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Introduction


There may be a number of reasons why you chose to read this book. Perhaps you are raising a gender-expansive child (a child who expands beyond what is expected for their assigned gender at birth, either in expression or identity) and want to be sure you are doing it in the most conscious way possible. Perhaps you are already a conscious parent who has recently realized you are raising a gender-expansive child and want to learn more about the topic. Maybe you have seen a persistent and consistent gender expansiveness in your child, and you want to make sure you are responding in a way that is best for their development.


For those of you further along in the journey, some of this book will feel like review. For those of you new to the gender-expansive journey, welcome! It can seem overwhelming at first, but please remember you don’t have to know everything about gender and all its intricacies right from the start.


If you have just started noticing or realizing your child’s gender expansiveness, you may feel a sense of urgency and feel like you can’t read this book fast enough. Give yourself permission to slow down. There is likely no emergency. Give yourself time and space to breathe and think so you can ground yourself in such a way that will help you feel more prepared to walk this journey with your child.


One core concept to get you started is that an accepting, affirmative approach is best for your gender-expansive child. In your behaviors, decisions, and statements to your child, communicate this: “Any way you are is okay.”


Another core concept from which to operate is that you do not have to have all the answers. Your child likely has many answers waiting to be revealed. Ask many questions! If your child communicates to you (either verbally or nonverbally) that they are feeling like they have a gender identity other than their assigned gender at birth, ask questions. Explore. Over time, your child’s authentic self will become more clear.


When you first notice your child’s gender expansiveness, or recognize a gender identity that is different from what you expected, you will likely need to quiet the interference in your head. You may begin to worry in the form of “what ifs.” You may start to imagine negative input from outside sources, and you might begin thinking about how you will explain your child’s gender expression or gender identity to others. You may start to get caught up in your own expectations and make projections onto your child, getting swept away by resulting emotions. When this happens, pause for a moment. Come back to the right now, the place and time where you are with your child. Quiet the interfering voices and know that the most important voice is that of your child’s. The only way you will hear it is if you are connected to your child and conscious, mindful of the present moment. Remind yourself this is about your child and their happiness, and that they are your guide on this journey.


If your child is expansive in their gender expression, try to consistently come from an affirming place. Allow your child to express themselves in a way that seems to come from their most authentic place. Do not try to control it or warn about potential reactions of others. If your child verbally discloses their alternate gender identity, ask questions. You don’t have to give answers. If you are feeling particularly stumped by a question, turn it around. “I don’t know, what do you think?” Other exploratory, open-ended questions include:



	What makes you think that?


	How do you know that?


	What is your heart telling you?


	What feels right?


	What is the little voice inside telling you?


	How did you figure that out?


	Why do you think it’s like that?


	How do you feel about that?



The process of your child revealing exactly what they need and who they are, as well as you coming to understand all the many aspects of your child’s identity, is an evolutionary process. Take your time. Enjoy your child along the way.




Chapter 1


Conscious Parenting


Being a conscious parent is all about building strong, sustainable bonds with your child through mindful living and awareness. Traditional power-based parenting techniques that promote compliance and obedience can disconnect you from your child. Conscious parenting, on the other hand, helps you develop a positive emotional connection with your child. You acknowledge your child’s unique self and attempt to empathize with their way of viewing the world. Through empathetic understanding and compassion you create a safe environment where your child feels their ideas and concerns are truly being heard. This approach benefits all children, especially children who are gender-expansive or transgender. These children need you to be able to stay open and stay with them on their gender journey, through all the twists and turns. Additionally, because gender-expansive journeys can have some challenges, staying in a place of acceptance for yourself and your child without judgment is crucial for the well-being of both of you.


The Benefits of Conscious Parenting


Conscious parenting isn’t a set of rules or regulations that you must follow, rather it is a system of beliefs. Conscious parents engage and connect with their child, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. They try to be present when they’re spending time with their children, minimizing distractions like TV and social media. Conscious parents respect their child and accept them as they are. This is crucial when raising a gender-expansive child.


You must build an emotional connection with your child so that you can understand the underlying reasons for their behavior. This is the most important part of conscious parenting. Conscious parents build a secure attachment with their child that helps them make grounded, timely responses to their child’s needs. When you are in tune with your gender-expansive child you will be more responsive to them, and your responses will be more appropriate.


