would be a valuable opportunity 

to immerse myself in a resource that would not only be beneficial to myself, but is beneficial to 

the LGBTQ community. It was also important for me to get more acquainted with the LGBTQ 

community, as well as the local community, if I planned to do research within the community. 

By being a volunteer, this would allow me to be more of an insider, rather than coming in as an 

outsider interested in researching its community members (Christensen, 2004). At the same time, 

becoming a volunteer at the FRC could potentially have a disadvantage in my being able to 

actively recruit participants because participants might feel obligated to participate in my study 

due to my connection with the centre, and because I may have formed prior relationships with 

potential participants. In order to reduce feelings of obligation, the REB suggested having the 
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staff advertise my study, and to have flyers advertising the study displayed around The 519; I 

was not to approach parents myself. It is also important to note at this point that the FRC was 

initially the only site for recruitment because it was the only child and family based service I had 

heard about that is known for its strong inclusivity of the LGBTQ community. Past research in 

Toronto also found that LGBTQ parents often rely specifically on The 519, even if it is a far 

distance, because of its focus on inclusivity (Stanley, 2015).  

Unfortunately, while the staff were helpful in contacting potential participants, there was 

a very low response rate. A total of three parents expressed their interest in participating, but due 

to time commitments and the fact that I was recruiting around the end of children’s school year, 

Pride month, and the Canada Day long weekend, scheduling an interview was a significant 

challenge. Parents also expressed their hesitation to participate due to their beliefs that they 

might not be suitable given their personal experience, or lack thereof, with the topic. Follow-ups 

with these participants indicated continued interest, but again, a date to hold the interview was 

never confirmed. Given these occurrences and the limited amount of time to complete this study, 

additional sites were sought out.  

 Sherbourne Health Centre’s LGBTQPN. The LGBTQPN was recommended to me by 

one of the parents contacted by The 519 staff for my study. The LGBTQPN is a program run out 

of the Sherbourne Health Centre, which supports LGBTQ parenting “through training, research, 

resource development and community organizing” (Sherbourne Health Centre, n.d.). The 

Sherbourne Health Centre “delivers primary healthcare services to LGBT communities in 

Toronto; provides information, resources, and capacity building to communities across Ontario; 

and community-based programs to queer and trans youth in Toronto” (Sherbourne Health 

Centre, n.d.). While I did receive confirmation of approval for my study to be advertised by the 
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LGBTQPN on their website, social media networks, and so forth, I was unsure of where exactly 

these advertisements were located. Again, given the time constraints, I did not follow-up with 

this, and continued to look for other sites for recruitment. 

 Ryerson University’s ELC. Finally, Ryerson University’s ELC was added as a site upon 

the recommendation from my supervisor and approval from the ELC Program Director. The 

ELC is Ryerson’s “licensed laboratory early learning and childcare centre. It is a full-day 

childcare and early learning program for 66 children from ages 18 months to six years” (Ryerson 

University, n.d.). The ELC is open from Monday to Friday, 8am to 5:30pm. The children are 

divided into four different rooms, which include two toddler rooms (18 months to 30 months) 

that can serve up to 15 children, a preschool room (30 months to four years) that serves 16 

children, and a kindergarten/preschool room (three to five year olds) that serves up to 16 

preschoolers and about 10 kindergarteners (Ryerson University, n.d.).  

Sampling strategies. First and foremost, sampling was conducted through a purposive 

manner because I wanted a specific group of individuals to participate in the study (Maxwell, 

2009), which, in this case, was LGBTQ parents of young children. As previously mentioned, a 

gap in the research is the voices of gay fathers, as well as bisexual, transgender and queer 

parents; thus, an effort was made to recruit such individuals by searching online for specific 

LGBTQ parenting groups based in the General Toronto Area (GTA). The GTA includes central 

Toronto, as well as neighbouring cities, such as Etobicoke and North York. The GTA is also 

frequently used to refer to surrounding regions, such as Peel Region, which includes cities like 

Mississauga and Brampton, and York Region, which consists of Markham and Newmarket, and 

so forth (Campbell, 2016).  
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In order to recruit more participants, particularly from those groups missing in the 

research, snowball sampling was also used. This involves asking initial participants if they know 

others who may be eligible to participate in the study (van den Hoonaard, 2014). I used this in 

combination with purposive sampling by explicitly telling participants that gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer parents’ voices are not represented enough in the research, and if they 

knew any individuals who identified as so, while meeting all the other inclusion criteria to 

participate. 

Sample 

While Collingridge and Gantt (2008) recommend having 10 participants for a 

phenomenological study, due to time constraints and challenges in recruiting, a total of five 

participants were included. Creswell (2014) does confirm that three to ten participants is a 

typical number for phenomenological research. 

Pseudonyms have been assigned to protect parents’ identities. Three of the mothers 

identify as lesbian and are married to their female partner: Ariana, mother to a 4-year-old and a 

newborn; Britney, mother to a 7-year-old and a 4-year-old; and Lana, mother to a 4-year-old. 

Troye is a gay father, married to his husband, with a 6-year-old child. Finally, Selena identifies 

as bisexual and queer, and is married to her queer husband. She is a mother to a 2-year-old child 

who is being raised gender-open, which means she and her partner are not following gender 

stereotypes based on their child’s sex assigned at birth (Rainbow Health Ontario, 2016). Thus, 

rather than using personal pronouns such as he/him or she/her that are used for individuals who 

identify as male or female, the correct pronouns to use for their child is they/them (Rainbow 

Health Ontario, 2016). This is an essential component to Selena’s experiences, and therefore, 

important to keep in mind when reading about her perspective. 
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All participants reported being White, having a Master’s degree as their highest education 

level, and being married to their partner. All mothers reported being in the 30-39 age range, and 

the one father indicated being in the 40-49 age range. Three parents reported an annual income 

between $50,000-$74,999, with the other two parents reporting an annual income of $75,000-

$99,999.  

Inclusion criteria. In order to be eligible for participation, individuals have self-

identified as part of LGBTQ community, be at least 18 years of age, and be the guardian of a 

child aged 0 to 6 years for which they sought out an EYE in the past six years. Participants were 

not required to be currently using an EYE at the time of participation (see Appendix A for the 

recruitment flyer).  

Exclusion criteria. Although I did not explicitly state limitations to which participants 

resided and/or cities where they used an EYE, as the data began coming in, I thought it best to 

limit the study to participants in the GTA. By doing so, I would be able to keep the context of the 

study in the area of southern Ontario. All participants ended up residing and using EYEs 

specifically in Toronto, and thus, this contextualizes the study in one urban setting, particularly 

well-known for its diversity (Rayside, 2014).  

Procedure 

Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted for the current study. Interviews 

were selected as the method of data collection because they are an effective way to study 

“phenomena from the perspective of those who experience the phenomena” (Collingridge & 

Gantt, 2008, p. 393), which also relates back to taking a phenomenological approach. Creswell 

(2014) also makes the point that the researcher is considered a key instrument in qualitative 

research, and one way to be an effective qualitative researcher is by interviewing participants.  
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One-on-one interviews were selected, rather than focus groups, in order to avoid concerns 

of confidentiality between participants, as well as due to issues with scheduling parents to gather 

for a specific place and time. Semi-structured interviews were used in order to have a clear intent 

about what information was being sought after from participants, but with enough open-

endedness to allow participants to tell their stories and give their perspective (Creswell, 2014) 

(see Appendix B for pre-set questions). Participants were asked to provide a preferred location to 

be interviewed, and with the first few participants, this ended up being a telephone interview. 

Thus, telephone interviews became an initial suggestion along with an in-person interview, when 

potential participants contacted me expressing their interest. 

 Once participant interviews were confirmed, the consent form and demographic 

information form were emailed out 24 hours prior to the interview (see Appendix C for the 

consent form and Appendix D for the demographic information form). These were then emailed 

back to me at their earliest convenience. When the phone interview began, with their permission, 

participants were put on speaker phone in order to record the call with another mobile device for 

later transcription of the interview. The duration of the phone interviews were generally 20 

minutes long, with the exception of one interview lasting about 45 minutes in length. This time 

length is comparable to past research where individual parents were being interviewed, lasting 

from about 15 minutes in length to an hour (Bower & Klecka, 2009; Lee, 2010). Additionally, 

De Vaus (1991) argues that telephone interviews should be fairly short because fatigue or 

inattention may occur after about 30 minutes. 

To ensure accurate representation of participants’ perspectives, they were given an option 

to review their transcripts. Only one participant chose to undertake this process, but did not 
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return the transcript. Thus, the original transcription from all participants was used for data 

analysis. 

Pros and cons of telephone interviews. A primary concern for conducting telephone 

interviews is “the lack of interaction between the interviewer and participant” (Trier-Bieniek, 

2012, p. 631). Thus, conversations may flow less smoothly than in-person interviews due to the 

absence of nonverbal cues or prompts that may encourage a participant, such as nodding or 

smiling (Smith, 2005). Shuy (2002) also argues that the lack of interaction may result in less time 

to develop rapport with a participant before an interview and a loss of natural conversation, 

which helps people begin to feel relaxed in an interview. For me, this was very apparent, where 

natural conversation was extremely brief, and the interview process quickly followed. However, 

this can also be attributed to me being a novel qualitative researcher. I would also have to argue 

that some rapport was established through the back and forth email communication that occurred 

from the time the participants expressed interest up to the interview. 

An advantage to using telephone interviews is that it is both cost- and time-effective 

compared to in-person interviews because no travel is required from both parties (Bolderston, 

2012). Additionally, Trier-Bieniek (2012) argues that telephone interviews have the potential for 

more honest conversations as opposed to in-person interviews because there is a sense of 

anonymity. In hindsight, the anonymity provided by telephone interviews proved to be even 

more essential considering recruitment occurred at sites where I could potentially encounter 

participants because of my involvement at The 519 and from being a Ryerson student. 

Furthermore, participants may find comfort in being in a setting that is familiar to them (Trier-

Bieniek, 2012), and that they have control over, and thus, being more comfortable to express 

their opinions (Meho, 2006). Trier-Bieniek (2012) also notes the benefit for parents working or 
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staying at home with their children, in that they could participate “at a time in the day most 

convenient for them, without having to neglect their job or finding someone for childcare” (p. 

