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TEACHING IDEAS

What Do We Say When We Hear Faggot'?

By Lenore Gordon

Alice is eleven. She walks down the
school halls with her arm around her
best friend, Susan. During lunch, they
sit on the floor holding hands or comb-
ing each other’s hair. Lately, Alice has
been called “dyke,” and boys have been
told not to be her friend.

Brian refuses to take part in a fight
on his block. As he makes his way
home, he hears cries of “faggot” and
“sissy.” Suddenly he begins to run, re-
alizing that the other children may now
attack him.

Carl is gifted musically; he would
like to join the elementary school cho-
rus. Although he hesitates for several
weeks, the music teacher persuades him
to join. One morning soon after, he en-
ters the classroom tense and angry af-
ter chorus, muttering that several boys
have called him “gay.”

Some children play a “game” called
“Smear the Queer,” in which one child
suddenly attacks another, knocking him
to the ground. The attacker shouts
“Fag!” and then runs away.

Homophobic name-calling is perva-
sive. Even first graders are now using
such terms as “faggot” to ridicule oth-
ers, and such name-calling is increas-
ingly common in the older grades.
Homophobic name-calling is devastat-
ing to young people experiencing ho-
mosexual feelings. For youngsters who
are not gay, such name-calling creates
or reinforces hostility towards the gay
and lesbian population. And it forces
all children to follow strict sex-role
behaviors to avoid ridicule.

Because homosexuality is such a
charged issue, teachers rarely confront
children who use homophobic name-
calling to humiliate and infuriate other
children. Many teachers do not realize
that this sort of name-calling can be
dealt with in much the same way as
other kinds of bigotry and stereotyping.

Teaching children to be critical of
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oppression is teaching true morality,
and teachers have the right, indeed the
obligation, to alert their students to all
forms of oppression. Educating chil-
dren not to be homophobic is one way
to show the difference between oppres-
sive and non-oppressive behavior.

Challenging homophobic name-
calling by teaching children non-judg-
mental facts about homosexuality and
by correcting myths is also intrinsically
connected to anti-sexist educational
values, since homophobia is used to re-
inforce rigid sex roles. Furthermore, if
adults criticize other forms of name
calling but ignore anti-gay remarks,
children are quick to conclude that ho-
mophobia is acceptable.

Boys are far more likely to be the
object of homophobic name-calling
than girls, perhaps because sex roles for
boys remain, to some extent, more rig-
idly defined. A boy involved in a tradi-
tional “female-only” activity such as
sewing or cooking risks out-and-out
contempt from his peers, as well as the
possibility of being called “faggot” or
“sissy.” Girls are more able to partici-

Because
homosexuality is
such a charged
issue, teachers
rarely confront
children who use
homophobic
name-calling to
humiliate and
infuriate others.

pate in activities that have traditionally
been for boys, such as sports or shop,
without loss of peer approval.

At the late elementary and junjor
high school levels, physical affection
between girls is far more acceptable
than between boys, but a girl will be
called a “dyke” if she does not express,
by junior high, a real interest in pleas-
ing boys or in participating with other
girls in boy-centered discussions.

As an elementary school teacher, |
have made an awareness of oppression
and of the concept of “majority” and
“minority” a focus of current events,
history, and social studies. Throughout
the year we discuss those who are not
in the majority in this country: Native
Americans, Puerto Ricans, Blacks,
Chicanos, disabled people, older
people, and many others. We also dis-
cuss women, a generally powerless ma-
jority.

If oppression is being discussed, it
is impossible to ignore lesbians and gay
men as a group that faces discrimina-
tion. Children in the middle grades have
a strong sense of justice, and they can
understand the basic injustice of people
being abused because they are differ-
ent from the majority. They can also
identify with the powerlessness of op-
pressed groups because children them-
selves are often a verbally and some-
times a physically abused group.

Types of Name-calling

When initiating a discussion of
name-calling, teachers can explain that
there are two kinds of name-calling.
One kind of name-calling, unrelated to
any particular group, is often scatologi-
cal or sexual (i.e., the four-letter words).
The other is group-biased; it uses the
name of a group — “nigger,” “chink,”
“polack,” etc. — as the insult and im-
plies that there is something wrong with




being a member of that group.

Group-biased name-calling can be
handled in a variety of ways. Some-
times children do not truly understand
why a word is offensive. If a teacher
simply takes the time to tell the class
that a particular word insults or de-
means a group of people, children will
often stop using the word. (Occasion-
ally, children do not even know what a
term means. One New York City ten-
year-old who frequently called others
“faggot” told me that the word meant
“female dog.” A twelve-year-old said
that a lesbian is a “Spanish Jew.”)