Conscious parenting is about listening with full attention, and embracing a nonjudgmental acceptance of yourself and your child. As you engage in the act of becoming a more conscious parent, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child, a clearer self-regulation in the parenting relationship, and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits including improved communication, stronger relationships, and the feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction in life. Some of these benefits appear more immediately, while others take some time to emerge. Conscious parenting and mindfulness produce benefits when you make them a part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who and how you are in the world, and will in turn become a central part of who your child is as well.


Adopting the conscious parent philosophy can relieve your stress and improve your child’s self-image. The strong bond built between you and your child, along with your own calm, respectful attitude, help them to develop positive behavior patterns. Modeling acceptance and affirmation regarding your child’s gender identity will help them do the same. Conscious parenting is all about a child’s self-determination, and what better way to put this into action than by respecting your child as the “expert” on their own gender identity? When you focus on the well-being of your child, and allow them to grow in the most natural way possible, you give them much more opportunity to live a life that is true to their authentic self.


Self-Awareness and Self-Control


One of the first benefits of conscious parenting that you (and your child) will see is a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner life, including your emotions, thoughts, and feelings. As you become more aware of these various forces moving within you, you can begin to watch them rise without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you can choose whether or not to act from that anger. Instead of acting out, you can attend to that feeling of anger directly. You will start to notice the things that tend to set you off, your triggers, and you will begin to be able to anticipate your emotions before they have a hold on you. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, conscious parenting reminds you to instead take a step back, reflect, and look for a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations.


Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in any given moment, and noticing what is taking place both inside and outside of you without judgment. It is the practice of purposefully seeing your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise. Simply put, mindfulness is the act of paying attention.


As you become more skilled at noticing your thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, maybe even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is itself a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility to say, “I’m pretty mad right now . . .” as opposed to yelling. Self-awareness can do exactly the same thing for your child, helping them to learn to communicate their feelings rather than just to react from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best when seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.


Often, you may notice that your emotions carry with them a sense of urgency. As you feel the rising impulse to do something, mindfulness helps you see the forces driving that sense of “I need to do something.” For example, watching a three-year-old put on their own shoes can produce strong feelings and impatient thoughts. Your mind might be buzzing with impatience, and you might think, “I need to put their shoes on for them because they’re taking forever.” When you notice this thought, instead of immediately acting on it be self-aware to allow for some room to check in with yourself and act intentionally. In that particular moment, you may be able to remind yourself of the importance of your child learning self-efficacy and independence. Ultimately, this lesson is more important than the ten to twenty seconds you may save by helping them with their shoes. This practice of noticing creates a certain amount of mental space in which you can deal with a given thought, or feeling itself, rather than being moved to act on it.


Well-Being


Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. It is a sense of the now, of being in the present moment without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find that you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change. As a result, you will experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction and enjoyment of what each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that we are who we are intended to be, doing precisely what we are designed for in the moment. As you prepare to walk with your child on this gender journey, staying in the moment will be hugely beneficial to both of you.


As human beings, we each possess the tools for contributing something of value. Assess your gifts and talents—those personality traits and skills that make you unique—and determine how to employ them to enhance your parenting. If you take a full accounting of yourself—good, bad, and indifferent—and own the sum total of your individual experience, you are taking the first step toward conscious parenting.


Empathy


The awareness you gain as a conscious parent redefines your perception of yourself and your compassionate understanding of your child. This serves a practical purpose: When you understand how your child experiences the world and how they learn, you can communicate in ways that really reach them. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching through example. Doing so allows you to pass on the values and lessons that are important to you, regardless of your beliefs.


Allowing yourself to let your child show you exactly who they are in regard to gender is the only way you will be able to support them in the ways they need it most.


Acceptance and Validation


Your child relies upon you to provide a solid foundation of self-esteem. Equipped with a strong sense of self-worth, your child will be better prepared to enter into a life that will likely present many challenges (as all lives do). Much of your time and energy will be expended in raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that they will understand. It is important to try to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of their gifts and talents.