642). This latter point is especially vital to the study at hand because participants were 

specifically parents with young children.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 Coffey & Atkinson (1996) note that data analysis is typically conducted simultaneously 

with data collection for qualitative research. Thus, interviews were transcribed and coded almost 

immediately after speaking with the participants. This was also done in order to make use of the 

freshness of the conversation, and create memos that would perhaps be relevant in later reviews 

of the data.  

When taking a phenomenological approach to analyzing data, the written data is 

primarily read openly without a focus on the research question and letting go of any 

preconceived notions, in order to gain an understanding of the participant’s experiences (Wertz, 

2005; Kumar, 2012). “Meaning units”, or codes, are used to organize the data for further analysis 

(Wertz, 2005). Neuman (2004) states that this initial process is a way to condense the large 

amount of data that can be produced from qualitative research. Codes that became apparent to 

me after reading the first interview transcript were: (1) early years environments used; (2) 

selection criteria; (3) locations (e.g., specific streets/cities); (4) LGBTQ-specific statements; and, 

(5) child-specific statements. New codes became apparent as more data were being collected. For 

example, after reading the second interview transcript, (6) ‘general comments regarding early 

childhood environments’ was added as a code, and (7) ‘demographic factors affecting selection’ 

became apparent after reading the third interview. No new codes were developed for the fourth 

and fifth interview, and thus, a total of seven codes were developed in this first stage of analysis. 
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To ensure consistency, I re-read all interviews with the seven codes in mind and made changes 

accordingly. 

Kumar (2012) states that the next step of analysis involves taking the initial codes and 

organizing them into categories that can be applied to all participants. This helps to take the data 

from individual experiences to a sense of generality (Wertz, 2005). Organization of the primary 

codes to broader concepts led to the following categories: early years environments used, 

demographic factors, selection criteria, and experiences. The category of ‘experiences’ consists 

of subcategories including ‘the Toronto experience’, general experiences, and LGBTQ-specific 

experiences.  

Following the second stage of analysis, the application of relevant theory is important to 

consider, and may be beneficial in revealing aspects that were not yet evident (Wertz, 2005; 

Kumar, 2012). From organizing my data even further and in applying Queer Theory, it became 

clear that LGBTQ specific responses made up an immensely large part of my data, which is 

rightly so considering the population I was studying and the purpose of my study. It also became 

evident that I should not separate LGBTQ-specific responses because, for one, it was a theme 

that ran through almost all the data. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly for me, it is a part 

of who these participants are in their daily experiences. As a result, the subcategory of LGBTQ- 

specific experiences was dissolved, and more specific themes relevant to Queer Theory were 

created: ‘inclusive experiences’ and ‘heteronormative experiences’.  

As a novel qualitative researcher, I found that it was difficult for me to develop themes 

that did not follow the structure of my interview questions. After my supervisor advised me to 

look beyond the topics of my interview questions and to further assess the participants’ 

responses, I continued to work on the organization of my themes. This involved further reflection 
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on how to retell the parents’ experiences through a phenomenological approach along with 

aspects of Queer Theory. In going through this reflective process, efforts were made not to 

misinterpret data and to clearly voice the parents’ experiences of this particular phenomena, and 

to also explore how heteronormativity was playing a role in their responses. The next section 

outlines the finalized themes used to discuss my findings, and support for each of these themes. 
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Findings and Discussion 

I have divided the findings into two major categories, which are ‘the selection process’ 

and ‘experiences in EYEs’. I have identified themes within each section, which will be discussed 

in detail through the perspective of five parents and compared to relevant research literature. In 

‘the selection process’, the themes I have identified include: ‘availability of EYEs’; ‘family 

support programs versus childcare’; ‘external factors’, which includes the sub-themes of 

‘privilege’ and ‘exploring the G, B and Q in LGBTQ’; and, ‘selection criteria’, which includes 

the sub-themes of ‘quality and convenience’, ‘inclusivity: significance and construction,’ and 

‘kindergarten: quality, convenience and inclusivity revisited’ (see Table 1). In the category of 

‘experiences in EYEs’, the themes include: ‘the Toronto experience’; ‘recommendations’; 

‘experiences of inclusivity’; and, ‘concerns and experiences of heteronormativity’ with the sub-

theme of ‘challenging heteronormativity and improving experiences for LGBTQ parents’ (see 

Table 2). 
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Table 1 

The Selection Process 

 Sub-themes 

Themes    

Availability of EYEs    

Family support 

programs versus 

childcare 

   

External factors Privilege Exploring the G, B 

and Q in LGBTQ 

 

Selection criteria Quality and 

convenience 

Inclusivity: 

Significance and 

construction 

Kindergarten: Quality, 

convenience and 

inclusivity revisited 
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Table 2 

Experiences in EYEs 

 Sub-themes 

Themes  

The Toronto experience  

Recommendations  

Experiences of inclusivity  

Concerns and experiences of 

heteronormativity 

Challenging heteronormativity and improving 

experiences of LGBTQ parents 

 

The Selection Process 

Availability of EYEs. It is apparent from the interviews with these parents that there was 

not one clear option to use for the early years, but rather it is somewhat of an exploratory 

process, in which parents may use many different types of EYEs. A number of participants also 

mentioned that the selection process is impacted by long waitlists, and thus, parents were 

sometimes left with limited options and had to use the service that was available to them at that 

moment. The issue of Toronto waitlists will be explored more later on.  

Parents in the study discussed using: family support programs, which they usually 

referred to as “drop-ins”; a library program; a parenting program with Toronto Public Health; 

home-based licensed and unlicensed childcare; Montessori childcare; in-school childcare; and, 

Ontario Early Years Centres. In the interviews, parents often referred to childcare services as 
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“daycares”. As previously mentioned, all participants live in Toronto, and were able to find 

EYEs without having to look beyond the city. Three of the five participants are currently using 

the same early learning centre affiliated with a Toronto university, with the other two participants 

using registered childcare services operated at their local schools.   

 Family support programs versus childcare. Two of the parents discussed in greater 

detail the decision to use certain EYEs, most notably what they referred to as “drop-in centres” 

versus “daycares.” Ariana, who has an early childhood education background, stated:  

There’s so many layers to what you’re looking for in a daycare as opposed to an early 

years centre. ‘Cause the early years centre, you’re more in control of it. Like you go in, 

you do what you do, and then you leave, based on whatever you need. As opposed to 

where you’re just leaving your child at the daycare. 

Ariana went into more detail regarding her process for finding a “drop-in”, stating that it is 

important for her to find a good variety of people who attend in order to find parents to connect 

with while taking part in the centre. She goes on to mention that she has encountered many 

nannies who use such services who “kind of just sit and chat and do their own thing,” and she is 

unable to make that connection she can make with other parents. 

 Similarly, Selena discussed the differences between family support programs and 

childcare services when looking for an EYE. She argued that interactions with staff in family 

support programs are “quite minimal,” whereas with childcare services, they are “a little bit 

different because you can actually interview them, and they get to know you and your family.” 

She went on to say that choosing an EYE is less of a process when one is specifically speaking 

about family support programs as opposed to childcare services: 

For drop-in programs, they just run their own agenda, which makes it sound bad, but it’s 
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not that it’s bad, it’s just they run that program, so you can go to that program or you can 

not go to that program […] they have their toys, they have their story time, and you drop-

in and you go, and then you leave. They don’t ask for feedback, they don’t meet you 

individually, typically, so, you go or you don’t go. That’s how it is. There is no really sort 

of choosing. 

After gaining this background context on what EYEs this sample used, we began to discuss in 

more detail the various aspects that play a role in selecting an EYE. 

External factors. In developing this study, I thought it would be worthwhile to take a 

look at intersectionality and how that played a role in LGBTQ parents looking for an EYE. My 

reasoning for this is rooted in more personal reasons, in that I am of Filipino ethnicity and 

identify as gay. Additionally, during the development of this study, I was working with a local 

school board to look at the effects of family support programs targeted for lower socioeconomic 

neighbourhoods and new immigrant families. Thus, these factors were at the forefront of my 

mind. Thus, parents were asked to discuss how various demographic factors, if any, played a role 

in their experiences with EYEs, in addition to their sexual orientation. Since the sample ended up 

being quite homogenous, it is perhaps not surprising that the responses between participants were 

quite similar. 

Privilege. As previously mentioned, this particular sample was all White, middle-class, 

with a Masters level education. Hence, most of the parents expressed how their education level 

and income play a role in finding an EYE. For example, Britney, stated:  

I am a white female. I am well-educated. And I do make a good living in my career. So, 

those things possibly give me the comfort level or confidence in many different 
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situations, and in communicating, and just relating to [early childhood] staff or any of the 

daycare program directors.  

Other parents discussed how their income helps them to not only afford childcare, but to go to 

one that they are satisfied with, which can range from $1,800 to $1,900 per month. Lana joked 

that “it’s practically a second mortgage.” 

 In hearing these responses, it made me think about the availability of resources for low-

income families. This highlights my desire for wanting to obtain a sample from varying income 

levels, in order to gain a larger perspective on the issue. According to a member of the South 

Asian Women’s Rights Organization in Scarborough, Ontario, childcare can keep low-income 

families in a cycle of poverty, with the average annual cost of licensed full-time childcare for one 

child in downtown Toronto costing $20,619 (Keenan, 2015). To assist Ontario families with 

childcare costs, they can apply for a subsidy, with the condition that the child is in a licensed 

childcare program (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015). However, the waitlist for childcare 

subsidy is astounding, with 25,116 subsidies available in Toronto, with over 17,000 children on 

the waitlist (Dhillon, 2016; Keenan, 2015).  

Keenan (2015) writes, “[childcare] keeps the poor impoverished, threatens the middle 

class with poverty, and even presents a significant burden to those with relatively high incomes. 

For virtually everyone, it’s a struggle.” But given that minimum wage jobs in the GTA usually 

earn an individual an annual salary that is about the cost of childcare service in a year, it is 

especially a problem for low-income families (Keenan, 2015). This is especially a concern for 

certain members of the LGBTQ community because Canadian research has shown that gay men 

have reported lower incomes than heterosexual men (Carpenter, 2008). The situation is worse for 

bisexual individuals, who have been found to have lower incomes than lesbian and gay 
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individuals (Carpenter, 2005). According to Carpenter’s (2005; 2008) research and the current 

study’s sample, it appears that being a gay, bisexual or queer-headed household adds another 

dimension in finding an EYE, in comparison to lesbian-headed households.  

