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  We dedicate this book to all the parents, professionals, and allies who support and affirm transgender and nonbinary children and teens. Together, we can help make the world a better place.


  —STEPHANIE AND RACHEL


  And for Danny- your dazzling light has illuminated the way for so many.


  —STEPHANIE


  And for my family, who support me in all that I do.


  —RACHEL


  FOREWORD


  IN 2008, when the first edition of The Transgender Child was published, Dr. Norman Spack completed his foreword with the following words: “To date there has been no manual of care written specifically for the parents of the transgender child by people who have personal and professional experience. Now we finally have such a book.” In the years that have transpired, the singular pediatric gender clinic in the country run by Dr. Spack has now blossomed to over fifty such programs. Dr. Spack has passed the baton to many of us, including the two of us writing this foreword, to carry out his groundbreaking work with gender expansive and transgender children and youth. Stephanie Brill and Rachel Pepper, the authors of The Transgender Child, have been instrumental in leading everyone in the work with all of these families.


  For the first time Brill and Pepper gave parents and providers alike a groundbreaking, compassionate, and comprehensive GPS for offering understanding, love, and support to gender expansive and transgender young people. Now both authors are gifting us with an updated edition of their book, capturing all that has been learned and the changes that have occurred in the almost fifteen years since the first edition was released.


  Over the past ten years a new model of care for the children identified in The Transgender Child has evolved: the gender affirmative model. The basic premise is that every individual is entitled to live in the gender that is most authentic to them. To that end, children are now increasingly recognized in their individualized gender journeys. Evidence-based research abounds to support them and their families along the path. Providers can now receive specialized training to ensure that sensitive and gender-affirming interdisciplinary care is available to children and their families outlined in evidence-based clinical practice guidelines and standards of care. Worldwide, organizations have blossomed offering education, community, and advocacy to the ever-growing number of families supporting their children in their authentic gender. As the gender affirmative model has become the standard of care for transgender children and their families, we have come to recognize the wonderful intricacies of children’s gender variations and the metaphorical roses with thorns that each family encounters as they traverse the pathways of supporting their children in a world that does not always support them.


  While this model of care is evidence-based, there are some who are disturbed by gender-affirmative practices and by the growing number of families supporting their children in their authentic gender selves. Rest assured, every major professional organization’s position on the care and support of transgender and gender expansive children and teens is consistent and based in science. There is no doubt in our minds that parents who support their kids and help them access medically necessary and essential gender-affirming health care, as needed on a case-by-case basis in collaboration with experienced and well trained medical and mental health professionals, are doing what is best for their children.


  The Transgender Child, in its revised edition, comes at a timely point in history when parents and providers need a trusted, reliable voice to guide them through a deeply personal issue that has become mired in politics. More than ever we need Brill and Pepper’s updated GPS to guide families and providers alike in supporting each and every child to be themselves.


  As two of the founders of the university-community partnered Child and Adolescent Gender Center at the University of California San Francisco, we, the director of mental health and medical director respectively, now invite you to engage in the pages of the revised edition of The Transgender Child.


  Diane Ehrensaft, PhD, director of mental health, Child and Adolescent Gender Center, UCSF


  Stephen Rosenthal, MD, medical director, Child and Adolescent Gender Center, UCSF


  INTRODUCTION


  “MOM, I’VE ALREADY TOLD YOU, I’m a girl, so stop saying HE!”


  Alejandro had tried to tell his parents, from the time that he could barely talk, that he was really a girl. He would toddle into his older sister’s closet to put on her dresses. He would wrap his hair in scarves and towels. He was always in his mom’s makeup and shoes. At 3, he regularly cried himself to sleep asking God why he made a mistake. By 4, he was still repeating the above phrase, “I’VE ALREADY TOLD YOU, I’m a girl, so stop saying HE!” when addressed as a boy, much to the confusion of his parents. By 5, he spoke openly of wanting to kill himself, of not belonging in this world, of wanting to disappear. His parents initially thought it was just a phase, something every child goes through at some point. But when it didn’t end, the only explanation they could think of was that he was probably gay. They reached out for help, concerned for their child. Their pediatrician recommended a therapist, and that therapist has since suggested that Alejandro may be transgender.


  It took Nina’s parents a number of years to realize that Nina always answered the question “Are you a boy or a girl?” the same way. She would say, “I am Nina.” Initially, people thought her response was cute, but as she got older, they started to feel that she was playing games with them by not answering the question. Furthermore, her parents started to get mad at her for being rude. Nina tried to explain that she didn’t feel like a girl or a boy. Why did it matter—why couldn’t she just be herself? Her parents firmly told her she was a girl, thinking it might settle the matter. Unfortunately, it was not so easy for Nina. Every time she had to choose a gender, as when lining up by boys and girls in class, she felt anguished, and it was hard for her to follow instructions. Eventually, an insightful teacher made the connection when Nina started to wet her pants and stay in the coatroom right before lineup time. A child psychiatrist has brought up the idea that Nina may feel nonbinary, or agender, or be gender-fluid.


  Do these stories ring a bell? Throughout history, there have been children who challenged traditional gender categories. But parenting practices and societal expectations have often caused those children to hide their identities from others and sometimes even from themselves.


  The terrain of gender is expanding as times change. Today, it is much more difficult to justify telling your child who they are or aren’t, when the damage caused by denying their personal truth is so painfully obvious. More than ever before, people are coming to understand that the narrow confines we have given to gender are in many ways arbitrary. Science is continuing to produce studies on what exactly is innate and what is culturally formed, supported, and enforced. Parents are faced now with the exciting and daunting task of raising children in a world that is rapidly expanding its understanding of gender.


  Today, gender can no longer really be considered a two-option category. That form of thinking is outdated. It can be compared to trying to view the world in distinct racial categories without an understanding that an ever-growing percentage of the population is beautifully multiracial and multiethnic. Gender is very similar. Most of us were taught, and many still firmly adhere to, the concept that there are only two distinct categories of gender, male or female. But in truth, history shows us that this is an artificial construct, and that there continue to be many more variations in gender than are usually taught.


