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  “This experience of parenting a trans kid has been such a wild ride, and one of the great gifts of my entire life. It’s an amazing world, isn’t it? So much richer and more complex than I knew.”


  “I still can’t reconcile myself with the added hardship I gave my brave son. But I can say this: Finally embracing his reality, devoting myself to advocate for him and his right to be himself, while it is hard in the world we live in, it is much, much better than fighting the truth and being at odds with him.”


  Introduction


   


  ARE ANY OF THESE SCENARIOS familiar to you?


  •   Your daughter just told to you that she is transgender—and you had no inkling that this was coming.


  •   Your son recently asked you not to use gendered pronouns when referring to “him” anymore, preferring that you use “they.”


  •   Your gay son announced to kids at school that he has always felt like he is a girl and now is going to transition to being female. He is not gay after all; she is actually straight.


  •   Your granddaughter has become seriously depressed and isolated, rarely going out of the house once she’s home from school. You’re not sure what’s happening, but think it might be related to how different she is from other girls in how she expresses her gender.


  •   Your child used a term you have never heard of to describe themselves (neutrois, agender, non-binary, genderqueer, androgyne…) and when you didn’t know what they meant, they left the room and now won’t speak to you about it.


  •   A student in your class has confided in you that they feel like they do not have a gender.


  •   Your school has informed you that transgender youth are now able to play on the sports team you coach and you’re trying to figure out what that means regarding use of locker rooms and managing accommodations for tournaments and other away games that require overnight stays.


  •   Your transgender teen has been living in alignment with their gender identity since they were a child, but now puberty has hit, and you are conflicted about how to proceed medically.


  •   Your transgender teen wants to date, and you are nervous because no one at their high school knows they are transgender.


  •   A teen you work with came to their appointment and announced that they now understand why they didn’t “feel right”—it’s because they are genderqueer. You want to help and support them, but this is new territory for you.


  You are not alone if there is a teen in your life who is feeling strongly that something about their gender does not feel right to them. We have written this book to help you, as the parent*, caregiver, family member, or professional, to deepen your understanding of what may be happening with your teen and to support you in walking this unfamiliar path together with them.


  There is a wide range of reactions that a parent or caregiver may have when their teen starts talking about exploring their gender identity. You may find yourself wondering if this is a stage or a way to get attention from you or from their peers. You may feel a strong desire to support your teen on their** gender path, but have no idea how to do that in practical, day-to-day ways. You may question if someone this young can really know this about themselves and fear that your child is setting off on a course where they will face discrimination and possible violence. It may be difficult right now to envision a happy future for your child.


  For those of you who have a teen in your life who underwent a gender transition years ago, you may now be faced with new questions, concerns, and decisions. Perhaps they are once again questioning their gender, after you thought they were all done with that. You may find yourself at odds with your teen’s other parent about choices your teen wants to make. Or you may be doing well and just want to be sure you’re able to support your teen as they enter new developmental stages.


  Some of you may be concerned for your teen’s psychological health and well-being as they are exhibiting troubling warning signs such as eating disorders, cutting, or not wanting to leave the house. Perhaps your gender-neutral child is about to enter puberty, and you are faced with the tough decision of deciding what is right for them since neither male or female puberty is a match for who they experience themselves to be.


  Perhaps your own upbringing, religious beliefs, or cultural expectations are at odds with your teen’s sense of gender. You are concerned about how you and your family will be perceived by others in your family and community. Or perhaps you are worried that this is your fault, and if you simply begin parenting differently, this will go away.


  Raising a teenager is challenging; when the teen is transgender or non-binary, the task becomes that much more difficult. Yet, as you already know, parenting is an improvisation; we figure it out the best we can as we go along, and what seems initially difficult and overwhelming ultimately becomes manageable. This parenting challenge is no different in that regard. Parenting is an undertaking that requires growth, compassion, and courage. Having walked thousands through this journey, we can help you get a better understanding of what may be happening with your teen, how to best respond, and what steps to take next. Although there are no simple, one-size-fits-all answers, there are strategies you can use on the journey. You are not alone. We will help clarify the issues at hand so that you are able to refocus your attention on the whole of your child, and not just their gender. We will help you move from a place of concern, disbelief, fear, confusion, or wariness to a place where you can become an effective ally for your child—no matter where they may lie on the gender spectrum. We want to help you move to or return to a place where your teen knows they can count on you to support them, to love them, and to help them through the rough patches of life, both in these years and the years to come. Nothing you did created your child’s gender and you can’t control it, but you can and will make a tremendous difference (positively or negatively) in how their gender affects their sense of themselves as a person of value who is worthy of love.