 Exploring the G, B and Q in LGBTQ. As the only father in the study, Troye was able to 

provide a perspective on forming a family through adoption, and how that affected his family 

when seeking EYEs: 

I think that we’re maybe at a disadvantage because we formed our family through 

adoption. And after the adoption, you don’t have nine months of pregnancy. So what 

happens is that, getting on lists for daycares is more difficult, like you’re not on these lists 

for as long as people who have their children biologically. So as parents of an adopted 

child and that demographic, it was definitely much more difficult. Also, as parents of an 

adopted child, what happens is that […] if you have a baby that you give birth to, you get 

a three-month maternity leave plus a nine-month parental leave. So if the baby doesn’t 

come out of your body, then you just get the nine-month parental leave. So what happens 

at nine months, not only are you strapped, like you’re not on lists for a long time, so you 

can’t really find a daycare, but you have to start daycare at nine months, and there’s very 

few infant programs. So that was definitely a disadvantage. 

Clearly, Troye’s experience is affected by policies on parental leave and his family composition. 

Policymakers should take into account families formed through adoption, particularly when 

families are adopting newborns, in order to make up for the lack of maternal leave with adoptive 

parents. This is particularly important in places like Toronto, where childcare availability is 

limited. 
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 Selena also provided a unique perspective by being married to her husband, and both 

identifying as bisexual and queer parents, as well as raising their child to be gender-open. Like 

Troye, she reflected on the nature of her family composition:  

My partner and I are both queer, but he’s a guy and I am not, so we appear to be a 

straight couple to most people, and I wonder how that affects things in the early years 

environment in a sense that, would they make more of an effort or a different kind of 

effort if we were a same-sex couple? Like would they go out of their way to be inclusive? 

I know some teachers are like, ‘if I have a kid in a particular situation, then I will change 

this activity so that it’s inclusive for them.’ Whereas maybe, the daycare teachers don’t 

think that any of the kids have queer parents because we’re not visible as queer people, so 

maybe they don’t. On the other hand, maybe the fact that we appear straight, and we’re 

asking for these things, maybe it gives us more leverage because they might think it’s not 

just about us, perhaps. […] we say on our in-take form that we are queer parents, and 

we’re raising [our child] culturally-queer […] we put that all out there. But I wonder how 

that’s taken up. 

Since research conducted exclusively on the bisexual and queer community is limited, 

particularly in the field of early childhood studies (Averett et al., 2015; Cloughessy & 

Waniganayake, 2014), it is difficult to compare Selena’s experience with other bisexual and 

queer parents. However, it is interesting to note the various advantages that she explores in her 

response. For example, she is able to identify the benefits of appearing as a heterosexual couple, 

and she is even able to identify an advantage to being a same-sex couple, which may be 

connected to the acceptance of the LGBTQ community in Toronto. How the setting of Toronto 

plays a role for these LGBTQ parents will be explored more shortly.  
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Selection criteria. The process of finding an EYE for every parent involves having some 

sort of selection criteria. Thus, parents were asked what factors they take into consideration when 

seeking out an EYE. 

Quality and convenience. Parents listed various factors that fit under the theme of 

quality. Examples of common responses include the safety and cleanliness of the facility, how 

the staff interacts with families, the types of resources available for children, the food that is 

offered, and how the program is run. Furthermore, parents emphasized the importance of just a 

feeling of fitting in and being comfortable, which was often affected by many of the factors 

mentioned. A top contributor to the quality of childcare service is that it is licensed under the 

Government of Ontario. 

Several individual factors in regard to quality were discussed by parents. For example, 

Britney discussed the importance of reliability, while Lana discussed assessing the ratio of staff 

to children. Selena stated that the environment should be interesting for her child and her family. 

Ariana specifically discussed the importance of the environment being fairly populated, and that 

she considers “word of mouth, which ones are the better ones.” As a graduate student of Early 

Childhood Studies, Ariana also added: 

You want to have a good variety of toys and materials to play with. How they run it in 

terms of do they do a circle time? Do they do a snack time? How well is the circle time 

run? What other things do they have to offer families?  

These findings are supported by Lee (2010), who also found that the quality of relationships 

between staff and children, as well as recommendations from family and friends, are important 

considerations for lesbian mothers.  

Apart from quality, another theme that arose was convenience. This seemed to be the 
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most significant factor for most parents, with convenience covering factors such as location, 

availability, and cost. Britney, who has two daughters, with one already in elementary school, put 

the most emphasis on convenience: 

We’re two full-time working parents, and so, convenience is a huge factor. We would just 

have poor quality of life if we were travelling all over the place for schools and daycares, 

and such. So we really lucked out that the convenient options have been actually good 

options. 

The centre that her younger daughter currently uses is both close to their family’s home and to 

their older child’s school.  

The significance of quality and convenience has been found in past literature that studied 

heterosexual parents’ selection process of EYEs (Galotti & Tinkelenberg, 2009; Glenn-

Applegate, Pentimonti, & Justice, 2011). As previously addressed in the research gaps, there is a 

lack of studies on selection considerations for EYEs among LGBTQ parents; however, it has 

been found that they are more likely to consider issues of inclusivity (Goldberg & Smith, 2014), 

as will be demonstrated in the following section. 

Inclusivity: Significance and construction. After parents discussed their selection 

criteria, I explicitly asked them how important inclusivity of the LGBTQ community in EYEs 

was to them, to which all parents indicated that it was significant. Although, Selena was the only 

parent to list diversity first, when providing her list of selection criteria. She specifically stated 

that it was important that the environment have diverse materials, such as stories and songs that 

“don’t represent just one kind of family, and don’t reinforce gender stereotypes.” Additionally, it 

was important for her to find an environment that was comfortable with using they/them 

pronouns and not gender her child. Britney responded, “if we didn’t feel that [staff] were 
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inclusive, open-minded, and accepting of the [LGBTQ] community and our family, more 

specifically, then I wouldn’t feel comfortable sending my children there.” Lana noted that 

inclusivity is “very important” to her because she wants her son to “feel that it’s okay that he has 

two moms.” 

Afterwards, parents were asked how they assessed inclusivity in early EYEs, with several 

prompts, such as observing the staff, the environment, and philosophies and policies. Britney 

stated that she takes a look at what books are available, and Troye observes the images on the 

walls. Selena noted that assessing the environment is the easiest factor when determining 

inclusivity of an EYE, in comparison to assessing staff and policies.  

Selena went on to discuss how evaluating the staff’s attitude toward inclusivity is a 

challenge because staff interaction is “quite minimal” with family support programs. 

Additionally, with childcare services, it takes awhile to get to know the staff and it depends on 

family involvement, as well. Furthermore, when interviewing with a childcare service, Selena 

brought up the point that “you’re generally only asking one person, and there’s lots of people that 

come into contact with your child at the daycare.” However, parents noted that there is a lot to be 

learned about the staff’s attitudes by listening to the language used in the types of songs they 

sing, the stories they read, and when they interact with families. Several parents discussed 

disclosing to staff that they are a same-sex or queer family, which allows parents to assess the 

staff’s comfort level in working with such families. Lana noted: 

When I talk to a staff member, I would briefly mention that we’re a same-sex couple, and 

just look at their reaction. I know it may not be the best indicator, but it does help. I 

certainly crossed out one of the daycares with that. 

A few parents also explicitly asked the staff if they have experience or are comfortable with 
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LGBTQ families, a finding supported by Lee (2010) in her research with lesbian mothers. 

LGBTQ parents disclosing their sexual orientation or family composition has also been cited in 

the literature as a way of assessing inclusivity in EYEs and challenging heteronormativity 

(Goldberg, 2014; Lee, 2010; Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). Although I did not delve further into 

what parents thought about disclosing such information, a colleague of mine noted that it is 

interesting that LGBTQ parents feel the need to disclose such information, whereas heterosexual 

parents most likely do not give such information a second thought because heterosexuality acts 

as the default sexual orientation. Although I could not find research to support this argument in 

the early childhood field, Chapman, Wardop, Freeman, Zappia, Watkins, and Shields (2012) 

found that with healthcare services in Australia, participants who did not disclose their sexuality 

or gender identity were assumed to be heterosexual. This is not surprising given that 

heteronormativity creates the assumption that everyone is or should be heterosexual, as 

referenced in the beginning of this paper (Bryan, 2012). Clearly, heteronormativity is playing a 

vital role in the issue of disclosure in EYEs. 

Seeing other same-sex families present in the environment was another indication of an 

EYE’s inclusivity. This factor is especially important to Ariana when using family support 

programs, where parents have an opportunity to “connect with other parents.” Troye shared a 

similar sentiment, in that it helped seeing other same-sex families present in a centre, but that for 

him, “it wasn’t a deal breaker.” Similarly, Lana mentioned, “it kind of makes me happy if I see a 

rainbow flag on the doors or whatever, just for inclusion, but it’s not the priority.” This common 

response of inclusivity not being a top priority is important to take note of in later discussion of 

these parents residing in the city of Toronto. 

When asked about whether or not parents took into consideration a centre’s philosophy or 
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policy when assessing inclusivity of an EYE, they indicated that it was not a factor they really 

considered. It was more so about all the other factors discussed, first and foremost, and if there 

was a “red flag” or an instance in which policy would be beneficial, then that would be the 

moment for them to take a closer look.  

The importance of LGBTQ-friendliness and the presence of other LGBTQ families is 

supported in the literature (Goldberg & Smith, 2014). However, the largest discrepancy between 

the current study and Goldberg and Smith’s (2014) study is the ranking of educational 

philosophy. Educational philosophy was found to be the top priority for Goldberg and Smith’s 

(2014) lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adoptive parents, whereas educational philosophy was not 

much of a concern for the current sample. This difference may be due to the design of the two 

studies, with Goldberg and Smith (2014) distributing questionnaire packets with a list of choices 

for selection factors, rather than using the method of qualitative interviews with open-ended 

questions. The way in which the previously discussed criteria play a role in choosing a child’s 

elementary school is discussed in the next section. 