  Yet, allowing children to follow what is natural for them can be awkward and frightening for a parent when it means diverging from a trusted and familiar path. We as gender specialists, researchers, authors, and parents are aware of the difficulties parents face when first trying to understand and support a transgender, nonbinary or gender-expansive child. We also know that in the end, all parents want what is best for their children. We hope this book will provide caring families with helpful tools they can use to raise their gender-diverse children so they may feel more comfortable both in their bodies and in the world.


  Are your eyes and ears open? Are you ready to learn? Then you will see that children and teenagers can’t help but show us that gender is really a spectrum. If we were to watch how children naturally unfold without the outside reinforcement—both conscious and subconscious—of gender roles and expectations, we would be in for a surprise. Many of the traits that we attribute to masculinity or femininity are taught and learned. Indeed, many aspects of gender are not innate at all but socially constructed. As many gender activists would say, you can buy your gender at the nearest clothing store.


  So how do loving parents raise, support, and affirm “gender-healthy” children? This is a complicated and often confusing task. In The Transgender Child, we hope to begin by deepening your understanding of what exactly gender is. We will show you what we can all do to foster a healthy gender sense of self in children—within their own hearts and minds, within their families, within their schools, and within their communities. We can’t understand terms such as transgender, nonbinary, and gender-expansiveness if we don’t understand what gender is.


  Two big, necessary steps must be taken to effectively support, nurture, and raise gender-expansive, nonbinary and transgender children. The first is to thoroughly explore what is currently known and understood about gender. Once we become educated about the current thinking around gender itself, the next big step is to release ourselves from our inherited beliefs, and thus allow ourselves to see the beautiful spectrum that gender really is. This learning and unlearning is important for all parents, not just parents with gender-diverse children.


  We want all families struggling with gender challenges to understand that they are not alone. We know there are thousands of other families facing the same challenges every day that many of you face. For all of you drowning in confusion, this book can serve as a life raft, teaching you methods to stay afloat. And for those of you who are already more confident in your parenting, this book will serve as validation that you are on the right track, and, we hope, provide you with new ideas and a fresh perspective.


  We begin The Transgender Child by helping you discover if your child is likely transgender or gender-expansive, introducing our terms so that you can better understand the language used to discuss gender-diverse children. For even easier reference, there is a glossary included at the end of the book. We then go on to explore how to raise such a child, and how your family can best interact with the world. The book includes the most detailed and up-to-date information ever compiled in one resource for parents of transgender children and teens for dealing with the public school system and the medical system, including information on therapy and hormones. A chapter on legal issues, which has been checked for accuracy by the experts at the NCLR, one of the nation’s leading legal advocacy organizations for transgender youth, is also included.


  To provide you with the most reliable information, we have synthesized our knowledge in three different ways. First, The Trans-gender Child is inspired by both our years of personal experience interacting with, and writing about, a wide variety of families raising gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender children and teens. Both of us have written extensively on topics including issues for transgender teens, gender identity development in young children, and more general pregnancy and parenting subjects. Between us, we have written eight books, and have been published and cited extensively.


  Second, the book is based on years of professional research that we have both done on topics such as social gender construction and how parenting and religious practices affect the health and well-being of gender-expansive children and adults. Some of that research is explored here in the form of overviews and interviews, featuring quotes by experts in this field such as Dr. AJ Eckert, Dr. Jen Hastings, Dr. Diane Ehrensaft, Dr. Karisa Barrow, Dr. Kellen Grayson, Dr. Norman Spack, Amy Boillot, LCSW, Tony Ferraiolo, CLC, Shannon Price Minter, Esq. and Asaf Orr, Esq. of the NCLR, and Dr. Caitlin Ryan of the Family Acceptance Project.


  We thank these cutting-edge experts for their participation in—and belief in—this project.


  We also send special thanks to Dr. Stephen M. Rosenthal, Director, UCSF Child & Adolescent Gender Center, and Dr. Diane Ehrensaft, author of several groundbreaking titles on gender diversity in children, and the founder and current Director of Mental Health at the UCSF Child & Adolescent Gender Center, for their kind foreword for this second edition.


  Special thanks and deep gratitude also go to the many parents who answered the call to participate in this updated edition. Your voices have greatly enriched this project, for there is no substitute for your collective wisdom, love, and advocacy. We hope you see how much your voices make a difference in our joint efforts to change the world for all children. We hope we’ve made you proud.


  Third, this book has been enriched by our professional expertise. Stephanie’s countless presentations to parents, social workers, therapists, pediatricians, pediatric health care providers, public health providers, preschools, elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, college classes, and medical schools have explored and reaffirmed many of the themes in this book. Stephanie has conducted this work on her own and in conjunction with the organization she founded, Gender Spectrum. Rachel’s expertise as a licensed therapist specializing in working with transgender and nonbinary youth and their families has brought a different set of professional credentials to this text.


  In short, this is a resource you can trust.


  Finally, this book is also written for educators and professionals working with children. Never forget the positive impact that a caring, affirming adult can have on the life of a child. Your role in listening to, validating, and supporting these children is monumental. We hope the information in this book can help deepen your understanding of gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender children, while teaching best practices for your profession that will meet the needs of all children and families.


  As we leave you to explore the book, remember: All children are amazing, wonderful people who deserve unconditional love and support. We hope you agree.


  Stephanie Brill


  Rachel Pepper


  A note on language:


  The vocabulary of gender is always evolving. We know that the terms used in this writing may become outdated or take on new meanings, but the themes remain the same. Always clarify with your own child the terms they use to speak about gender and what those terms mean to them.


  CHAPTER 1:


  IS MY CHILD TRANSGENDER?


  IT IS SO FUNNY when people ask me how I know I am a boy. I just ask them, how do you know you’re a boy? It’s such a silly question. You just know those things. I have known all my life!


  —TOMMY, 7-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER BOY


  As parents, we have been faced with two choices: we could either choose to allow her to express herself or we could teach her to suppress her true self, possibly leading to depression and low self-worth. We have made the choice to fully support Bella to express exactly who she is, wherever that path may lead.


  —PARENT OF A 6-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  My child has been gender-expansive from the time he could communicate his interests, around two years old. I wish I had known then that it would all be okay, and that I would meet many people that would love and accept my child exactly how he is. My advice would be to not let fear keep you from experiencing the wonderful parts of your child. Also develop a good support network for yourself and your child because raising a gender-expansive child is hard.