  This book is for all adults who want to better understand teens and gender. This book is for you.


  Understandings of Gender Are Continuously Evolving


  We often think of gender as fixed and immutable, yet each of us in our own lifetimes can think of many ways that ideas about gender have changed. Notions of gender are continuously expanding in our society and vary throughout the world.


  As our understanding of both gender itself and the developmental processes that shape it deepen, the landscape of gender becomes much more beautiful and varied. We can see that the two categories of male and female, based exclusively on the presence of a penis or a vulva, are inadequate. We also know that the associated gender stereotypes do not work for most of us. The exploration of gender can be tricky territory as the issues involved are some of the most personal aspects of our social and emotional existences.


  And yet our society is indeed expanding our understanding of this core aspect of who we are. At the time of this writing, there are movies and television shows with prominent transgender and other gender-diverse characters; the U.S. military has announced its intention to allow openly transgender people to serve; and the U.S. Department of Education has unequivocally stated that transgender and gender-expansive youth have significant protections under federal law. It’s not unusual to see musicians, actors, and other celebrities in clothing that doesn’t conform to “traditional” gender norms, including those who identify as males wearing dresses and skirts. When Facebook announced in the U.S. that they were giving users fifty-one gender identities to choose from, many wondered how they could possibly have identified fifty-one options (the number of gender options Facebook offers varies by country—an interesting discussion topic for another time). It wasn’t long after they rolled out these options that they announced they had underestimated the range of gender identities and provided users with the ability to customize their gender identity. When Fusion released the results of their 2015 Millennial poll, in which they surveyed one thousand people aged eighteen to thirty-four and asked them whether they believed there are only two genders (male and female) or whether they believed gender is on a spectrum, 50 percent said they believed gender is on a spectrum, 46 percent said they believed there are two genders, and 4 percent said they didn’t know.


  Your teen is not alone in seeing and experiencing gender in a broader way, and their peers are likely to have greater understanding and acceptance of gender identity and gender expression than the adults around them. While this book may not immediately get you on the same page as your teen or their peers, we hope that it will give you new perspectives to broaden your understanding of gender and ultimately help you sleep better at night.


  Gender Is Personal


  As more and more people resist ill-fitting gender categories and choose, instead, to express their own authentic gender identities, they are opening up a world where we understand that gender is personal. This is leading to an ever-greater range of variability than was once thought. Gender variability is a natural part of humanity. We have evidence of this across cultures, species, and recorded history. The diversity of gender, including transgender identities, is nothing new. Certainly there are new ways this may be expressed, as well as new language, terminology, medical options, and an ever-evolving set of responses to gender diversity—but gender variability is not new.


  As gender diversity becomes more visible and rigidly defined gender roles become less compulsory, an increasing number of people feel more comfortable expressing themselves authentically. As we are exposed to a wider variety of gender expressions and gender identities, our assumptions about gender understandably come into question. Is it really true that biology dictates so much about our physical, psychological, and cognitive abilities and inclinations? How much of gender is actually culturally influenced or prescribed? How do our personal cultures (family, religion, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, etc.) exert influence, and what is the impact of the intersections of these cultures? Where does the physical influence begin and societal influence end? If gender is “inborn,” then why is it expressed so differently around the world? What if our genitals do not dictate gender at all? What is gender anyway? Why do we feel so scared (uncomfortable, unsettled, anxious…) by the thought that it may be bigger than we realized? And what does all this mean for the way in which we try to raise our teenagers to be safe, happy, and healthy?