Kindergarten: Quality, convenience and inclusivity revisited. Since most parents in the 

study had children who were about to enter kindergarten in the following school year, or who 

were already attending elementary school, I took this as an opportunity to discuss how looking 

for a school compared to looking for an EYE. Similar to selecting an EYE, the themes of quality 

and convenience appeared again. All the parents who had children going to school in the fall or 

already had children going to school made it clear that being in a specific catchment area 

predetermines the school that you attend, unless a decision is made to look externally or to 

relocate.  

Ariana discussed how she had two options in her catchment area – a Catholic school, 
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which “literally is across the street” or the local public school. Inclusivity played a major factor 

in Ariana and her family’s decision: 

In terms of it’s population, I mean it being Catholic, would he really be the only boy with 

two moms, you know? And just the general population. So I just decided to keep him 

with his public home school, just ‘cause I felt like it would be more inclusive for him. 

Britney echoed this sentiment, stating that she and her partner knew that they wanted their 

children to go to a public school. She added that she was very satisfied with what she saw in the 

public school in her catchment area, in terms of the programs run in the school and the available 

extracurricular activities. She went on to say that she and her partner were not looking for 

anything specific when looking for a school, but that there were “no red flags” with their local 

school, and saw many positive aspects. Thus, their catchment area and their family’s one 

condition of attending a public school worked out for them. 

 School scores seemed to be an essential determinant for quality of a school for these 

parents. Troye discussed how his family decided to relocate, stating, “we kind of wanted to move 

anyway, but we ended up moving to another area just because of the scores of the school, it was 

really incredibly low.” School rating was also an important consideration for Lana and her family 

when they relocated for their own personal reasons. In addition to school scores, Troye also 

discussed his family’s process of looking at school websites, “any language about the schools 

being inclusive,” and looking at the events that the school has scheduled, like Pride events, for 

instance. 

 Although Selena’s child just turned two-years-old, I decided to go ahead and ask if her 

family had started looking into schools, in which she noted that their child would be attending 

the school where their childcare is operated: 
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I believe that’s the school where the [Toronto District School Board] runs their programs 

for gender independent kids, like there’s an after school program for gender independent 

kids, and it takes place at that school. I think the school also has gender-neutral 

bathrooms or uses all-gender bathrooms. So the school itself has had quite a lot of stuff 

around gender happening. 

 Cowley and Easton (2015), who authored the most recent report on Ontario’s elementary 

school rankings, state that school scores help parents choose a school. In Ontario, these scores 

are determined by the level of achievement on standardized test scores (developed by Ontario’s 

Education Quality and Accountability Office) in reading, writing, and mathematics distributed in 

grades three and six (Cowley & Easton, 2015). Academic reputation, and local school 

availability, have also been found to be top considerations for LGBT parents in the States 

(Kosciw & Diaz, 2008). Additionally, Kosciw and Diaz (2008) found diversity of the school 

population to be the third most common response among LGBT parents, similar to responses 

given by Ariana and Selena. Choosing a school that values diversity has been found to be a 

significant factor in other research studies with exclusively lesbian families (Gartrell et al., 1999; 

Mercier & Harold, 2003). 

Experiences with EYEs 

With discussions of the selection process completed, I thought it would be essential to 

talk about the actual experiences these parents had when they were going through this selection 

process, and the experiences that occurred when they were a part of an EYE. 

The Toronto Experience. As reported previously, the sample for the current study is  

specific to the metropolitan city of Toronto, Ontario. The lesbian mothers in the study all 

explicitly stated that being in Toronto did make things easier in terms of being a same-sex family 



 48 

and how that affected their experiences with EYEs. Ariana even noted, “people usually seem to 

be pretty excited about it, when you go and you say ‘[my child has] two moms’. It’s almost a 

novelty to some people, so they kind of think it’s really cool.” Ariana, who resides just a block 

away from The Gay Village, mentioned several times throughout the interview that her 

experience has been so positive, that she felt her responses may not really target the issues of 

LGBTQ inclusivity that the study is targeting. Nevertheless, she went on to say that she likes 

knowing that her son will be going to school where she is “pretty sure he won’t be the only one 

with two moms there.” Selena also stated, “I feel like most people are aware, and have had some 

contact, especially in downtown [Toronto], with same-sex parents, and queer parents, maybe 

gender independent kids.” Additionally, the participants discussed how feelings of inclusivity 

would definitely differ in other cities outside of Toronto, with Lana specifically stating, “I’m 

sure small cities, small towns, are a different story.” 

 Given these positive statements, it may explain why several parents did not deem seeing 

other same-sex families or symbols LGBTQ-inclusion to be a top priority. These statements of 

positivity are contradictory to Epstein (2012) and Stanley’s (2015) findings, in which parents 

recalled more negative experiences and a lack of inclusion specifically in Toronto EYEs. The 

current findings also counter findings in another study conducted in an urban region of Sydney, 

Australia with an LGBTQ enclave (Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). More specifically, Skattebol and 

Ferfolja’s (2007) participants were able to identify many instances of heteronormativity, and go 

on to argue that educators were not actively seeking out inclusive resources that were readily 

available to them in the lesbian-friendly community. However, it is important to point out that 

Skattebol and Ferfolja’s (2007) study was conducted almost 10 years ago.  

 The difference found between the current study and the other Canadian studies by Epstein 
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(2012) and Stanley (2015) may also be attributable to limitations in the current study, such as the 

sample size, which will be discussed later on. Additionally, the differences in the findings may 

be due to the significant factor of inconsistent policies between EYEs in Ontario, and that the 

experience depends a lot on the staff’s values and training as well, both of which have been 

highlighted in past literature (Robinson, 2002; Stanley, 2015). Furthermore, Goldberg and Smith 

(2014) discussed how the social context can influence parents’ perceived mistreatment. In this 

case, however, Toronto and the study being conducted during Pride month may have influenced 

parents to see more positive aspects than negative. 

In contrast to the positives of living in Toronto, parents also noted the primary challenge 

of being able to find a good centre because of waitlists. For instance, Selena stated, “you pretty 

much have to take what’s offered to you, or risk not having a spot at all.” Furthermore, Britney 

said: 

It’s difficult to find a centre period. To get a child into daycare. In almost anywhere in 

Toronto. […] we kept trying, and trying to get on a waitlist in any centre in Toronto. […] 

that would be the biggest struggle, is just getting into a licensed daycare.  

Lana’s comments support this finding, stating that she had her son on several waitlists while she 

was pregnant, and she waited almost two years to finally get into a childcare centre, which she 

finds to be a “ridiculous” wait time. She went on to say that looking for a childcare service was a 

“horrific experience”: 

It took me awhile to find more or less organized home daycare website, where all the 

daycares would be listed there in the area that I lived, and then just calling the daycares, 

running to see them. All of this could’ve been eliminated with a little more licensed 

daycares in Ontario. […] finding a good centre in general [is a problem, not being 
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LGBTQ]. 

Lana emphasized the importance of more licensed childcare because she had very minimal 

options when her maternity leave was over and she needed care for her 12-month old son. She 

ended up using home-based unlicensed childcare, where she did have a positive experience, but 

she would have rather been somewhere licensed. She went on to recommend that government 

regulated daycares need to be expanded, especially because “there are more children being born 

than the daycares open.” Troye’s experience was similarly quite challenging, especially when 

looking for childcare for his daughter, in which he stated “infant spots are far and few between.”  

This issue of childcare waitlists is documented in various Toronto news outlets along 

with the issue of cost, as discussed earlier with subsidy waitlists. Furthermore, a Toronto Star 

article reported that as of October 2015, there are 346,320 children younger than 12 years of age 

in Toronto, with only 64,700 licensed childcare spots (Keenan, 2015). This problem clearly goes 

beyond just LGBTQ parents. In addition to the issue of cost and waitlists, this sample spoke 

about a few other issues regarding EYEs that go beyond experiences of just LGBTQ parents. 

Recommendations. In discussing EYEs, parents were able to speak about issues from 

their social location as a parent, more so than as an LGBTQ individual/parent. For example, 

Britney noted that she is satisfied with the staff and programs she has encountered, but that she 

would like to see more books, “whether it’s fiction or non-fiction.” She also made the suggestion 

of collaboration between centres: 

I think that [collaboration] would actually be something that would be really beneficial to 

all centres, to be able to learn from each other. It would be good for daycares to be able to 

connect with one another and learn from one another. 

She justified this response by mentioning that she is very happy with the inclusivity at the current 
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centre her family uses, and that other centres that may not be as inclusive could learn from what 

their centre is doing.  

The positivity in Britney’s comments is interesting to hear in comparison to several of 

Troye’s statements. Troye’s interaction with the staff is also important, in which he stated, 

“knowing that they’re treating you and your family as individuals rather than just treating you as 

a number was important.” Troye noted that he has come across a few centres where “the workers 

were not involved or interested, or seemed apathetic,” which made it an easy decision for his 

family not to attend those centres. He recommended having better working conditions for staff, 

in which there is less turnover. He also stated: 

If they were paid more, respected more, they’d be more involved, and then, have greater 

[…] involvement, and good investment in their jobs, and then subsequently, the children 

and then the types of families they have as well. It’s more a systematic issue.  

He noted that the lack of involvement and interest of staff was generally towards all families, and 

not just toward same-sex families. Another issue that he brought up is the celebration of specific 

events and holidays that are not inclusive, such as Christian holidays and Mother’s Day and 

Father’s Day. Again, he stated that EYEs that celebrated such events were easy to cross off the 

list of potential centres to enroll in or attend. The significance of such inclusive events and 

holidays from an LGBTQ perspective will be discussed more next.  

Experiences of inclusivity. Parents were able to speak about many positive experiences 

in EYEs in regard to LGBTQ inclusivity. Ariana and Troye, who attend the same centre, 

discussed how they are very satisfied with how inclusive their centre is in regards to holidays and 

events like Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. Both parents specifically expressed the issue that 

surrounds Mother’s Day and Father’s Day for LGBTQ parents, with Troye mentioning that it is a 
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day his family has to confront every year. Troye also noted the different representations of 

families on the walls of their current centre.  

Ariana mentioned that at another centre she was a part of, a staff member asked her what 

she would like to do for Father’s Day, and that an infant-toddler program did an art activity that 

said ‘Happy Parent Day’. Selena discussed a similar positive experience at her child’s centre, 

where they also celebrate Parent’s Day. She explained, “even though my child has a mom and a 

dad, as a queer parent, I was pleased that […] they celebrate Parent’s Day.”  

