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Rainbow
families and
primary school
There are many factors rainbow families consider
when choosing a primary school. These include:
whether the school is local, or in an area thought
to be open-minded and rainbow family-friendly;
whether it has good policy and practice in relation
to bullying; the diversity of the children attending
the school; the philosophy of the school and its
education programs; whether the school has
lesbian, gay or bisexual staff; and whether it meets
the educational and personal needs of their child.
In addition, parents will want to know how
supportive the school is likely to be of their family
and whether staff will be inclusive, respectful and
sensitive to their family’s particular needs. How
the school will deal with any teasing, name-calling
or bullying in relation to their family is of concern to
many parents. You may want to seek clarification
of the school’s approach to these issues before
you enrol your child.

There are many ways parents can engage with
their child’s school to ensure it is a positive and
safe environment for their family.

Choosing a school
Talking to people in your own rainbow family or
local networks who have older children can be a
good place to start when choosing a school.
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You can get a feel for how inclusive a school is
from a visit, tour or parent information night, where
you can ask a general question about the school’s
experience of working with same-sex families.
It may be helpful to meet with the principal or
vice principal to discuss your concerns and
assess their level of support. You can also ask
about the school’s approach to bullying and ask
to see their policy.

Supporting your child
You can support your child by talking to them
before they start school about how they will deal
with questions about their family.
Once enrolled, it can be helpful for you to be
involved with your school in different capacities,
including:

“

• attending working bees, barbecues or social
functions
• volunteering to help in the classroom
• helping with excursions or sporting events
• joining a school committee
• becoming a member of school council
• volunteering with the Parent Teacher
Association.
Talking openly and directly to staff about any
issue that arises, as soon as it arises, can be
useful. You can also suggest books, posters,
websites or other resources the school could
refer to or buy to help improve understanding in
the school community.

Parents say ...
We chose the school because
of their capacity to support
kids who come from a really
interesting and challenging
range of backgrounds. The town
has a very significant proportion
of highly-disadvantaged kids,
so they’ve got some very good
strategies in place around
inclusiveness, which we really
liked. Katrina
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Choosing a school
I looked at the three closest schools and I wrote one off
immediately. Then I chatted to people at the other two and I
asked them, ‘Have you got any other same-sex-parented families
here?’ One principal showing me around said, ‘No, but of course
there’s no issue’. He was lovely and I believed him. Bec

Our approach to parenting has very much been that we want our
kids to know what the general mainstream world is like and we
want them to be able to cope with that. We wanted them get to
know that world of heterosexual parents and fairly conservative
views, so we just chose our local school. Mandy

A lot of people advised us to send our son somewhere close
to home because he would make friends with people in the
neighbourhood, so we sent him to the local state school. We
certainly discussed our family situation with the principal and
the teacher and we talked about how they would handle that
and any bullying. We made sure – as a deliberate strategy – that
we were very visible in the school and that we were very active.
Jenny

We chose a school in a place where we thought we would
naturally meet other rainbow families, but that didn’t really
happen. But I think [closer to the city] you do just find a more
open-minded community, or at least you are not the first lesbian
couple they’ve met, which is how it always was when we were in
the outer suburbs. Bridget

The first thing I think of is more the kind of personality he
has and then what does that mean in terms of the kind of
environment. So: Does he need this, that or the other? But
obviously, if the school is not comfortable with him having two
mums, he’s not going to get support if he gets bullied or if
kids make disparaging comments. We need to have him in an
environment where they will respond seriously to those sorts
of things. Pia

We didn’t ask a lot of questions about same-sex families or
anything like that. There weren’t any stupid questions like,
‘Which one’s the mother?’ The principal just straight away picked
up what was going on and who we were and was absolutely
comfortable with that. Patricia

At one of the schools – a
public school – the principal
wore a prominent crucifix,
so I wondered whether that
meant anything in terms of
being homophobic. I’m just not
religious and I don’t want any
Christianity involved in my kids’
education, so that turned me
off that school straight away.
Claire

I’ve never seen their policy, to
be honest, but you walk into
the school and you can just
see it: it’s all over the walls. It’s
the photographs, it’s how the
staff interact with the kids, it’s
the number of integration aides
they have, it’s the way they run
their assemblies. They are very
broadly aware of the needs of
every child and how they need
to be accommodating those.
Katrina

We weren’t too impressed with
the first school we saw. Their
approach seemed to be a bit of
don’t ask, don’t tell. It was sort
of, We treat everyone the same,
so we ignore any difference,
which I don’t think is a very
useful approach. Patricia

I walked around with the acting principal and one of the lead
teachers and when I asked her about same-sex families she
said, ‘As far as I know, we don’t have any same-sex-parented
families, but I can tell you there’s at least one gay teacher’. It
was hilarious; I thought that was pretty cute. Bec
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She went to a local, very
rainbow school. The principal
is a lesbian and she’s very out
and there are quite a number of
lesbian families. But while the
school was very friendly, it was
very elitist in some respects.
There was a lot of snobbery and
it was very competitive and that
drowned out a lot of the rainbow
family stuff. Trudy