  Although gender diversity may be more visible than ever before, we don’t believe that’s because the percentage of transgender and non-binary people has increased in recent years. Rather, as the times become more accepting of overall cultural diversity, an increasing number of people are exploring gender and more openly expressing their gender in ways that challenge societal expectations. More people are choosing authenticity over repression, and we hope that more people are choosing authenticity over self-harm. As more people are openly being themselves, it becomes the challenge of our society to afford everyone a place at a table that values diversity over conscious or conditioned conformity.


  Unfortunately, we have ample evidence that the alternative is dismal. The rates of violence toward those who express their gender in ways that don’t conform to society’s expectations are appalling, and the rates of suicide and attempted suicide of transgender and non-binary teenagers are as high as 40 percent or more. We all must move out of our comfort zones and learn to understand and embrace gender diversity for the sake of our children and the health of our society at large.


  Some teens experience an untenable level of discomfort with the constraints of the outdated and restrictive binary assumption of gender, and all youth are impacted by it. The problem with the simplistic, binary, male/female, either/or gender roles and expectations is that they inherently discourage expression outside of the two options presented. The boxes, though perhaps larger than in times past, still remain. The societal pressure to conform to gender expectations dictates consciously and unconsciously how each member of society should look and act in order to be accepted. The binary notion of gender is taught and learned, with the policing of gender beginning in infancy.


  These notions of gender inhibit all of us from knowing what our true expression would be in the absence of such limited options and serve to prevent people from exploring their gender and expressing themselves in the ways that are most natural to them. Everyone has difficulty fitting into these boxes of male and female in some way or another; for some, the fit is so uncomfortable that they simply cannot make it work. There is nothing wrong with them—the current gender system is simply too limiting. For the non-binary and transgender teen, there can be a large and painful divide between what is expected of them and how they experience themself.


  It can be difficult, at first, to imagine gender as something complex rather than binary. It can be challenging to move away from the long-held understanding of two fixed genders assigned at birth and inherently linked to genitalia. Those notions have worked well enough for many people for a very long time. Your child has now become a catalyst to evolve your thinking. It may be difficult to understand and accept your child’s struggle with their gender if your gender isn’t something you’ve spent much time thinking about before now.


  Language is evolving to describe the varied experiences of people who do not identify with traditional gender identities and roles. We use a number of terms that may be unfamiliar to you. Please keep in mind that there is a glossary at the end of the book. Getting a handle on some of the words used to describe gender is very helpful when it comes to being able to effectively understand this topic. To communicate more effectively with your teen and other people in your teen’s life, you may find it helpful to ask questions such as “What language would you like me to use when referring to your gender?” or “What does this word mean to you?” It is important to recognize that transgender, non-binary, and other individuals who are gender-expansive do not all share the same experience of gender or language. Curiosity and openness will go a long way toward understanding your child’s gender without trying to put their identity into a box. In the process, you may discover that you begin to think about your own gender in ways that you have not before.


  Like all of us, transgender and non-binary teens want to be seen and recognized for all of who they are, not just one single aspect of their identity. As fundamental as gender is, we are all more than our gender. In fact, our understanding of gender is inextricably linked to our communities and experiences—race, ethnicity, religion, and class—making it even more complex and rich.


  We are not proposing or seeking a genderless society. Far from it! Gender is a fundamental part of who people are. If you have a child or teen who identifies and is comfortable with a “traditional” understanding of gender, that’s great; it should be valued and respected. We simply believe that value, respect, and support should be available to all. We want a world where everyone, including the children and teens in your life, can be safe in expressing themselves. Simply put, we believe gender identity and gender expression are human rights matters.


  Your Role


  You’re reading this book because you love your child or care about a teen in your life. The challenge to consider is how that love and care translate into support for your teen around their gender. As parents and caregivers, there are so many questions, fears, and concerns that you balance with your responsibility as caretaker for your child. Our goal is to assist you in identifying your fears so that they don’t drive your interactions with your child, and to answer your questions and address your concerns so that that you can parent with clarity and compassion.


  Being a gender non-binary or transgender person is not a choice. Regardless of whether a young person has supportive peers and adults in their life, there is a cost to living outside a family’s, community’s, and society’s expectations of who they should be and how they should express themselves. Our experience, however, is that by the time a teen discusses their gender identity with a parent, they have decided that the costs of trying to conform are much greater for them than the costs associated with living authentically, which makes it all the more important for them to be able to rely on a parent’s love and support. These teens are often confronted by serious risks for living outside of the social expectations of gender conformity.