Britney discussed her positive experiences as well, for instance, when her family used a 

family support program located in a church basement, stating that the staff and other families 

were welcoming. I had specifically asked her about her experience with this program given that 

attending a public school, rather than a Catholic school, was a factor she had discussed earlier on 

in her interview. She also mentioned that her current childcare centre is very inclusive, which is 

demonstrated through the various cultures and religions included in their activities and program 

calendar, with Pride being included. She went on to highlight the importance of such inclusivity, 

“so that our children get an idea of what other cultures and religions are about, that part of their 

culture and family structure is also represented, along with a whole many others.” 

Since the childcare centre Selena’s family currently uses is located in a school, she was 

able to make observations of the school environment, as well. She saw that one classroom door 

had a Pride flag on it, and another classroom displayed artwork with “rainbow hearts” in the 

month of June that said who the students love. She noted that she was unsure if there was any 

explanation around Pride with the activity, but because it was in the month of June, “it seemed 

very connected to Pride.”  

Selena recalled another experience, in which a teacher brought her own culture into the 



 53 

class, explaining that this was an occurrence she particularly liked because it “was a bit of a 

signal that if you feel comfortable bringing in who you are, you’re going to let other children 

bring in who they are, who their families are.” She went on to discuss the respect she has felt 

from past childcare staff, stating, “staff were very interested and in receiving any kind of 

education that I wanted to bring to them, and they would ask me questions, and were really, 

really comfortable.” On the current childcare staff, she said, “they’re really great, and very 

respectful, and they really listen to me and my partner about the kind of language we want them 

to use with [our child].” 

Selena also recalled one interview with a daycare, in which she asked the Vice-Director, 

“do you have any books that have representation of different kinds of families?” and the Vice-

Director knew exactly where one of the books was located. Selena explained the significance of 

this by saying, “I was really happy to see that it wasn’t like way in the back, covered in dust, or 

lost. She knew exactly where that book was, and it was in circulation.” Other parents also 

remembered seeing learning materials representing different family structures available in 

centres they used in the past and are currently using. This a much different experience from the 

Australian mothers in Skattebol and Ferfolja’s (2007) study, who requested or brought in their 

own resources representing same-sex families, with mothers adding that even if the resources 

were in the centre, they were not being made readily available. Interestingly, Stanley (2015) 

conducted a similar study in Toronto, and found that parents did have to bring in their own 

resources for their families to be represented. This discrepancy may be due to the sample 

obtained, which will be discussed in greater detail in the limitations section of this paper. 

Nevertheless, what seems to be the most promising finding from these interviews is that parents 

were able to talk about how EYEs and schools celebrated Pride and were inclusive to LGBTQ 
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parents, and thus, challenged heteronormativity in children’s institutions.  

Concerns and experiences with heteronormativity. Fortunately, parents’ accounts of 

EYEs did not include instances of conscious heteronormativity, such as outright discrimination 

against LGBTQ families (Fox, 2007). One reason for this is briefly touched upon by Lana, who 

states, “most people, I would say, are inclusive. Of course there are still people that are not, and I 

really don’t want to deal with them, but I do want to screen those people out, if I sense that.” The 

literature has found that LGBTQ families are active in seeking out diverse, LGBTQ-friendly 

spaces in order to reduce such negative experiences (Goldberg & Smith, 2014; Lee, 2010). 

However, Ariana and Selena did express concern about what their children will face 

when they enter school. As previously discussed, Ariana said that her son is comfortable with 

having two moms, but she does not know how that will change as he becomes older. Similarly, 

Selena is concerned about how older children will affect her child’s thinking, especially because 

her child is the youngest in the class. She went on to say, “it adds another layer of complexity 

around the environment, and that it’s not just the staff [my child is] working with, but it’s the 

other children, and maybe also their parents.” Past research has found that young children of 

LGBTQ families are open about their family composition, but older children are not as open 

(Litovich & Langhout, 2004). Litovich and Langhout (2004) explain that this may be due to 

children developing an understanding of heteronormativity. The main concern here for the 

parents appears to be how conscious heteronormativity may impact their children, as they have 

been active in reducing such forms of prejudice and discrimination for their families by seeking 

out LGBTQ-friendly environments.  

Another concern Selena shared is when she is not present in the childcare centre, as 

opposed to when she was able to be present at family support programs. Selena’s biggest worry 
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here is whether staff continue to use they/them pronouns with her child because there have been 

instances that her and her partner had to correct the staff. Selena noted that, with pronouns, there 

is this process of correcting people’s usage because it is fairly new to people; however, she adds, 

with what she has seen with the staff, they are respectful of her family’s wishes. 

Furthermore, Selena discussed her concerns about addressing issues of inclusivity in the 

current centre they use. Since her family had recently joined the centre, she does not know what 

activities or events are done to celebrate Pride. She went on to discuss how she may go about 

addressing this in the year to come: 

Come next June, I’ll get to talk to the daycare teachers, and say, “so it’s Pride, do you 

think you could do some exercise about different kinds of families, or could you do 

something about love, or friendship, and like with rainbows.” Like it doesn’t have to be 

very explicit. I mean, really, I would prefer them to be more explicit. […] I don’t know if 

they will. I’m a bit scared to ask the question ‘cause I remember asking the old daycare 

like, “what kind of stories do you read?” “Oh, mostly we read stories about the letter ‘B’” 

[laughs]. Like that doesn’t really have a lot of value necessarily attached to it. I feel like 

this is a place for values, but […] I just don’t know what they would say about that. But 

I’m hoping they’ll do something. I know they do stuff for different cultural holidays. 

They do stuff for Rosh Hashanah, […] Eid, […] Chinese New Year. So I feel like Pride 

goes along with that, but, I don’t know, I worry a little bit about them saying, “they’re too 

young.”  

Selena’s concerns about being assertive and active in the inclusion of Pride and the LGBTQ 

community indicate the prominence of heteronormativity in EYEs. Although she is very open 

about being a queer family, she expressed concerns about pushing such boundaries for several 
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reasons, including what other parents in the environment may think or say. This fear of voicing 

one’s opinion or remaining invisible is not new to LGBTQ parents in EYEs (Robinson, 2002). 

The fact that policies exist on the matter of discrimination, but parents like Selena are still fearful 

of what could result in voicing one’s thoughts speaks to the dominance of heteronormativity in 

EYEs (Robinson, 2002).  

Selena was also able to speak about several instances of heteronormativity, all of which 

were encounters with other parents attending the EYEs. This finding is not surprising, since 

literature has discussed a lack of comfort from other parents to be a challenge for LGBTQ 

families (Goldberg, 2014). One of Selena’s memories is as follows: 

[A dad] thought that there was one boy baby, and all the other babies there were girls. 

And he said something like, “oh, which baby are you going to give a rose to?” Like The 

Bachelor kind of thing. And that comment, I did not like that comment, I thought that was 

very problematic on many levels. But that didn’t come from the program, that came from 

the parents.  

She recalled another memory, which occurred with a parent that she regards as being “super 

friendly”: 

I was saying something about my partner, and she thought I meant business partner 

[laughter]. So I’m like, “no, my partner, like my husband-partner.” […] But, that, I 

thought was kind of funny ‘cause in my circle [of friends], you know what you mean 

when you’re partnered; you don’t automatically think business partner. 

Finally, she mentioned an incident that indirectly involved her child: 

Another dad at the new daycare was talking about [my child] and gendered [them], and I 

said, “oh, we’re actually raising [them] gender-open, so we’re letting them decide their 
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own pronouns.” […] So anyway, he kept gendering my child, and that happens a lot. So, I 

do think it’s kind of interesting how other parents—it’s not even the interaction with the 

child per say, but it’s the interaction with me, as a queer parent raising a kid gender-open, 

like how they affect it.  

Janmohamed (2010) discussed other examples of heteronormativity in EYEs, such as 

children being lined up by gender and enrollment forms that families must complete that 

specifically ask for names of the mother and father of the child. Selena mentioned both examples 

in her interview, stating that neither have been a problem for her, aside from a vaccination form 

for Toronto Public Health, which is outside the field of early childhood. But since Selena’s 

experience with the health form, the Ontario government is making changes to their forms to 

replace the words “mother” and “father” with “parent or guardian” in order to “reflect the diverse 

nature” of Ontario families (The Canadian Press, 2015). 

As demonstrated throughout this section, Selena had plenty of encounters with 

heteronormativity in EYEs. What I found to be interesting is that she had the most negative 

experiences to discuss in comparison to the parents in same-sex relationships. As she mentioned 

earlier on, there are many layers to experiences of bisexual and queer opposite-sex families 

because, on the surface, they appear as a heterosexual couple. Again, it is difficult to compare 

Selena’s experiences as a bisexual and queer individual due to the lack of research within those 

specific groups and the topic at hand. Therefore, it is essential to provide her experiences, even if 

she is the only parent encountering these situations.  

Challenging heteronormativity and improving experiences for LGBTQ parents. Despite 

the lack of negative experiences discussed by all parents, they were able to speak about 

improvements that could still be made to EYEs in regard to inclusion of LGBTQ families. 
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Ariana mentioned how she would like to see more LGBTQ-specific programs, noting that a few 

existed with a particular centre, a few years ago, that are no longer running. She mentioned that 

the centre still holds “queer mixers,” but she feels, “it’s still very hetero-based and not very 

focused on the queer culture.” She added that she and other LGBTQ parents really liked the 

specific programming, and she is unsure if they will ever find that again. She further elaborated 

that specific queer programming was positive for her because “you would for sure be amongst 

the majority of people who are same-sex families,” rather than being in the minority, which 

Ariana argued is often the case in EYEs. She even talked about attending mom groups that she 

stopped going to “because they’re very hetero […] and talking very much about their husbands.” 

She later discussed the matter with more focus on her child: 

It would be nice to have more […] places where we would go, and we would certainly 

find family make-ups that are similar to ours. […] I think more for our kids, too, […] just 

so they go and they see other kids that have similar make-ups to their families. May not 

be so much for us, but for the kids to feel that inclusion, as well. […] it’s just nice to be 

able to be amongst other families that look like yours. […] it’s still majority hetero out 

there. 