  —MOTHER OF A 9-YEAR-OLD GENDER-EXPANSIVE CHILD


  My son informed me he was transgender when he was an 11th grader. I was shocked to say the least. But I knew I wanted my child to know I loved him and would support him 100%. Over the years I’ve learned so much and been encouraged by the strength of my son. I feel our entire family has transitioned along with him and we are all in a different place than when my son first gave voice to his true identity.


  —MOTHER OF AN 18-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER SON


  THERE IS A REASON YOU have picked up this book. Most likely, you are a parent raising a gender-expansive, nonbinary, or transgender child, or know someone who is. If so, you have questions about how to best raise your child, how to advocate for and support your child, and what the future will hold for your child and your family.


  Or perhaps you are a teacher or doctor or therapist working with a child who is insisting they are not the gender they were assigned, or a child who feels uncomfortable with their gender, or a child already affirmed as transgender. You may need further information on how to best understand and work with this child. Maybe you’re really not sure what these gender terms mean, and what the differences may be between them, and you are ready to learn.


  In any case, you have probably recently asked yourself if your own child, or someone else’s, was transgender, and you are ready for some answers. We hope we will help provide some answers for you, as we journey together through this book.


  HOW COMMON ARE TRANSGENDER KIDS?


  No one knows how common transgender children are. There are emerging studies of high school students that can give us a clearer sense than previously understood. According to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control) in 2018, 1.8% of high school students identify as transgender. That is one in fifty teens. This number is much higher than previously estimated. However, in a 2021 study published in Pediatrics, the official journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics suggests, the prevalence of gender-diverse high school students, not just those who use the word ‘transgender’ to describe themselves, may be closer to one in ten.


  Not all youth use the same terms to express their gender, and the more recent study asked a two-part gender identity question to try to address this. What they found was very interesting. Of those gender-diverse teens, about 30% had transmasculine identities, about 39% had transfeminine identities and about 31% had nonbinary identities. Diverse gender identities span all race and ethnicity categories. This 2021 study of high schoolers study found 7.1% of white youths identified as gender-diverse, 9.9% of Black youths identified as gender-diverse, 14.4% of Hispanic youths identified as gender-diverse, 8.7% of multiracial youths identified as gender-diverse, and 13.4% of youths of another race identified as gender-diverse.


  Yet before you set this book down, thinking that we are claiming that one in ten kids are transgender, please keep reading, for that is not what we are saying. Definitions of gender are ever-changing, as is the vocabulary used to describe it. New language is created regularly, and sometimes the terms themselves can seem so daunting and varied that it is difficult to see that what once may have seemed so simple about gender—the binary—seems now to be outdated and complicated. And no doubt about it, there is a generational divide when it comes to thinking about gender. To bridge this gap, those of us raised with a binary view of gender can take this as an opportunity to explore the topic with new eyes in order to better understand gender’s complexity.


  Whatever your initial reactions are to being asked to think beyond the gender binary, it’s important to note that the changing understandings of gender experienced by the youth of today are here to stay. While this can sometimes feel uncomfortable, the good news is that these changes are also empowering and liberating for everyone, not just for gender-diverse people.


  When a child says that they do not identify as the boy or girl you think they are, or express some other identity, such as being neither gender, or both, or nonbinary, it is important to stop and listen and learn what it is they are trying to communicate. As a parent, guardian, teacher, medical, or mental health provider, you are the frontline worker in this child’s world for experiencing acceptance and understanding, unconditional positive regard, and love. Nothing is more important to a child than this.


  HOW CAN YOU KNOW A CHILD IS TRANSGENDER?


  We know you may be hoping for a quick answer to the question “Is my child transgender?” But, as with many other issues in life, the answer can be complicated or may reveal itself to you only over time.


  Luckily, most children are very clear on this subject. When given two choices—boy or girl—most kids feel strongly that they are one or the other. But there are always children who do not feel like either or who feel like both, and if you provide more options for these children, you will get a much wider range of responses. In fact, a growing number of young people are finding that a system with only two options doesn’t work for them.


  When your 18-month-old girl’s first words are “me boy,” or your 4-year-old son insists that he is a girl, and these responses don’t waver or change over the following years, despite having a greater understanding of gender, you can be pretty sure that you have a transgender child. We are not saying that just because your toddler has said something cute or confusing you should immediately assume they are transgender. But if a toddler goes through a phase of insisting they are the opposite gender of their birth sex, and if this “phase” doesn’t end, it is not a phase. We often share with parents: look for a child who is persistent, insistent, and consistent in this expressed identity.


  There have typically been several traditional markers for identifying children who are likely transgender. These have been documented in books such as the DSM and ICD, which are used by medical and mental health professionals. Diagnostic criteria to identify trans-gender children have included factors such as an intense desire to be the opposite gender, cross-dressing behavior and an aversion for gender-typical clothing, a refusal to play with gender-aligned toys or playmates, and distress over their own natal anatomy. Other markers have typically also included a strong aversion to gender-typical underwear and swimsuits, and sometimes urinating in the fashion of their affirmed gender. A thorough assessment, by a therapist or a medical professional trained as gender specialists will ask about all these factors, and many more, often in great detail, to help ascertain what a child is experiencing about their gender.


  We are not simply describing a little girl who likes to play with cars here, or a boy who occasionally prefers a sparkly shirt. Rather, we are referring to an overall, ongoing pattern of self-identification, behavior, and preferences that do not lessen over the years, but grow more intense, and may include feelings of dysphoria and distress. As Dr. Norman Spack, an expert in this field and founder of the pioneering GeMS clinic at Children’s Hospital Boston, noted, when several major indicators line up, it’s a strong sign that a child may be transgender. “These kids are making a statement with their every move and word,” he has said.


  Some of these behaviors may also describe a child who is gender-expansive, but not transgender. In fact, a large majority of gender-diverse children are not transgender; they are just gender-nonconforming—otherwise known as gender-expansive or gender-diverse—in their self-expression. The parents of these children, in an attempt to do right by their child, learn about transgender children and think their child must be transgender. This is not always, or even usually, the case. We will discuss how to distinguish between gender expression and gender identity throughout the book.


  We know that we have already used a lot of gender specific vocabulary that might be new to you. Please know that there is a glossary at the end of the book to help you understand these terms at quick glance.


  DID I CAUSE THIS? CAN I STOP IT?