Giving Your Child Full Attention


All too often people multitask their way through the day. This is a coping mechanism you have probably developed to juggle the many projects, tasks, errands, and obligations that you are responsible for. Although multitasking is a common approach to managing multiple things, it splits your attention in ways that distract your mind and actually lessens the quality of your attention. In reality, heavy multitasking causes your work and social interactions to suffer because of how it divides your focus.


To avoid this becoming an issue between you and your child (and to make sure you’re modeling the kind of focus and engagement you want your child to use as well), make sure to practice engaged listening when you are at home with your family. This means setting aside other distractions, making eye contact, and giving the speaker (in this case, your child) your full attention.


Multitasking is neurologically impossible. When you try to multitask, what you actually end up doing is rapidly switching between tasks. Each time you do so, you lose efficiency and concentration. Instead, do one thing at a time so you can do it with your whole brain, and then move on to the next task.


Once you have stopped what you were doing and are looking at your child, check in with yourself. Is your mind focused on what they are saying, or is it still planning, scheduling, remembering, projecting, or worrying? It is very easy to only half-listen, and this can be especially true when it comes to listening to children. The stories your child tells are not always relevant or very interesting to your adult life. The idea behind active listening is not that you suddenly care about what everyone else brought to school for Show and Tell today. Rather, it’s about demonstrating that you care about your child when they want to tell you the funny, strange, or interesting things that they experienced during the day. The important part of this interaction is that your child wants to share their joy, curiosity, and interests with you. They want to interact with you and share parts of themselves and their life with you, and this is one of the ways they can do that. Don’t miss out on this gift, even if the subject itself bores you. You’ll be surprised by the interest you may develop in these things as you listen to your child. When a person you love cares about something, it becomes easier to see that “something” through their eyes and come to appreciate it all the more. Additionally, when your child feels you listen about minor details of their life, they will trust you when it comes to significant details.


Understanding Behavior


It can be developmentally appropriate for children to express emotions through behavior. Additionally, because young children have yet to develop complex language skills to describe their gender and/or how their gender expansiveness is affecting them, they may communicate this more with behaviors. It’s important that you (as their liaison to the world) interpret their behaviors in order to understand the underlying emotions and the larger communication they are trying to express. All external behaviors are a reflection of what your child’s inner emotional world looks like.


Attempt to view your child’s behavior as a message; it is a message about what your child is currently experiencing. If your child is exhibiting undesirable behaviors, they are probably not trying to intentionally upset you. Rather, they are likely experiencing some undesirable emotions! Behaviors that are undesirable on behalf of your child can provoke your unconscious mind to take over. If that happens, you will be unable to objectively view the behaviors as information. A conscious parent will try to get in touch with the motivation behind a child’s behavior. Do your best to avoid responding to your child in anger. When you react with anger, you miss the opportunity to find out what has prompted the upset in your child. If you respond to your child’s behaviors with compassion and connection, you will be better able to get to the root of the feelings. Once you can better understand what is motivating the behavior, you can partner with your child in finding more appropriate ways of releasing those emotions.


Negative behaviors one may see in a gender-expansive child will likely have to do more with how they are censored and limited in their preferences than anything else. You may see your child battling intensely in resistance to certain types of clothing. You may witness your child withdrawing from social interactions or public outings if they do not feel they can express themselves authentically. You may see shyness in social interactions as they monitor their behavior for their peers. Resentment, shame, and anxiety can develop if a child’s gender identity or preferences are not affirmed and accepted, resulting in anger outbursts or meltdowns. Sometimes, feelings about gender identity can also come out in such misbehaviors. Those individuals in charge of a child’s emotional care may be the ones who bear the brunt of these emotional outbursts.


Understanding the feelings and motivations behind the behavior does not mean you allow unsafe or inappropriate behavior, nor does it mean that you don’t set limits. Using empathy, tolerance, and the validation of needs will make your influence stronger with your child, all while assuring the child that they are loved. When a child is secure in these foundational relationship aspects, they are more likely to listen and follow the limits you establish. Additionally, modeling self-regulation and mindful practices will allow your child to work on these skills as well.


If you give up trying to control your child’s gender expression and/or communication of gender identity, and focus instead on unconditional love and acceptance, you give your child space to truly live authentically. It is only then that you will see your child for who they genuinely are, and allow your child’s inner happiness and gifts to reach their full capacity.