Discussions about the meaning of
homophobic words can often be quite
consciousness-raising. When [ hear a
child use the word faggot, I explain that
a “faggot,” literally, is a stick used for
kindling. I also explain that gay people
used to be burned in medieval times
simply for being gay, and they had to
wear a bundle of sticks on their shirts
to indicate that they were about to be
burned. (At times, gay men were used
as the kindling to burn women accused
of witchcraft.) After the discussion that
ensues from this revelation, I make it
clear to my students that the word is
not to be used again in my classroom,
and it rarely is.

When 1 talk about the words “les-
bian” and “gay men,” there is always a
stir of discomfort, so I ask what those
words mean. I am also usually told that
a gay man is an “effeminate” man. We
discuss the stereotyping inherent in that
myth, as well as the fact that “efferni-
nate” means “behaving like a woman,”
and the class begins to realize that “be-
having like a woman” is viewed nega-
tively.

‘When asked what it really means to
be called a “faggot” and why it is in-
sulting for a boy to be called “gay,” stu-
dents will often respond that saying a
boy is like a girl is the worst insult
imaginable. At this point, girls are likely
to sense that something unjust has been
touched upon, and they will often take
up their own defense, while simulta-
neously having their own conscious-
ness raised.

Before we go on with the lesson
plan, I usually attempt to reach a con-
sensus on definitions. Here are some

that have seemed acceptable: “Some-
one who loves someone of the same
sex, but can be close to people of the
opposite sex if they want to” and
“Someone who romantically loves
someone of the same sex.” We added
the word “romantically” in one class
after a boy commented in a confused
tone, “But I love my father ...” When
discussing definitions, it is important
to tell children that gays and lesbians
are as different from one another as are
heterosexual men and women. There is
no such thing as a “typical” lesbian or
gay man.

Imagining Names

When we continue with the lesson
plan and students are asked to imagine
being called names as they walk with a
close friend of the same sex, they de-
scribe feeling “different,” “dumb,”
“weird,” “afraid,” and “ embarrassed.”
(One very different response was, “I’d
feel loved, because the main thing
would be walking with someone 1
loved.”) When asked how they would
feel as one of the name-callers, children
usually admit that they “would feel like
part of the group.”

Suggested responses to homophobic
attacks have included, “It’s my choice,”
“We like each other, and for your in-
formation, we’re not homosexual,”
“I’m not ashamed,” “I’m just as differ-
ent as you are,” “I don’t care,” and “So
what!”

I have also used the music of Holly
Near to teach about oppression. Songs
are an effective tool in reaching chil-
dren, who seem to retain information
presented in this mode quite easily.
Near sings about the oppression of
many different groups and her songs
help students make linkages between
their struggles.

Another way to combat homopho-
bia— particularly for older students —
is to invite a speaker from a gay orga-
nization to talk to the class. Listening
to a gay or lesbian who is also a living,
breathing human being — someone
who has parents, siblings, and looks a
little nervous in front of a group — is
often a decisive factor in breaking down
homophobic stereotypes.

_ Teachers have
“the obligation to
_alert students
- to all forms of
. oppression.

Homophobic attitudes can also be
countered in discussions about sex
roles. Students can be asked, “What
does a boy have to do to ‘act like a
girl?’” (and vice versa). The stereotypic
behaviors that are mentioned can usu-
ally be quickly discounted by asking
children to consider their own home
lives. Many children, particularly those
with single or divorced parents, have
seen their mothers working and their
fathers cleaning the house.

Another classroom activity is to ask
students to look in any standard diction-
ary or thesaurus for the definitions of
“male” and “female,” “masculine” and
“feminine,” “husband,” “wife,” etc. The
definitions are often so blatantly offen-
sive and stereotypic that they create a
small sensation when read aloud, thus
challenging children to rethink their
own definitions.

Discussing homophobic concepts is
one thing; enduring homophobic name-
calling is an entirely different matter.
The pressure to conform is especially
overwhelming within the school/peer
structure, and it is vital that teachers try
to instill the courage needed to func-
tion independently when one is the ob-
ject of ridicule.

I attempt to teach my students to be
willing to defend not only their own
rights but the rights of others. Because
name-calling is so common among
children, and because it embodies the
bigotry learned from adults, it is a good
place for educators to begin. J

Lenore Gordon is a writer from the New
York area.

This article is adapted from The
Bulletin of the Council on Interracial
Books for Children, Vol. 14, Nos. 3 & 4.
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