  Choosing to be one’s self should not lead to discrimination or violence. Nor should it mean having to face disrespect or ridicule at home. Your role is to help your child be safe. While you cannot ensure their safety in the world, you can help create conditions in which their safety will be more likely, and you can certainly ensure it in your own home. Research shows that family support is the single most important factor in shaping transgender and non-binary youths’ lives. This juncture is a critical time in your child’s life and in your relationship with your teen. If you are unable to support your teen effectively at this time in their lives, the chances of harm—to them and your relationship with them—are significantly increased. Staying connected through these years is critical, and it is our aim to help you do just that.


  We hope that The Transgender Teen will be a great resource and source of support for any adult with a transgender or non-binary youth in their livf. Although written primarily for adults raising transgender and non-binary teens, it will be useful for professionals working with them as well. We hope to be able to provide you with the tools and support you need to focus your attention on the love you hold for your child—regardless of their gender.


  * We use the word “parent” in the book as shorthand to broadly encompass any and all adults responsible for raising a child. This includes, but is not limited to, immediate and extended family members, foster parents, step-parents, guardians, and chosen family.


  ** We use “they/their/them/themself” in the book as a gender-neutral singular pronoun. We know this may be less familiar for you at first but it will soon become natural. In fact, the American Dialect Society voted for “they” used this way as the word of the year in 2015.


  Chapter 1


  Being a Parent of a Transgender or Non–Binary Teen


   


  “What I first learned about trans teens terrified me. I have to be honest, I was falling apart. But then I realized—this is not my issue—my losing it will not keep my kid safe. It was a cop-out. I snapped out of it and started to educate myself and everyone around me.… I know that I can make a difference. I have to make a difference. My kid, your kid, all of our kids need to know they are loved and valued and that their existence has value.”


  “The hardest thing [about talking to my parents about my gender identity] was knowing that they wouldn’t be able to relate to how I felt.”


  WHAT IS YOUR STORY? How did you hear that your child is trying to understand and grapple with issues related to their gender? We’ve heard thousands of stories over the years and while some themes emerge, what is always moving is a child’s desire to be seen and accepted by the people they love and need most—their family.


  Some of you heard from your children when they were young. While having a younger child tell you that their gender is different from what you thought it was has its own challenges, there is a simplicity that can also make it a little more straightforward (at least at the time). The developmental issues younger children experience are commonly less unnerving to parents, and there is a sense that there’s enough time to work it all through together. With teens, it’s more complicated. Their understanding often takes into consideration gender identities outside the binary—and they want to find the one that best encompasses who they are. On top of this gender exploration, they are going through the developmental challenges of adolescence. With teens, time feels very short, like a ticking clock counting down the time until they leave home, when working through things with the convenience of a shared roof over your heads will no longer be possible. Finally, time also has an urgency because teens don’t depend on their parents to take actions on their behalf in the same way that young children do. As a parent of a teen you are well aware that if you do not act fast enough, your child will take matters into their own hands. Because of this, the risks feel greater when dealing with a teen’s gender issues.


  How did your child raise the issue of their gender with you? Did they talk to you in person? Some parents we know received a letter (in a couple of cases on top of cookies or brownies that their child made—love that!). We know parents who were told in the car on the way to school, in an email, while on Skype/FaceTime, by one of their other kids, as a “by the way” as they left the house to go out, and even by text. Regardless of how you heard, your teen had given it a lot of thought before they told you. It wasn’t done on a whim. It was a courageous act to make themself vulnerable to you, whose love and acceptance they most desperately want and need.


  If you just found out that your child is transgender, non-binary, or questioning their gender, we know how much your world is probably whirling around you right now. Understanding your teen’s gender identity can be challenging; it is potentially confusing and stressful for teens and their families alike. We will help you understand what is most important in this initial period after learning about your teen’s gender identity. All parents who have teens sorting through issues related to their gender have questions (and have been questioned by others) about what all of this gender stuff means, why it’s coming up for their child, and what to do about it. Since this is the place where everyone starts, we thought we’d start here too. So whether you’ve been talking with your child about gender for a day or a decade, this is a good place to look at the issues, concerns, and questions likely to be a part of your process.