Important Points to Consider


Conscious parenting is a deliberate, loving, and carefully applied way of interacting with your child that allows both of you to be honored for the unique individuals you are. This style of parenting capitalizes on strengths. Minimizing outside influences and focusing on what makes your child calm, confident, and truly content is an important part of applying conscious parenting to a gender-expansive and/or transgender child. Another key concept of staying in tune with your child is to monitor their mood and watch for signs of distress. Specifically:



	When does my child seem happiest?


	What is my child’s greatest source of distress?


	Am I trying to control my child’s gender/gender expression, or am I allowing my child to be free to show me who they are?


	When has my child appeared the most calm, confident, and content? Were they at the helm of their gender ship at the time?



Relinquishing control of your child’s gender identity or expression not only positively affects your child but also releases you from the responsibility of trying to control something that does not need controlling. All family members can then relax into a mode just “being” exactly as they are.




Chapter 2


Gender 101


Gender is all around you. From the time you are born, gender is present. In fact, your “gender” is usually the first thing people talk about when you enter the world. For some people, experiencing gender can be relatively easy, given that they do not have obstacles for understanding or having others understand their true gender. For others, gender can be complicated. This is mainly because of having to navigate a society that places so much emphasis on gender, and yet misunderstands gender at the same time.


Gender versus Sex


Contrary to popular belief, one’s “gender” does not mean the same thing as one’s “sex.” The two words mean different things. However, because the majority of individuals feel their gender “matches” their sex, these terms are mistakenly thought to be interchangeable. The term for someone who considers their authentic gender identity to be congruent with their sex at birth is cisgender. The term for someone who feels their authentic gender identity to be incongruent with their sex at birth is transgender.


The term gender is in reference to what a person feels like internally, or their sense of self in regard to gender. This can be male, female, a blend of both, variable depending on time and circumstance, or neither male nor female. If one identifies as having a male gender, the individual is most likely going to be comfortable being called (what society considers) a male name, may use he/him/his pronouns, and will likely want to be read as male in society. If one has a female gender identity, she is most likely going to want to be referred to by a female name, the pronouns she/her/hers, and will probably want to be read as female in society. For those who feel more gender-fluid, how they feel gender-wise can fluctuate. This may cause them to want to use different pronouns at different times, depending on how they feel. For those who do not identify as either male or female, or perhaps a blend of both, they may opt for gender-neutral pronouns.


The term sex refers to genitals and sex organs; male or female genitals/sex organs make one anatomically male or female. Those with female genitalia and sex organs are assigned female at birth. Similarly, those with male genitalia and sex organs are assigned male at birth. If one has ambiguous genitalia or a blend of both male and female sex organs, chromosomes, and/or hormones, that condition is called intersex. Please refer to Appendix C to see how sex and gender are different.


Consider this: When you check out at the grocery store, do you want someone to say “Thank you, Ma’am” or “Thank you, Sir”? This acknowledgment is a way of simplifying gender as it relates to an everyday experience. For most people, it would feel uncomfortable to be addressed as something that wasn’t consistent with their authentic gender identity. In everyday experiences like these, sex organs don’t matter, but minds certainly do.


Assigned Gender


Expectant parents are often eager to find out the “gender” of their unborn baby, either by way of ultrasound when the baby is still in the womb, or at birth when the genitals are revealed. This is actually a misnomer, because only the genitals of the baby are being revealed, not the gender. Gender will not be able to be communicated until the individual can speak and communicate their gender. One’s gender identity comes from one’s internal sense of self and may or may not align with the sex that one is assigned at birth.


When a baby is born the parents hear “It’s a boy!” or “It’s a girl!”; that is a statement of the baby’s sex. It would be more accurate to say “Your baby has a penis!” or “Your baby has a vagina!” When the sex of the baby is automatically assumed to represent the gender, this is called “assigned gender at birth.” Babies with vaginas are “assigned” female and babies with penises are “assigned” male. However, it’s worth repeating that one’s true gender is revealed much later, when the individual becomes old enough or aware enough to express their authentic gender identity. The distinction between gender and sex is an important one. The more society can understand that these two concepts are different, the better life will be for transgender individuals.