  Parenting does not cause a person to be transgender or gender-expansive. Having a transgender or nonbinary identity or gender-expansive style of self-expression is not something you caused. It is not the result of divorce, child abuse, disappointment at the sex of the child, or being an overbearing parent, a lenient parent, or an absentee parent. Nothing a parent or guardian does, or does not do, can cause any child to become nonbinary or transgender. The studies that once implicated parenting in whether a person becomes transgender have all been widely disputed. They were based on thinking that is no longer accepted in either the mental health care system or the medical establishment. If you encounter this form of thinking from any of your practitioners, it is time to find new clinicians with a more current, affirming, and evidence-based practice. If a professional tells you that you can change your child to have a different gender identity, they are wrong, and this approach is considered harmful. In fact, most well-respected medical and mental health organizations, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, have denounced any therapy focused on changing a person’s gender. Indeed, it is illegal to try to do so in at least twenty-four states at the time of this writing. There is nothing anyone can do to change a child’s gender identity. It is a core part of self. However, your parenting of your child can influence how your child feels about themself in relation to their gender identity.


  WHAT IS GENDER?


  I wish I had entered parenthood with a deeper recognition and understanding of gender as a spectrum. Looking back now so many questions arise for me about my own upbringing and identity. There are so many messages, subtle and not so subtle, that we send to our children about gender that can forever shape them, and we are often sending those messages from a place of ignorance.


  —MOTHER OF A 5-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  A fundamental understanding of gender is important to raising gender-expansive, transgender, and nonbinary children in a supportive manner.


  Attitudes toward gender and what is seen as “gender-appropriate” behavior are formed in early childhood. These formative views may change, but they influence choices and decisions made throughout life. In other words, how you learned and interacted with gender as a young child directly influences how you view the world today. It also means that your parenting is also directly influenced by what you learned about gender. Some of what we have to share about gender may initially seem radical because of the lens through which you currently perceive gender. You may come away from this book wondering what the essence of being male or female really is, and asking yourself why no one has ever really discussed gender with you before.


  Gender is all around us from the moment we are born. Talking with and reading about gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender children, as well as raising them and interacting with them, will change your personal experience of gender. As your understanding of gender deepens, so will your ability to discuss the subject with greater ease. Your greater ease and comfort with the subject and with your child will also then help put other people at ease. This is enormously helpful in lessening the fears, confusion, and judgment of others.


  There is a learning curve for everyone who interacts with gender-expansive and transgender people. This is understandable. Significant gender nonconformity confuses the foundation of the gendered social order. Therefore, it confuses a person’s internal sense of what feels natural. It can bring up long-buried feelings of judgment and homophobia. Our purpose is to help you navigate this new terrain—to move smoothly through the stages of parental acceptance, which may include denial and grief, to the goal of integration.


  So, what is gender? Let’s start with a very brief exercise. Grab a pencil and paper and write down your answers to the following questions:


  • What is a boy?


  • What is a girl?


  • How do you know?


  • When does a person know that they are a boy or a girl?


  • When did you know?


  • Are you a man? Are you a woman? How do you know?


  • Are you, or parts of you, both? How do you know?


  • Has your gender changed over time?


  • Has your personal expression of your gender changed over time?


  • If your anatomy changed overnight to the opposite sex, would it change who you feel yourself to be?


  • What is the first memory you have of gender impacting your life?


  • How did you think about gender growing up? Has it changed?


  • Think about the messages about gender you received growing up. Did these make sense to you? Are they the same messages you want your child to receive?


  Put your responses aside for now, but keep them in mind as you continue to read this chapter. It is helpful to do this exercise periodically, as your answers to these questions may change over time.


  Our society acknowledges only two gender categories: boy/man or girl/woman. This binary view of gender is burdened with expectations and rules for each. These rules dictate the standards for clothing, activities, and behaviors, though as the previous exercise may have revealed to you, one’s clothing style, choice of activities, or modes of behavior may not fit exclusively into the stereotypes. Practically everything is given a gender. Toys, colors, clothes, and even language are some of the more obvious examples. Expectations regarding gender are communicated through every aspect of our lives, including family, culture, peers, schools, community, sports, work, media, and religion. Gender roles and expectations are so entrenched that it’s difficult to imagine things any other way.


  SOCIAL GENDER ROLE DEVELOPMENT PRESSURES TO CONFORM


  Children are heavily influenced by the gender lessons their parents and society teach them. Parents, both actively and passively, consciously and subconsciously, are involved in teaching boys how to be boys and girls how to be girls.


  Children mimic what they see around them. Through our interactions with them, children learn gender-appropriate behavior, and they absorb contextual roles of power and acceptable patterns of desire. They selectively attend to and imitate models of the same gender. How a child perceives gender may change over time and is directly influenced by class, ethnicity, age, religion, and culture. Even young children are attuned to their culture’s idealized versions of men and women.


  Gendered interactions begin as soon as parents know the sex of their baby. Studies have shown that even before birth, and certainly afterward, adults speak differently in tone and content to a newborn based on the perceived gender of the baby. With anatomically female babies or babies of unknown sex, adults use a more singsong tone, and these babies are held and comforted more. Anatomical male babies are spoken to in lower tones, and held and comforted less. Most adults are completely unaware of these differences in their interactions with babies. It’s not surprising, then, that through a combination of social conditioning and personal preference, by age 3 most children prefer activities and behaviors typically associated with their natal sex.


  Accepted social gender roles and expectations of gender expression are so entrenched in both mainstream culture and our personal subcultures and communities that most people cannot imagine a civilized society without them. Because gender is such an inherent part of the societal fabric, most gender-typical (aka cisgender) people have never questioned exactly what gender is. They have never had to because the system has worked for them.


  The currently accepted binary system of gender adversely affects gender-nonconforming children. The first step in understanding and supporting gender-diverse children is to grasp the concept that gender and anatomy are not the same.


  Before we dive into what gender is, let’s start with what it isn’t, since that is often the prime source of confusion. People tend to use the terms “sex” and “gender” interchangeably. But while connected, the two terms are not equivalent. External genitalia are used to assign sex at birth. Assigned sex is then used to assign gender and determines whether a family will raise that child as a boy or a girl. For most people, this is cause for little, if any, further thought because their gender does align with the gender roles and attributes associated with their sex. But for others, this becomes an area of stress and even distress, because these distinct parts of self do not neatly line up. In truth, everyone’s gender is a complex interrelationship between three dimensions: their body, their style of behavior/gender expression, and their gender identity.