Ariana’s latter point about heterosexuals being the majority seems to have less to do with actual 

numbers, but rather being the ‘other’ in a very heteronormative society (Surtees & Gunn, 2010). 

What is also significant to point out with Ariana’s response is the aspect of being surrounded by 

same-sex families, which does not take into account opposite-sex bisexual and queer families, 

such as Selena’s. Exploring these dynamics within the LGBTQ community may be beneficial in 

future research with LGBTQ families. 

Lana, who currently attends the same childcare centre as Ariana, made a similar point, 
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stating, “it would be kind of helpful if the teachers would, maybe not even introduce, but at least 

let the LGBT parents know that there’s another kid in the daycare […] that also have LGBT 

family.” She said that it would provide a more “home-y” feeling, knowing that “there’s a little bit 

of common background” with another family.  

Britney discussed how she would like to have a larger variety of books available in EYEs 

representing more different family structures. But she went on to say, “that’s not a huge thing. I 

think people who run the program, and the [early childhood educators], have the biggest impact 

for setting the tone for acceptance and inclusivity.” 

 Selena discussed various areas of improvement in regard to inclusivity, by first stating, 

“in general, I wouldn’t say [EYEs are] inclusive, but they’re also not not inclusive.” She 

explained: 

Like one of the drop-ins that I went to, when we do Wheels On the Bus, sometimes they 

go, “the moms on the bus,” “the daughters on the bus,” “the caregivers on the bus,” “the 

grandmas on the bus.” So, they do talk about lots of different people. There’s not specific 

attention to same-sex parents or queer parents. But they do try to have lots of different 

people on the bus. […] it would be more of an absence rather than something done 

negatively. 

She goes on to discuss songs that are male-centric, like Farmer Brown, or “Old MacDonald had a 

farm, e-i-e-i-oh, on his farm he had…,” and “the farmer picks a wife.” She argued that continued 

practice of such songs demonstrate an “assumption of heterosexism.” She added: 

I think it’s really important for all the early years centres to do a lot of work against 

gender stereotypes. And it’s connected to the LGBT community because there is this idea 

out there that boys do certain things, and girls do certain things, and moms do certain 
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things, and dads do certain things. And whether you’re trans, […] in a same-sex couple, 

[…] if you’re a single parent, regardless, how we talk about gender, and gender 

stereotypes, has a connection with the kinds of families that queer kids are in. So, I would 

like to see more disruption of some of the songs that we sing. So when I sing Old 

MacDonald Has a Farm, I change Old MacDonald Has a Farm to ‘she’ […] just so not 

every character is ‘he’. And I use ‘they’ a lot for […] play. And I try not to gender other 

kids either […] And so, I’d like to see more of that.  

Additionally, Selena mentioned that she approaches EYEs with the assumption that they have 

work to do towards inclusivity and disrupting heteronormative practices, which is not uncommon 

for LGBTQ parents (Glass et al., 2015). She recalled one experience in which she felt extreme 

disappointment because the situation that arose was not something she was expecting from a 

centre so focused on inclusivity of the LGBTQ community. Her explanation of the incident is as 

follows: 

When I went into [the centre] once, and the signing sheet asks ‘what pronouns you use’, 

‘what pronouns your child use,’ and I wrote my child uses ‘they/them’ pronouns, and 

then the first volunteer, I don’t know if it’s volunteer or staff, uses gendered pronouns for 

my child. And my child, I think, was also wearing a name tag that said “my pronouns are 

they/them.” So, that, I was really upset about because I said ‘this is why I go to [this 

centre], my expectations for [this centre] are higher.’ My expectations there are that 

people will spend the time to find out the pronouns and use the pronouns. 

Finally, she reflects on the issue of explicitness, and how that plays a role in others not 

really knowing what it means to be inclusive. She recalled a time when she asked a staff member 

at her child’s current centre a question pertaining to the centre’s inclusion practices. She said that 
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the staff member replied with a very generic response like, “we’re very inclusive, we accept 

everyone. We celebrate diversity.” She elaborated further: 

She wasn’t really able to give me an example, or it seemed more like she was 

regurgitating a statement. […] I didn’t get an indication of actually how they put it into 

practice, […] like it was good that they were saying they’re inclusive, but how? How are 

you inclusive? Like what do you do that makes it inclusive? Being inclusive is not just 

not being homophobic. What do you do to make this an environment where different 

families are celebrated and acknowledged? 

She went on to add in the final reflections of our interview: 

I would really like daycares to be very explicit about their policy when it comes to 

inclusivity around queer families, and also multiculturalism. […] that’s something that I 

feel should just be part of, not just their policy, but also every parent. I don’t think 

[daycares] should wait to be asked, “so, what do you do around this?” Like I think it 

would be good for each daycare [to say] for any parent that comes on a tour, “oh, and 

we’re very inclusive, so we celebrate different holidays, we also celebrate Pride.” Instead 

of putting the onus on me, as a queer parent, to ask the questions […] and then they just 

have to be reactive or responsive to me. I’d love to see the daycares take that 

responsibility for them to take the initiative. […] I think part of my fear around wanting 

to celebrate Pride is I worry about, ‘well, what would other parents say?’ and if the 

daycare took that off, and be like, “this is what we do, we celebrate Pride” that would put 

me much more at ease, as a parent. So, I’d just really like to see the daycare be very 

explicit in their inclusivity, both in policy and in practice. 

Janmohamed (2010) discusses the lack of explicitness in early childhood curriculum and 
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practice. She argues that what exists are “superficial attempts to embed notions of diversity and 

equity and a refusal to acknowledge how significantly different family composition is on the 

current social and political context” (p. 307). It is essential for early childhood educators to shift 

their “superficial understanding of diversity to deeper reflective practice” (Janmohamed, 2010, p. 

312). 

Troye’s final reflection on the study at hand involved a very insightful perspective on 

how his family challenged not only heteronormativity, but the norms of society in general: 

I think the one thing that we discovered through the past six years is the alliances and the 

connections with other families that are not two-parent White families, and I think that 

that’s been critical and important in sort of speaking to teachers, and speaking to 

principals, and speaking to daycare workers, about not only […] potential problems for 

us, but how they align with potential problems for others […] that don’t fit into that kind 

of heteronormative situation. 

Troye’s response is comparable to Bower and Klecka’s (2009) argument that is important to 

explore the experiences of parents “who exist outside of social constructions of normal” (p. 238). 

Lesbian mothers, as Bower and Klecka (2009) found, and many other marginalized parents, may 

feel isolated in their children’s educational settings, and a deeper understanding of their 

perspectives is important towards involvement with educators and the learning environment. 

Collaboration between families and educators is important to consider when thinking about how 

this research is significant for future practice and policy. 

Strengths, Limitations & Future Research 

The current study addresses various gaps in the research on EYEs in relation to the 

LGBTQ community. Firstly, it is an empirical qualitative study, which Averett et al. (2015) note 
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is lacking in this specific area of research. Secondly, I intentionally recruited parents of children 

age 6 and under to target the specific early childhood age group, which has also been lacking in 

research with LGBTQ parents (Averett et al., 2015).  

The current study also demonstrates numerous strengths that can be found in qualitative 

research (Tracy, 2010). Firstly, the topic is relevant to the issues going on in today’s society. 

News outlets around the world have documented countless stories of LGBTQ individuals being 

victims of violence, with a very recent and tragic example of this being the Orlando massacre in 

June 2016. I believe that in order to overcome such occurrences, we as a society must continue to 

educate those around us; my way of doing that, as a researcher, is by researching the LGBTQ 

community and giving them a voice. On a more positive note, there was also significant news 

coverage when the U.S. Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage in all 50 states in June 2015 

(CBC News, 2015). Given this significant achievement in the States that challenges heterosexual 

norms, the current study’s purpose to explore LGBTQ parents’ position in EYEs does seem quite 

worthy of study. 

Tracy (2010) also considers sincerity and credibility to be important tenets to qualitative 

research. I believe I have been transparent in my potential biases and challenges in the research, 

and have indicated that I am a novel qualitative researcher. I have also tried to use as much of the 

participants’ voices as possible through the use of quotes, or summarizing responses without 

losing their meaning. As previously mentioned, participants did have the option to review their 

transcripts to increase credibility of the data analysis and interpretation to follow, but they did 

not want to participate in the process.  

Despite such strengths, there are still several limitations to consider for future directions. 

Being a novel qualitative researcher definitely played a role in the limitations of the study. For 
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example, this affected the types of questions I asked initially, as well as probing questions that 

could have been developed whilst the interview was occurring. In hindsight, it may have been 

beneficial to ask more specific questions, for instance, if parents disclose their family 

composition to early years staff, and if so, how soon do they do so? It may also have been 

beneficial to ask how the families were formed to have better context of the families. Only Troye 

indicated that his daughter was adopted, and I was left under the assumption that all the female 

participants had given birth to their children because they did not mention any other alternatives 

to how their families were formed, and a few noted being pregnant in their responses. However, 

whether or not that pregnancy occurred during a past relationship with someone of the opposite-

sex, or if a donor was used is unclear. I felt that the time commitment to participate was a big 

factor in recruiting parents, and so, I wanted to ensure that parents were not spending more time 

on providing family background, but instead, on the central questions of the study.  

Various limitations also exist due to the sample used. Unfortunately, my efforts to 

purposively recruit participants who identified as gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer were not as 

successful as I had hoped, with the majority of participants being lesbian mothers. As the 

research shows, lesbian mothers are the most researched sample in regards to LGBTQ families 

and EYEs (Averett et al., 2015). This may partially be due to lesbian mothers being the first 

group in the LGBTQ community to gain visibility as parents, and because they do not have as 

many negative stereotypes being parents compared to gay, bisexual and queer men, who have 

been portrayed as pedophiles (Epstein, 2012). 