Being transgender is having the authentic gender identity of something other than the sex (and therefore “assigned gender”) at birth. Since gender is an internal experience (that then needs to be externally communicated in order to be understood), gender identity typically comes down to how we feel and how we think. In order to communicate this concept to children, this can be symbolized with “hearts” and “brains.”


A child (assigned female at birth) may feel she has the heart and brain of a girl, therefore making her a cisgender girl. A child (assigned female at birth) may feel like they have the heart and brain of a boy, possibly indicating they may be transgender. They may disclose they feel like a blend of genders or no gender, which may suggest an identity that does not fall within the gender binary.


Of course, this is only one part in the exploration of gender identity with children, but the simplicity of terms makes it easier for children to understand and communicate. Children tend to seem relieved when they learn who they are in their heart and brain is their valid, authentic gender.


Gender Identity versus Sexual Orientation


Gender identity refers to what your authentic gender is, who you are, and how you want others to see you. What gender you identify with is going to impact many areas of your life, if not all. It will affect how you are seen in society, how others respond to you, how you are addressed, expectations for your behavior, where you go to the bathroom, your role in your family, your romantic relationships, and much more.


Sexual orientation refers to who you are attracted to, who you would like to receive romantic attention/affection from, and who you would like to be sexually intimate with. Sexual orientation not only refers to the sex (anatomy) one is attracted to, but also the gender. Certainly, anatomy plays a role in sexual relationships, but the gender of the individual is likely what initiates the attraction in the first place. Additionally, gender can be more of a factor in dating and relationships than one’s anatomy.


Do children have a gender identity? Yes, usually children have a clear understanding of being either a boy or a girl. Some children feel like they are both a boy and a girl, or neither a boy or a girl. These children may not seem as “sure” about their gender identity, and this is largely because society has not allowed much room for understanding an individual who does not land on the gender binary. Children are not raised to hear “sometimes people feel like both a boy and a girl, and sometimes they feel like neither,” so they don’t exactly know how to express it themselves. They may try to conform to one end of the binary because they know it is expected of them, even if it does not feel quite right. If you can’t remember thinking about your gender as a child, it’s likely because your authentic gender identity matched with your assigned sex or assigned gender at birth.


Do children have a sexual orientation? Yes, but usually not one that is conscious or that expresses itself at a young age. Children are not sexual beings. However, at what age do you remember “liking” or having crushes on other people? Developmentally, this usually happens in elementary school. Proper “sexual” attraction may not be present, but whispering about, sending notes to, and giggling in the presence of one’s crush usually is. Therefore, it is at this age when most children realize which gender(s) they are attracted to, but this attraction won’t become a sexual idea for some time.


Everyday Life


Ultimately, who you are sexually attracted to is just one element of who you are and how you relate to others on a day-to-day basis. To whom you are attracted doesn’t matter when you are checking out at the grocery store. Gender identity, however, is a more pervasive issue and one that affects an individual even more regularly than sexual orientation.


Depending on your cultural environment, who you are sexually intimate with or attracted to may not impact you on a daily basis or how you interact with society. Additionally, you may not be involved with anyone sexually or romantically, but your gender and how it impacts you and how you relate to the world is largely unavoidable.


What Defines Us?


Sometimes so much emphasis is placed on sexual orientation it can seem as though it defines a person. Sexual orientation does not define a person as much as gender identity. For example, some people may be curious as to why a transgender man goes to such lengths to transition, when it may have just been “easier” to live life “as a lesbian.” Putting aside assumptions about sexual orientation for a moment, while transition can be difficult, there is nothing easy about living a life that feels incongruent to who you authentically are.


Staying socially/physically female and identifying “as a lesbian” would allow this transgender man to continue to date women if so preferred, but all other areas of life would be more difficult. For example, think of the traditional names “Mom” and “Dad,” terms that are typically used for female- and male-identified parents. If this transgender man were to live his life “as a lesbian” and had children, his name might be “Mom” or a version thereof. This simply doesn’t fit with his gender identity and would likely sound as strange to him as it would to any assigned male who is a father. Another example would be this same person (continuing to present as female) taking a female partner out to dinner and the server saying, “Hello, ladies.” Cringing inside every time they hear the reference to themselves as female if it does not feel authentic is most certainly not the “easier” way to go.
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