  HOW CHILDREN LEARN ABOUT GENDER ROLES


  At a young age, children learn that there are distinct expectations for boys and girls, and begin learning these roles from their family and from the societal values, beliefs, and attitudes of their cultural background and the larger world around them. Although norms around gender change across societies and over time, what we expect of a man or a woman is created for the most part by culture. Gender roles have provided a structure for our society by establishing commonly understood ways of functioning and interacting.


  Young children learn to process the world based on these gender roles. Once you understand this process of socialization, it becomes easy to see how we all come to think that being a girl means looking a certain way, behaving a certain way, and liking specific things, and being a boy inherently means doing and liking other things.


  CHILDREN INTERNALIZE WHAT THEY LEARN THROUGH REINFORCEMENT


  Our understanding of gender roles is initially set in our formative years (0–5) and is influenced by many things: the clothes purchased for us, the décor in our room, the toys we are given, the activities we are encouraged to take part in, the emotions we are supported in expressing, the style our hair is cut. It is also influenced by the positive and negative reinforcement we receive. Imagine a child being raised as a boy. This child might receive negative feedback if they put on their sister’s dress or if they want to buy a doll at the toy store. They might be told those things are only for girls and are belittled for asking for these things. Over time, this child, and any child observing these instructional moments, will begin to develop an understanding of gender roles and information about how to be a boy or a girl, as well as the consequences for not following these rules.


  Through both positive and negative reinforcement, children learn which behaviors are rewarded and which are frowned upon. They then internalize these gender roles and expectations and are motivated to act in accordance with what they have understood is appropriate for their gender. This is an internalization of the stereotypes/expectations of their culture, their family, and their environment. Over time, external feedback loops create an inner framework for what is right and wrong, and children naturally feel better about themselves when they act as they were shown. This leads both to self-regulation and the desire to share what you know as right and wrong with others around you, so the cycle of reinforcement continues—even amongst preschoolers.


  CORE IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT


  Psychologists believe that a person’s core identity has three major components. It is believed these distinct parts of the self are set in place during childhood by age 6, and then revisited and solidified as a teenager. In the case of sexual orientation, while some younger children may have an early inkling of whom they are drawn to in this way, sexual attraction per se usually doesn’t fully develop until past the latency stage of development, at around 11–13 years old.


  The three components of a person’s core identity are:


  Gender Identity—your deep inner feeling of gender, regardless of anatomy


  Style of Behavior/Gender Expression—your natural inclinations and expressions


  Sexual Orientation—whom you are attracted to


  It is essential to understand that these three parts of core identity are separate and distinct from one another, but they are interrelated. Each of these components can vary greatly across a range of possibilities. In the majority of people, all three components of identity are aligned in a predictable pattern. This dominant configuration is the social context from which gender roles and the system of gender and sexuality are constructed, and in Western culture it has come to be the standard expectation. But in truth, a great many people vary in one or more of these aspects of core identity. We all know well-adjusted adults who have a mixture of identities.


  For example:


  • You probably know a man (gender identity) who is gentle and emotional (style of behavior/gender expression) and who is heterosexual (sexual orientation).


  • You may know a woman (gender identity) who has very short hair and works construction (style of behavior) and who is a lesbian (sexual orientation).


  • You may know a person you perceive to be a woman, but who actually perceives themself as nonbinary (gender identity), who has long hair, wears heels, is a high-powered executive (style of behavior/gender expression) and who is pansexual (sexual orientation).


  GENDER IDENTITY


  One component of a person’s core identity is their gender identity. Gender identity is a person’s internal sense and personal experience of their gender. A person’s gender identity can correspond to or differ from the sex they were designated at birth. Identities typically fall into binary (e.g., boy/man, girl/woman) and nonbinary (e.g., agender, gender-fluid, nonbinary) categories. The meaning associated with a particular identity can vary among people using the same term. Because children are provided with limited language for gender, it may take a young person quite some time to discover the language that best communicates their internal experience. Likewise, as language evolves, the terms a person uses to describe their gender may also evolve. This does not mean their gender has changed, but rather that the words they use for it are shifting. Therefore, the term someone uses to communicate their gender identity may change or evolve over time.


  
    This idea that there are only two genders–and that everyone must be either one or the other–is called the “gender binary.” However, throughout history many societies have seen, and continue to see, gender as a spectrum, and not limited to just two possibilities.

  


  WHAT MAKES A PERSON TRANSGENDER?


  I want the world to see that this is truly who my child is. All the books and theories and research in the world pale compared to this simple reality: see my child as herself, and you will know you have seen the real child. This is no act, no dysfunction, no illness. This is a child in all her glory finding her true path in this world.


  —PARENT OF A 6-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  People who defy gender norms in notable ways—and who might identify as transgender today—have existed throughout human history across all cultures. Today, transgender children are of all ethnicities, races, and religions. They are raised by all kinds of parents, in all different kinds of environments.


  
    Gender Diversity Worldwide


    There is irrefutable evidence that transgender and otherwise gender-diverse people have existed in most, if not all, cultures worldwide. Throughout history, and even today in some cultures, there have been entirely different gender systems, many very expansive. These systems have different gender categories as well as different norms and expectations around what we may think of typically as gender.


    Many of us were raised thinking that the gender categories of man and woman are fixed and immutable, and we take for granted that everyone around the world experiences and learns about gender the same way we do.


    It may seem that a lot has changed recently in how we define gender, from something simple to something artificially complicated. But gender has never been simple.


    The dominant binary gender system of today, and its associated gender roles, was in fact native mostly to Europe. It was only imposed upon much of the rest of the world through the process of European colonization. This was not a “natural” effect of colonization. Rather, time and again European colonizers enforced their rigid and binary gender norms, often through violence and other forms of punitive punishment. Many, if not most, indigenous gender systems were (and in cases where they remain intact still are), much more complex than the binary system of today. This applies to Native American cultures throughout the Americas, as well as in Africa, the pacific islands, India, Persia, and beyond.