I saw the importance of obtaining a purposive sample firsthand, when I was finally able 

to get a bisexual and queer parent for the study, and the data she provided opened up many new 

perspectives. This is important to point out for qualitative research because of the concept of 
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saturation, which is obtaining data until no new perspectives are being revealed, indicating that 

data collection can come to an end (Creswell, 2014). With the same-sex parents, I was able to see 

how their experiences began to overlap with one another and with past literature. With Selena, 

while there was some overlap with the other parents, she was able to provide the perspective of 

being a bisexual and queer parent, being in an opposite-sex relationship, and rearing a gender-

open child. As seen in the previous sections, she also provided many of the more negative 

experiences in the study’s findings, which many of the same-sex parents had a difficult time 

recalling. Selena herself openly questioned how her experiences compared to other members of 

the LGBTQ community. This curiosity may be interpreted as her awareness that while there may 

be similarities between LGBTQ families, that bisexual and queer parents, particularly hetero-

appearing families, may have some very different experiences. 

While same-sex parents may no longer be as invisible as they once were in EYEs 

(Epstein, 2012), it appears that issues of inclusion may now be more prevalent for bisexual and 

queer parents. Thus, future research should continue to find ways to fully represent all members 

of the LGBTQ community through active recruitment of bisexual and queer parents, as well as 

transgender parents, who have not been represented in the current study.  

Another potential limitation with the sample is that all participants reported being White, 

achieving the same education level, and being paid in a similar salary bracket. Obtaining 

participants from a variety of ethnicities, as well as socioeconomic levels may provide a different 

perspective that is yet to be discovered by the research. Obtaining a larger sample size may also 

provide a more holistic perspective on the issue at hand (Creswell, 2014). 

Furthermore, given that the sample all resided in Toronto, it would be interesting to see 

how neighbouring cities compare on the topic of inclusivity in EYEs. Although Canada has been 
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at the forefront of progression with LGBTQ rights (Epstein, 2012; Rayside, 2014), for me, 

personally, Toronto has been the most explicit in its acceptance of the LGBTQ community with 

its own Gay Village located in the downtown core. Being in Toronto is when I feel the safest to 

be walking around with my partner. Unfortunately, that feeling of acceptance and safety is not 

quite the same in cities of the GTA where I have lived (Oakville, Mississauga) and currently live 

(Brampton), which are all located to the west of Toronto. Coincidentally, these cities are home to 

colleges where many students in the area attend to obtain a degree in Early Childhood Education 

(ECE). In talking about this study with my peers in ECE programs, we have speculated that the 

current findings would not be the same in cities like Mississauga and Brampton. In fact, we did 

not even know any LGBTQ parents in the surrounding areas. So, from a personal standpoint as 

well as from a researcher’s perspective, studying this topic in the surrounding cities of Toronto 

would be of interest, along with more rural locations.  

Finally, the sample was also limited to perspectives of the parents, and thus, there was no 

triangulation of the data from other informants, such as educators and children (Goldberg, 2014; 

Maxwell, 2009). Including additional perspectives would have added more richness and depth to 

the current findings (Patton, 2002). I would have liked to include the perspective of the educators 

in the current study, but given the time allotted to complete this project, looking at one group of 

informants seemed the most feasible.  

Recruiting from marginalized communities. A challenge often cited with recruiting 

LGBTQ individuals is publicly identifying as such, which can result in stigma and discrimination 

(Meyer & Wilson, 2009). I questioned how applicable this is to the current study with the 

assumption that LGBTQ parents are ‘out’ to a large extent because, for some, they have been in 

long-term same-sex relationships and have started a family. However, this allowed me to reflect 
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on the fact that I did not have any single-parent participants, and it may be more so those 

individuals who do not publicly identify as part of the LGBTQ community, especially with the 

negative stereotypes that surround gay, bisexual, and queer men (Epstein, 2012). Sexual 

minorities may also reject dominant sexual identity categories (Savin-Williams, 2001). 

Additionally, McCormack (2014) discusses that it can be challenging to reach LGBTQ 

individuals who are not part of support networks or LGBTQ communities because they only feel 

comfortable talking to particular people. Recruiting bisexual individuals specifically is even 

more difficult because they are a marginalized group within an already-marginalized group 

(Hartman, 2011). Bisexuality, as well as the transgender community, have been discriminated 

against in both gay and straight communities (Weiss, 2011). With these latter two points in mind, 

it supports my decision to highlight Selena’s experiences, even if other parents could not relate, 

in order to provide a more detailed perspective of the LGBTQ experience as opposed to just 

experiences of same-sex parents. 

In order to obtain a sufficient sample of bisexual individuals, McCormack and his team 

publicly recruited in dense public places (McCormack, 2014). Thus, people who approached 

McCormack and his team of researchers were publicly out, and seeing the researchers in person 

negated any fears that potential participants may have in speaking to researchers (McCormack, 

2014). Using this sampling approach may prove beneficial in future research on the LGBTQ 

community.  

In regard to recruiting marginalized groups, in general, Rasmussen, Poulsen, Rytter, 

Kristiansen, and Bak (2016) found various reasons for a lack of participation. Marginalized 

groups generally had a sense of distrust in research, particularly it connection with the 

government. There is also the issue of language barriers, especially when recruiting from 
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communities with many different nationalities. Time and money may be additional factors, 

particularly for individuals with low-wage jobs or who work various jobs. Given Rasmussen et 

al.’s (2016) findings, it comes as less of a surprise that I was unable to obtain racialized members 

of the LGBTQ community as well as those from lower socioeconomic neighbourhoods. Similar 

to bisexuality, these are marginalized groups within already-marginalized groups.  

Implications for Future Practice and Policy 

Collaboration 

Troye’s response about LGBTQ families working together with other non-normative, 

non-White families encompasses the bigger picture of marginalized communities as a whole, and 

how they must work together to break down social norms. This can be compared to Britney’s 

more specific reflection of centres collaborating to learn from each other. This concept of 

collaboration can extend much further than just between families or between centres, as 

discussed in past literature. In order to disrupt dominant ideologies, such as heteronormativity, 

parents must work together with early years staff and administration, and the government (Bower 

& Klecka, 2009; Stanley, 2015).  

While the explicit issue of training educators was not explicitly discussed in terms of 

LGBTQ inclusion as it was in the literature, collaboration with LGBTQ families towards better 

teaching practices can be interpreted as a form of training and learning. Evidence of such 

learning is demonstrated when Selena speaks about reminding staff to use non-gender pronouns 

when speaking to or about her child, and when a staff member asked Ariana what her family 

would prefer to do on Father’s Day.  
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Tokenistic Representation 

While the parents in this study have provided many positive aspects of the topic at hand, 

it is interesting to note that when discussing resources being inclusive of the LGBTQ 

community, the resources do exist, but seem to be very few. For example, a few parents recall 

instances in which an EYE had a book that discussed a same-sex family rather than several 

books. Similarly, parents discussed seeing a same-sex family present at a few centres they took a 

look at, rather than finding a large number of LGBTQ families. As Ariana noted, EYEs are still 

very much used most prominently by heterosexual parents, and that LGBTQ parents usually use 

EYEs in areas where there is a large population of LGBTQ families, such as The 519, and that is 

where they often become the majority. As the research notes, The 519 is a well-known resource 

for the LGBTQ community (Stanley, 2015), and many parents in this study did mention that they 

used The 519’s FRC.  

The celebration of Pride is also important to discuss at this point. Since this study was 

taking place around the time of Pride month in Toronto, parents were easily able to recall how 

their EYEs addressed Pride. While parents did say that they felt included because their centres 

were doing Pride activities, it would be interesting to see how these environments continued to 

support and represent LGBTQ families other times of the year. Several parents were able to 

speak about this in that their EYEs did not celebrate days like Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, 

and instead celebrated Parent’s Day.  

 The issues discussed here relate back to the point of representation in a tokenistic manner 

(Janmohamed & Campbell, 2009; Skattebol & Ferfolja, 2007). To avoid tokenistic 

representation, educators must actively include resources and activities for all types of people 

and families, even if those groups are not present or visible in the environment (Glass et al., 
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2015). Additionally, educators must continue to be able to support LGBTQ families outside of 

specific moments in time, like Pride and Mother’s Day and Father’s Day (Janmohamed & 

Campbell, 2009). Perhaps if all EYEs had a fair share of inclusive books and learning materials 

and are able to be inclusive of LGBTQ families year-round, then LGBTQ parents may be more 

dispersed throughout various EYEs in Toronto and the GTA. By being prepared with such 

resources and activities before these families even enter the environment demonstrates genuine 

support of inclusivity, and will provide that welcoming and comforting atmosphere that parents 

seek when looking for an EYE. Furthermore, to refer back to one of Selena’s statements, prior 

preparation takes the burden off families to ask about inclusion practices, such as Pride activities. 

Active inclusion may also be beneficial for EYEs in smaller cities or more rural areas, where the 

LGBTQ population usually do not feel as welcomed (Goldberg & Smith, 2014).   
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Conclusions 

This study provides a number of essential contributions. Firstly, it contributes to the 

growing literature on the LGBTQ community in relation to the early childhood field, particularly 

in a Canadian context. Additionally, the current findings make a distinction between the different 

groups that exist within the LGBTQ community. What this means is that I was able to discuss 

perspectives of a bisexual parent in comparison to experiences of a gay or lesbian parent as 

opposed to studies with the LGBTQ community that often present their findings in a much 

broader sense and lose the specificity of essential differences, such as experiences of bisexuality 

(McCormack, 2014). Finally, this study includes positive experiences that are often not found in 

the literature. The positive experiences retold by these parents demonstrate what is currently 

working in EYEs and can be used to further build on inclusion practices. 

As a member of the LGBTQ community myself, it has been heart-warming to hear how 

the progression in Canada towards the LGBTQ community has spread into the area of early 

childhood to be inclusive of LGBTQ families. Nevertheless, the parents in this study do 

acknowledge that heteronormativity does still exist, but that they have found ways to to disrupt 

such practices. The EYEs they have used and are using are also doing their job in being inclusive 

and challenging heteronormativity. To continue to break down such dominant ideologies, more 

work needs to be done around families who identify as bisexual, transgender, and queer, and for 

parents who are raising their children as gender-open. Future research should also explore how 

such progress and acceptance in Toronto can reach surrounding cities and rural areas that are not 

as LGBTQ-oriented. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Recruitment Flyer 

 

SCHOOL OF EARLY CHILDHOOD STUDIES 

FACULTY OF COMMUNITY SERVICES 

 

Are you: 
 18 years of age or older? 

 Identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community? 

 A parent/guardian of a 0 to 6-year-old child, who looked for an early 

years environment in the past year? 