I think we just assumed the school would be okay because of
the area. Bridget

Marg and I are both in education, which is probably not a good
thing in that we were picky about getting the right match for our
kids. We have a niece who had been through primary school, so
when we came to look, we were really drawn to her school. At
the time, the principal was an out lesbian and sixteen years ago
that wasn’t a particularly common thing. Julie

At school
There’s always that awkward
moment when I’m meeting a
new teacher where I don’t know
if they know about our family.
Bec

Annie came home with a book one day, which was Where’s
your daddy? I spoke to the teacher about it being somewhat
insensitive. She was almost in tears. She said she didn’t think
about it and immediately went through all the books and took out
any that might have been of that sort of ilk. Patricia

Where we are now, we’re the
only same-sex family and it’s
like they are proud of that and
want to celebrate it, rather than
hide it. Patricia

At school, people know not to say anything negative. They know
they are in an inner-city area and they have to be cool enough to
take on same-sex families. Mandy

There are so many different families around these days. The
other kids all knew that Tyler had two dads. Peter
We went to talk to the principal,
who was wonderful and
responded very well. She
actually had a conversation with
our daughter about how she’s
not the only one in the school
who has two mums and said if
she ever has any problems she
can come and talk. Nicola
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When we separated, I found the school really supportive, and
that was important. Noah was in Grade 2 and his teacher told
me they were having a circle-time conversation and he said
something like, ‘My mums have broken up’, and another kid
said, ‘Oh, my parents have broken up too,’ and they had a
little conversation about it. But it was no big deal and no-one
blinked. Bec

Thoughts and suggestions
Having a gay dad was something that was presented very
matter-of-factly. He was very comfortable with it. All his friends
knew and their parents knew. For him, it has always been out
there and there’s been no secret. His mother is very comfortable
with it and his stepfather; they’ve all been very supportive. Mark

I was on school council and that’s my approach. You ingratiate
yourself and people’s ideas and perceptions about lesbians are
altered. I spent a lot of time in the kids’ classrooms chatting to their
teachers. The principal has always been incredibly supportive. Bec

In the very early years I would go in and do reading groups. I did
friggin’ tuckshop and all the mummy duties and Elizabeth would
go and help out on the sports field. She rode a motorbike and
wore a leather jacket and it was kind of funny that she was the
cool mum. That was a strategy for us – to be visible. Then it’s not
a secret and nobody can use it against you. Jenny

I think we are coming to a place where Amy has an increasing
understanding of her family as perhaps not being just like
everyone else’s. Having said that, at school, family is incredibly
diverse, so having two mums and a dad is not that unusual –
lots of other people have got two mums and two dads and step
families all over the wah-hoo. Katrina

We taught Chris some things to say. If somebody says, ‘Are
your parents gay?’ you just say, ‘Yes, they are. Do you have a
problem with that?’ Jenny

We’re very visible and they are great about it. I took in the
posters from the Rainbow Family Council and they’ve put those
up in the school. Patricia

I think being visible in the
school helps a lot. They had a
working bee recently and Lara
went along. I think pitching in
and lending a hand is helpful.
I think it makes it easier if
everyone can see that she’s
got two mums and one time
I’m there and the next time
it’s Lara. Patricia

I was actually more apprehensive
about his friends staying over.
I would always make a point of
actually meeting the parents and
making sure they knew I had a
partner. I made sure they knew
I was gay somehow and just
gauged reaction. I never, ever
had a negative reaction. Mark

My tendency is to just get really
cranky and righteous, but then
that puts everyone offside, so
if I’m going in there all angry
that’s not going to work. But at
the same time you’ve got to get
your point across. Pia

We know more gay families at our
current school. We haven’t really
made any friendships because
of that, but I do think my kids
are happy to know that there
are other gay families there.
Bridget

They do have some rainbow family books in the library and that’s
been at my instigation. Jenny
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Researched and written by Jacqui Tomlins.
Also available:

Topics
• Lesbian mums and known donors or dads
• Telling the kids: What? When? How?
• Talking about how your family was created
• Non-biological parents
• Pregnancy and antenatal classes
• Birth, midwives and nurses
• Maternal and child health nurses and new parents’ groups
• Starting kinder or day care
• Rainbow families and primary school
• Mother’s Day and Father’s Day
• Teasing, name-calling, and bullying
• Older kids and adolescents
• Rainbow families in rural and regional areas
• Educating the community
• Rainbow families: The challenges
• Rainbow families: The rewards

Research
• Child health and wellbeing in same-sex parent families: The evidence from Australia
• Work, love, play: Understanding resilience in same-sex parented families
• Transgender men and women and parenting
• Intersex status and parenting: Organisation Intersex International

Case studies
• Corin: 12 years of wisdom
• Julie and Marg, Noah and Georgia: Talking with teenagers
• Fiona and Hamish: A response to teasing
• Frances and her mums: Transgender parenting
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