  


  Being transgender is a normal part of human expression. It does not serve you to try to search for a cause, as this seems to indicate that there is a “problem.” When you are struggling to accept your child, it is important to realize that there have always been gender-diverse and transgender people.


  STYLE OF BEHAVIOR/GENDER EXPRESSION


  Psychologists have identified one’s style of behavior as another component of core identity. A person’s style of behavior reflects their natural inclinations and expressions, and society labels these preferences by gender. Thus, the core part of our identity that is reflected in our own unique style of behavior can also be seen as gender expression or social gender.


  People who express themselves outside of social expectations often have a difficult experience. The greater the inclination and preference for behavior considered to be of and for the “other” gender, the greater the perceived variance. Because expectations around gender are so rigid, we frequently assume that what someone wears, or how they move, talk, or express themself, tells us something about their gender identity. But expression is distinct from identity—we can’t always assume a person’s gender identity based on their style of behavior/gender expression. Markers of style of behavior include hairstyles, body language, ways of walking, clothing preferences, fashion sense, and styles of play. For example, a boy may like to wear skirts or dresses. His choice in clothing doesn’t define his gender identity; it simply means that he prefers (at least some of the time) to wear clothes that society has typically associated with girls. In fact, how we interpret another person’s gender and the assumptions we make about them based on their style of behavior and self-expression is related to our own personal understanding of gender—it isn’t really about the other person.


  Parents and children both are judged when a child expresses preferences that are seen as belonging to the other gender. In mainstream culture this is especially true when a boy expresses interests or behaviors traditionally considered feminine. However, in many cultures and communities, girls are equally restricted in their accepted styles of behavior.


  This social pressure to conform affects not only the child, but also the child’s parents. With boys, because the expressions of masculinity are so tightly monitored, parents often have a more challenging time accepting gender-expansiveness in their sons. Furthermore, many people see children as reflections of their parents; thus, a more feminine boy can be perceived as a threat to his father’s own masculinity. In cultures and communities where the expressions of femininity are tightly monitored, a girl with masculine, androgynous, or gender-expansive tendencies can be considered an embarrassment to the family. This is why we refer to a child who has personal preferences that step outside of gendered expectations as gender-expansive. Because all aspects of a person’s identity are intertwined, we cannot fully pull them apart. The societal and personal elements of style of behavior and gender expression make a rich and nuanced mélange. To meet this moment in time we must check our assumptions about who someone is based on their style of behavior at the door.


  SEXUAL ORIENTATION


  Sexual orientation, the third component of core identity, refers to the people to whom we are attracted, romantically or sexually. Sexual orientation is an inherent part of a person’s core identity. Studies show, resolutely, that sexual orientation is not a choice. Absolutely nothing a parent or anyone else does will cause a child to be gay or prevent a child from being lesbian, gay, bisexual, or pansexual or any other sexual identity. Unfortunately, many people do not realize this; there is much misinformation about sexual orientation. Gender and sexual orientation are two distinct, but related, aspects of self. Gender is personal (how we see ourselves), while sexual orientation is interpersonal (who we are physically, emotionally and/or romantically attracted to). While these are two different aspects of who we are, our sexual orientation is related to gender because it is defined by our gender and the gender(s) of people we are attracted to.


  Many people equate a child’s style of behavior/gender expression with perceived sexual orientation. Gender-expansiveness may or may not be an indicator of a child’s later sexual orientation. A higher percentage of gender-expansive children than cisgender children will grow up to be gay. However, gender-expansiveness is not a marker of sexual orientation: plenty of gender-expansive children do not grow up to be gay, and plenty of children who are not gender-expansive will be gay.


  A young person’s comfort within themself is related to the degree to which each of these core aspects of identity: gender identity, style of behavior/ gender expression, and (when they are older) sexual orientation feel in harmony. The process of finding harmony within one’s gender is called seeking gender congruence.


  GENDER CONGRUENCE


  We all seek gender congruence. Although this might seem elusive if you have never had to think much about your gender, you can consider it this way: You have probably had the experience of wearing something that just doesn’t feel right—you simply don’t feel like yourself in it. Or you get your hair cut too short, and somehow, you just don’t feel like yourself now, which can be distressing. We call the types of experiences of feeling right in something congruence, and when something does not feel right, there is a lack of congruence, or incongruence.


  Gender congruence reflects:


  • comfort in your body as it relates to your gender;


  • naming of your gender to correspond with your internal sense of who you are;


  • having a name and using pronouns that reflect your gender;


  • expressing yourself through clothing, mannerisms, interests, and activities; and


  • being seen by others as you see yourself.


  Gender congruence reflects the complex interrelationship of finding harmony between a person’s body, their gender identity, their gender expression, and societal gender roles. For gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender children, there is a feeling of incongruence, a feeling that something is off in relation to their gender. Like all of us, gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender children seek to find a feeling of internal harmony so that they can feel “right” inside themselves. For some, the feeling of incongruence is so “wrong” that it leads to dysphoria and distress. The only recognized treatment for gender dysphoria and distress is to identify and pursue what is needed to reach congruence.


  IF MY CHILD IS REALLY TRANSGENDER, WHAT SHOULD I DO?


  Trust your child, fully and completely.


  —MOTHER OF A 7-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  Before my child told me that they were nonbinary, I was very new to learning about transgender issues. Since then, I have sought out many books, podcasts, and started following nonbinary people on Instagram to learn from them.


  —MOTHER OF A 14-YEAR-OLD NONBINARY CHILD


  The most amazing part of this journey has been being a witness to a little person who is so sure of herself and of who she is. I feel like I’m still figuring it out for myself, but she has given me the confidence to embrace every part of who I am.


  —MOTHER OF AN 8-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  Join a support group for parents, and find a good gender therapist. And know that nothing has to be forced or rushed. I would also tell other parents to trust their kids to guide them on this journey.


  —FATHER OF A 13-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  First, take a deep breath. Take your time. Listen to your child. Find support for yourself and your family. Read this book, and other materials you may find. Because this is an emerging field, there may not be local professionals trained yet in your area. Your best avenues of support may initially be online, connecting with other parents.


  Kids who are gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender need a lot of support. So do their parents, their siblings, and often even their extended family members. We will help you proceed through the stages of acceptance and learn research-based affirming parenting practices in the following chapters. As documented by a substantial body of research, your responses to your child and the support—or lack of support—that you show have a greater impact on your child’s future outlook on life than any other factor.