If you answered yes to the above questions, you are invited to volunteer in this study to 
discuss the factors LGBTQ+ parents consider when looking for an early years 
environment for their child, and their experiences in early years environments. 

 
You will be asked to provide some demographic information about yourself and answer 

questions in a one-on-one interview. 
 
Your participation will involve one session that is expected to take a maximum of 60 

minutes. 
 

If you are interested in participating in this study or for more information, please contact 
Michael Butac at mbutac@ryerson.ca. Michael Butac is a current graduate student from 
the School of Early Childhood Studies at Ryerson University, conducting this study as 

part of a major research project.  
 

The project is supervised by Dr. Rachel Berman, a faculty member of the School of 
Early Childhood Studies at Ryerson University. Dr. Berman can be contacted at 
rcberman@ryerson.ca or 416-979-5000 x.7695

mailto:mbutac@ryerson.ca
mailto:rcberman@ryerson.ca
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Appendix B. Interview Questions 
 

1. Could you tell me about what kind of early years program(s) your family has participated in? (e.g. 

childcare, family resource program/drop in, Ontario Early Years Centre/drop in)? 
 

2. What factors do you take into consideration when looking for an early years environment for your 
child? 
 

3. How important is it to you for an early years environment to be inclusive of the LGBTQ+ 
community? 

 
4. What helps you determine this? For example, do you look for acceptance of the LGBTQ+ 

community in: 

a) the staff (e.g. welcoming and inclusive atmosphere)? 
b) the environment (e.g. posters, pictures, books and language used in the space, etc.)?  

c) what about at the centre or school level (e.g. program philosophy, policies)? 
 

5. How would you describe the process of looking for and finding an early years environment that is 

a good fit for your child and family? 
 

Prompt if needed--For example, positive experiences? Or negative experiences? 
(Are there any positive or negative instances that stand out to you in being a part of an early years 
environment?) 

 
Thinking about your negative experiences, what do you think could have been done differently?  

 
6. Do you think other demographic factors play a role into your experiences with early years centres, 

in addition to sexual orientation? For example, your ethnicity, education, income, family 

composition, etc. 
 

7. Do you have any general suggestions or comments in regards to early years environments in 
relation to the LGBTQ+ community? 

 

8. Do you have any final words or takeaway messages in regard to the study at hand, anything we 
haven’t touched on that you think is important? 
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Appendix C. Consent Form 

 

SCHOOL OF EARLY CHILDHOOD STUDIES 
FACULTY OF COMMUNITY SERVICES 

 
Consent Agreement 

 
You are being invited to participate in a research study. Please read this consent form so that you 
understand what your participation will involve. Before you consent to participate, please ask any 

questions to be sure you understand what your participation will involve.  

STUDY TITLE: LGBTQ+ parents’ experiences in early years environments 

INVESTIGATORS: This research study is being conducted by Michael Butac, a graduate student 

from the School of Early Childhood Studies at Ryerson University, and supervised by Dr. Rachel 

Berman, from the School of Early Childhood Studies at Ryerson University.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This study aims to look at the experiences that LGBTQ+ parents have 
gone through in seeking an early years environment (e.g., early years centre, family resource centre) for 
their child, as well as their experiences being a part of an early years environment. Six participants are 

being recruited for this study. Participants must be 18 years of age or older, identify as part of the 
LGBTQ+ community, and be the parent/guardian of a child between the age of 0 and 6. Participants 

must have sought out an early years environment in the last 6 years. Participants are not required to be 
currently attending an early years environment. The results of the study will contribute to a major 
research project (MRP) that is a part of Michael Butac’s M.A. program in Early Childhood Studies. 

The findings may also be used for a presentation at The 519 Community Centre, with permission of the 
participants and The 519 staff. Additionally, the findings may be used for journal publication. 

WHAT PARTICIPATION MEANS: If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked 
to do the following:  

Fill out a brief demographic information form, asking your sexual orientation, family composition, 

child’s age, your age, ethnicity, highest level of education, and annual income. You may skip any 
questions you do not want to answer.  

Participate in one 25-45 minute interview at a mutually agreed upon location. Examples of the type of 
interview questions include: 

 What factors do you take into consideration when looking for an early years environment for 

your child? 

 Can you speak about any positive experiences you have had in looking for or in being a part of 

an early years environment? 

 Can you speak about any negative experiences you have had in looking for or in being a part of 

an early years environment? 



 75 

 

If you choose, you may review your transcript of the interview, which will be provided to you via email 
about one week after the interview. This will give you the opportunity to remove any sections of the 

interview that you do not want included and provide any other feedback on the transcript. 

At the conclusion of this project, research findings will be made available to participants in a final 

report, and with the permission of the participants and The 519, via a presentation at The 519 
Community Centre. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS: This study is an opportunity for you to voice your experiences in seeking 
an early years environment for your child, and your suggestions, if any, to help improve inclusion of 

the LGBTQ+ community in early years environments. I cannot guarantee, however, that you will 
receive any benefits from participating in this study.  

POTENTIAL RISKS TO YOU AS A PARTICIPANT: The potential risks to you in this study are 

very low, but because of the nature of the questions asked, you may reflect on unpleasant memories 
while responding to interview questions. If you begin to feel uncomfortable, you may skip answering a 

question or stop participation, either temporarily or permanently. Although every effort will be made to 
ensure confidentiality, there is a very small risk that you may be identified through the personal details 
disclosed during the interview process. Thus, you may feel exposed or fear a loss of privacy when 

disclosing your stories. However, I hold no judgment towards your responses and no specific identifiers 
will be used in the writing of the report e.g., names, centres, schools.  

If you attend The 519’s Family Resource Centre (FRC), you may not want to discuss negative 
occurrences in the centre with me, since I am a volunteer there. Similarly, if you attend Ryerson 
University’s Early Learning Centre (ELC), you may not want to discuss negative occurrences in the 

centre with me, since I am a Ryerson student. Additionally, as an attendee of the FRC/ELC, you may 
not want to talk about negative experiences at the centre due to the risk of exclusion, if your identity is 
revealed. Again, every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, this study is in no 

way connected to how the FRC/ELC is currently run and the FRC/ELC do not have any access to the 
data, nor are they funding the project. The project is only connected to these centres in that I have 

permission to recruit parents/guardians who visit the site. 

CONFIDENTIALITY: Audio data will be recorded on a password protected mobile device, and then 
transferred onto a personal password protected laptop. Once the audio is transferred to the laptop, it 

will be erased from the mobile device. All electronic data will be stored on a password protected 
laptop, in a password protected folder. All physical forms will be stored in a secure home office space. 

Signed consent forms with your name and email address will be stored in a separate folder from your 
demographic information form. Only the researcher will have access to the recordings and the data.  

Following completion of the research study, the data will be kept for five years and then destroyed. 

Participant numbers will be used on all data collected, and pseudonyms will be used in the writing of 
the MRP and in any presentation of the MRP. As is required by Ontario law, we must report to the 

authorities any information regarding child abuse that is disclosed.  

INCENTIVES FOR PARTICIPATION: You will not be paid to participate in this study. 
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VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL: Participation in this study is completely 
voluntary. You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If any question makes you uncomfortable, 

you can skip that question. You may stop participating at any time. If you choose to stop participating, 
you may also choose to not have your data included in the study. Your choice of whether or not to 

participate will not influence your future relations with the The 519 Family Resource Centre, Ryerson 
University, the investigator, Michael Butac, or the supervisor, Dr. Berman. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY: If you have any questions about the research now, please ask. 

If you have questions later about the research, you may contact Michael Butac at mbutac@ryerson.ca, 
or Dr. Rachel Berman at rcberman@ryerson.ca or at 416-979-5000 x.7695 

This study has been reviewed by the Ryerson University Research Ethics Board. If you have questions 
regarding your rights as a participant in this study, please contact:  

Research Ethics Board 

c/o Office of the Vice President, Research and Innovation 

Ryerson University  

350 Victoria Street  

Toronto, ON M5B 2K3  
416-979-5042 

rebchair@ryerson.ca 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

mailto:mbutac@ryerson.ca
mailto:rebchair@ryerson.ca
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Project title: LGBTQ+ parents’ experiences in early years environments 

CONFIRMATION OF AGREEMENT:  

Your signature below indicates that you have read the information in this agreement and have had a 

chance to ask any questions you have about the study. Your signature also indicates that you agree to 
participate in the study and have been told that you can change your mind and withdraw your consent 

to participate at any time. You have been given a copy of this agreement. You have been told that by 
signing this consent agreement you are not giving up any of your legal rights. 

  

___________________________________  
Name of Participant (please print)  

 
 
___________________________________   _________________________________ 

Signature of Participant     Date 
 

 
I agree to be audio-recorded for the purposes of this study. I understand how these recordings will be 
stored and destroyed.

 

___________________________________   _________________________________ 
Signature of Participant     Date 
 

 
 I would like to review a transcript of my interview before data analysis occurs for the project. 

 I would like a copy of the research findings upon completion of the project. 
 
 

___________________________________   _________________________________ 
Email address to send transcript/findings   Date 

 
 
I agree to have my anonymized data included in a presentation at The 519 Community Centre. 

 
 

___________________________________   _________________________________ 
Signature of Participant     Date 
 

 
Thank you!

 
 

 
Signature of Principal Investigator   Signature of Supervisor 
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Appendix D. Demographic Information Form 

 

1. Sexual orientation: 

 

     _________________________________ 

 

2. Age range: 

 18 – 29 

 30 – 39 

 40 – 49 

 50 – 59 

 60 – 69 

 70+ 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

3. Age of child(ren): __________________ 

 

_________________________________ 

 

4. Ethnicity: 

 White 

 Hispanic/Latino 

 Black/African American 

 Native American 

 Asian/Pacific Islander 

 Aboriginal 

 Other: ________________________ 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

5. Highest level of education: 

 No school completion 

 Elementary school diploma 

 High school diploma 

 Vocational training 

 College diploma 

 Bachelor’s degree 

 Master’s degree 

 Postdoctorate degree 

 Other: ________________________ 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

6. Annual income: 

 Less than $24,999 

 $25,000 - $49,999 

 $50,000 - $74,999 

 $75,000 - $99,999 

 More than $100,000 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

7. Family composition: 

 

     _________________________________ 

 

     _________________________________
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