  It will not always be an easy road, but you don’t need to walk it alone. You are not the first parent to discover aspects of your own parenting journey that are different than what you expected. You will be called upon to learn, to question, to discover, and to advocate. You will need to develop new skills and dig deep to find the strength to keep your child safe and healthy.


  And if you are a teacher, counselor, coach, or mental health or medical professional reading this book, we call on you to step forward in support of gender-expansive, nonbinary, and transgender kids everywhere. As California-based psychologist and gender specialist Dr. Karisa Barrow says, “I want teachers, administrators, and the general public to know that being kind and supportive of a young person’s gender expression can provide a lifeline of hope and faith that there is a welcoming community out there for them. In doing so, they can put forth their energy to learn, play, and dream. I also want to call on legislators and politicians to find it in themselves to avoid policing anyone’s gender expression, role, or identity by hearing firsthand from the youth and families about whom they are making such decisions, decisions beyond their scope of competence. We must strike down the legislative acts that threaten our kids’ basic human rights. Narrow notions of human diversity in all forms are oppressive and damaging to our society as a whole—not just for transgender youth.”


  We realize that in some communities, this is a big ask. But we believe in you, and especially, we believe in your children. You can do this. We will help show you how.


  CHAPTER 2:


  FAMILY ACCEPTANCE: FROM CRISIS TO EMPOWERMENT


  COMING TO TERMS WITH YOUR child’s gender identity and expression—whether because your child announces one day that they are transgender, or by watching your young child unfold to become a transgender or nonbinary or gender-expansive person—can often trigger a protracted parental crisis. Parents’ emotional responses to realizing their child is nonbinary or transgender vary from parent to parent, and family to family. Initially most parents feel that their world is falling apart. There is a profound sense of devastation, loss, shock, confusion, anger, fear, shame, and grief. This personal, internal crisis, for some, can take years to resolve. For others it is not so difficult initially, but there may be times further down the line when things can become more challenging. Not all responses pertain to every parent, but we imagine that you will find yourself reflected here.


  As one parent of a 17-year-old transgender daughter wrote, when asked to define this moment: “When you first learn your child identifies differently from their birth sex and struggles with gender dysphoria, your pain and grief are normal, your cold sweats in the middle of the night are normal, your feelings of regret and self-blame are normal. Just know that this is a journey, not a death sentence of some sort. It does get better. It will get better.”


  The initial emotional responses are typically marked first by a struggle to comprehend what is going on with your child, feelings of overwhelm and possibly grief, and then by distress of how to convey it to others. For most families there is also a natural phase of confusion, concern, and sometimes skepticism before acceptance. At the same time as the internal personal revolution is occurring, most parents are searching for information to understand what their child is experiencing and how best to respond to it. In more optimal cases, parents try to support their child, conceal their internal upheaval, and struggle to adjust, all simultaneously.


  Over time, through hard emotional work, education, and dedication to their children, parents can gain a new perspective on gender, and naturally move toward greater understanding and support of their child. Some people feel acceptance as a complete shift that occurs inside themselves. For others it is a natural process that occurs over time and often coincides with the realization that to do anything but love and accept their child for who they are is adding to the stress and distress their child experiences. Coming to full acceptance of your nonbinary or transgender child usually takes a few years. Dr. Karisa Barrow reminds us that “Parenting a gender-diverse child does not come with a one-size fits all manual. There is no one particular path for a transgender or nonbinary child. Healthy development stems from empathic attuned and unconditional parenting. However, I will say, parenting a transgender child requires a steadfast learning curve, putting one’s immediate emotional distress and worries aside. It starts with learning and becoming informed about gender as a cultural phenomenon and how it impacts gender-diverse children and their development. Secondly, caregivers need to do their own gender work.”


  PARENTS MAY RESPOND DIFFERENTLY FROM ONE ANOTHER INITIALLY


  There was honestly a point in time when I wasn’t sure my husband would ever understand, and I wasn’t sure what that would mean for our family. Would I be forced to choose between my husband and supporting my child? Fortunately, it has not come to that, and it has actually all brought our family closer together.


  —MOTHER OF A 16-YEAR-OLD NONBINARY TEEN


  My husband was immediately supportive and understanding but also feeling like our son was confused and would change his mind. My world ended and I felt like I had just been told my baby died. After attending support groups and therapy, I am pulling out of depression. It has been a long time grieving for the son I have lost.


  —MOTHER OF A 17-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  It is quite common to have one parent who has an easier time acknowledging their child’s gender-expansiveness and one parent who has more difficulty. The feelings of disappointment, loss, sadness, and confusion can hit harder to home for one parent and the resistance to acknowledging their child’s asserted gender can be stronger for that parent as well. Often, though not always, this presents with moms having more difficulty with their daughters who are actually nonbinary or transgender sons, and dads having more difficulty with their sons who are actually nonbinary or transgender daughters. Some parents report feeling embarrassed by their children and feeling uncomfortable even being around them. They often blame their child’s other parent(s) for “allowing” or “encouraging” this. This can naturally lead to parents having different approaches for to how to handle their child’s desire to be affirmed in their gender identity or gender expression.


  The roles established in each family for which parent is more accepting and which is more cautious are in some cases rigid, and sometimes they rotate between parents. This seems to be true whether parents live together or in separate homes. Most parents feel initially as if their life is sliding down a slippery slope when they realize that their child is transgender or significantly gender-expansive. This parental emotional crisis can serve to destabilize the family unit at just the time when the child needs the most family support.


  Over time, and with deepening understanding, all parents can come to respect and support their children. This includes even those caretakers who had a very difficult time with the initial adjustment period.


  CONFLICT WITHIN THE FAMILY


  At first my husband was scared and said some very mean things, like that I was causing our child to be this way. It was a scary time for me as well. In the end, I am relieved to say that his love for our son was enough to shift his thinking and he is now affirming our child.


  —MOTHER OF AN 8-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER SON


  Parents often blame their child’s other parent/s for their child’s gender variance. Given long-held beliefs about gender and immense pressure from society, it is easy to understand why conflict occurs among family members when faced with a child who is significantly gender-nonconforming or transgender. Parents do not reach understanding and acceptance of gender diversity overnight, and they may experience considerable stress while coming to terms with their child’s gender identity or expression. Each parent must take the time they need to come to acceptance. When there is a disparity in the rate of acceptance between parents, it can naturally increase the stress in the family. It is common to feel uncomfortable, anxious, embarrassed, angry, devastated, nervous, or afraid during this time. It is a frequent experience to feel desperate to find and grasp “solid” answers. Parental discomfort affects the entire family. Sometimes this causes serious ruptures in family equilibrium. Depending on the family and the situation, it may take months or even years for harmony to return.


  We hope that despite the misgivings you may feel, you are able to separate your emotional process from your job as a parent. In other words, it is completely fine to feel overwhelmed, bewildered, angry, sad, and disheartened—these feelings will change over time, but they need to be felt. Remember that you are still a parent and that your child rearing does not wait for you to catch up emotionally. It remains your job to create a home full of love, support, safety, and nurturance. We hope that the research provided later in the book will be useful in guiding you to make healthy parenting choices for your child while you progress through your own adjustment period.


  I could not stop crying. My husband was getting nervous to come home at night because he knew that once the kids were in bed I’d spend all night crying. But I couldn’t help it. My sadness was flooding out of me. We both love and support our child unconditionally, but I was so terribly sad. I had no control over my emotions. I held them in all day and I don’t think my child knew. They were so happy with their new clothes and their sparkly shoes all the while I wondered if I would die from all the feelings I was having.


  —PARENT OF 10-YEAR-OLD GENDER-EXPANSIVE CHILD


  WHEN YOU ALREADY HAVE AN UNDERSTANDING OF GENDER DIVERSITY


  Both my husband and I have a background in social justice education. But even with two degrees in gender studies between us, we realized that no one is more of an expert on any of this than our child. We don’t take for granted our responsibility to learn from and with her.


  —MOTHER OF AN 8-YEAR-OLD TRANSGENDER DAUGHTER


  Some parents are more open to or are already familiar with the idea of gender diversity. Maybe they have a transgender coworker, or live in a more liberal enclave with a visible LGBTQ+ community, or are simply part of a more fluid group of gender-expansive friends. They could be LGBTQ+ identified themselves. Such parents may be able to cope more easily with the fact of their child’s gender diversity and can skip parts of what, for most, is a huge personal crisis. These parents may focus more on their fear for their child’s current and future safety.


  However, while greater comfort with gender variance or even a personal experience with it can mitigate the depth of the crisis, there is still a natural adjustment period that involves a good deal of questioning and exploration. Just because you have a personal or an intellectual understanding of gender diversity does not mean that you will have an easier time when it comes to your own child. We have found that even gender studies majors, and people who are aware of and support the concept of transgender children are deeply surprised by their internal process when it comes to their own child. Often, one’s own emotional experience does not directly parallel an intellectual understanding of a subject.


  I could barely talk to anyone about it in the beginning. I got it intellectually. I understood about LGBTQ+ issues, and we had known we would always be accepting of whoever our son chose to love. But even though I understood people had nonbinary identities intellectually, I was overtaken by a huge emotional response. I wanted an easier life for my child. The hardest part was knowing his life would be more difficult. I was losing my mind on the inside, while everyone in my life was telling me I’m handling it so well. I don’t think I slept for months. I don’t know how I got through that part, nor, looking back, do I fully understand why it was so hard for me.


  —PARENT OF A 14-YEAR-OLD NONBINARY TEEN


  It should be noted that lesbian and gay parents do not necessarily feel more at ease raising a gender-expansive, nonbinary, or trans-gender child. In fact, lesbian and gay parents, who are often under so much self-inflicted pressure to be “perfect,” including to raise kids who are gender normative, may be even more shocked to realize that their child’s gender is beyond their control. Not only that, lesbian and gay parents are frequently accused of “causing” their child to be transgender, gender-expansive, or lesbian or gay, and they must be prepared for such comments. Parents who are transgender or nonbinary themselves should be extra prepared for rude, uninformed questions and even accusations about their child’s gender expression, gender identity, and sexuality. It is important for us to state that while having parents who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, nonbinary, or transgender can help a child understand that there are more diverse possibilities for their own gender expression and sexual orientation, this does not “cause” a child to become any of those identities. As with children raised by heterosexual parents, most children raised in LGBTQ+ headed households are likely to identify as heterosexual and cisgender. Unlike what some espouse, if gender and sexuality were so easily influenced, heterosexual parents would never have a gay child, and only transgender parents would have transgender children. It simply doesn’t work like this.


  COMMON EMOTIONAL RESPONSES


  When parents are faced with a child who asks to align themself with their true gender—whether at 4 or at 17, parents may feel many incredibly strong feelings surface simultaneously. This results in emotional overwhelm. Overwhelm is a state of being that is caused by feeling too much at once. It is difficult to manage and can impact your ability to think, function, and even eat and sleep.


  I am two months in and every day still feels like a flash flood has hit my life. Or maybe a tornado.


  —ARENT OF A NONBINARY OR MAYBE TRANSGENDER 10-YEAR-OLD CHILD


  For the first year things were changing so rapidly, names, pronouns, the clothes my child wanted to wear. I could barely keep up. I felt like I was drowning.


  —PARENT OF A NONBINARY 15-YEAR-OLD CHILD


  I felt like I was dropped off in another country where I didn’t speak the language.


  —PARENT OF A TRANSGENDER 14-YEAR-OLD CHILD


  Combating emotional overwhelm is difficult. One tool of managing overwhelm is to pull apart and name your feelings. Once you have a better sense of what you are feeling you can brainstorm how to manage those emotions.


  We will spend some time on some of the most common emotions here, but this is simply a launching off point for you to begin recognizing your own emotional reactions. One thing to note about this process is that each time your child faces a new crossroads, such as a pronoun change, a new hairstyle, gender-affirming medicines, legal name change, or any time they experience discrimination, you may find yourself back at this place of overwhelm again. The feelings come in waves, but over time your skill set to handle these feelings will develop and be honed. Things will not feel as life altering as during the initial adjustment period.
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“This vital book fills a profound social need by giving
parents of transgender children basic information
about who those children may be. It will mitigate
feelings of isolation, not only affording insight, but
also paving the way for compassion.”

—ANDREW SOLOMON, author of The Noonday Demon
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