  More than anything else, your goal as a parent of a transgender, non-binary, or questioning teen is to reassure your child that you love them and to keep the communication between you open. Reassure your teen that while you may have some things to learn, you are committed to doing so. Let them know that they are not alone and you want to help and support them. Your child will be paying particular attention to what you do after this disclosure, not only to what you say. Be mindful that they are observing you—and interpreting your actions—in a much more careful way than usual. Be sure to check in with your teen to ensure that they know you understood the importance of what they told you, that you are working to understand related information, and that they are not coming to incorrect conclusions based on their own fears or concerns about how you might react after they shared with you who they are.


  If you feel knocked off-balance, confused, afraid, or even angry about this news, realize that many parents have felt the same way. You may feel many things all at once, including a certain numbness of emotion in response to your child’s disclosure, and these emotions can change rapidly. This is normal. It will be best to find ways to express these feelings with people other than your child—for example, with supportive friends, family members, and mental healthcare providers. Try as hard as you can to stay patient and nonjudgmental with your teen. Remember, they are probably scared too and are looking to you for support.


  There are usually a lot of feelings, including fear, on all sides, especially in the early days of conversation. Your teen is likely afraid that you will no longer love them or will reject them in some fundamental way because of their gender identity. They are concerned that you will be disappointed in them or disapprove of who they are. They may also be afraid that you will not support them in the changes they want to make in order to feel congruent and that postponing these changes until they are eighteen and can decide on their own may seem an impossible delay. You, of course, have your own complex set of reactions.


  It is ideal if you can stay in a patient, supportive, and nonjudgmental place when engaging in conversations with your teen and family around issues of gender. If you feel like your initial response to your teen was negative, poorly received, or simply didn’t sufficiently communicate your love and commitment to your child, you can change your approach to one that feels better for you and also supports your teen. It is never too late to make that shift.


  Taking in the Information


  You may have learned about your teen’s gender identity anywhere along their journey of self-discovery—from before they were aware of it themselves to after they have been working with this understanding of themself for a few years. Perhaps the school called you in for a meeting to discuss their thoughts on your teen or share observations about what they see as gender-related issues. Or perhaps when you dropped your son off at school and they casually announced while leaving the car, “Bye mom. By the way, I am really a girl. Will you pay for surgery over vacation so I can come back to school as a girl?” Maybe the therapist of your severely depressed child has just told you that they suspect your child has a non-binary gender and that the physical changes of puberty are triggering their depression. The therapist is recommending hormonal suppression immediately as a potentially life-saving measure. Or maybe your child left you a long letter on the table when they went away to camp describing how they feel about their gender, recommending this book, a conference, or other resources so you can get up to speed, and be able to fully support their gender transition when they return home.


  Depending on the circumstances in your family, you may need some time to catch up with your teen. One strategy that is particularly helpful during this time is to simply listen and ask questions. You may be tempted to talk more than listen, to tell your teen all the reasons why things may be different from what they think they are, how they couldn’t really know this about themselves at this age, or that you know them better than they know themself. This is not surprising as you seek to try and slow down what feels like a runaway train. However, even if the information your child shared regarding their gender comes as a total shock to you, it is critical that you truly listen and resist the temptation to discount what they are telling you.


  Others Will Follow Your Lead


  This initial period of communication is a crucial time. Even as you grapple with your own emotions, it is an opportunity for you to set the tone for the type of discussions that you will be having going forward. We have frequently found that others—your teen, others in your family and community—will follow your lead. When you appear frantic and highly distraught, others will respond in kind. If you can present a centered, thoughtful stance, others will feed off this as well. We fully recognize that this is no simple task; but if necessary, this is one of those times as a parent when you should try to fake it ’til you make it.


  Be sure to take the time to acknowledge what your teen is saying about their identity—even if you are afraid, confused, worried, and even doubtful. You can begin by listening and validating what you hear them saying. For example:


  “I hear that you feel your gender is different than what we assumed and this has been very difficult for you. I want you to know that I am here for you and will do everything I can to educate myself so you will no longer be alone with this. Thank you for sharing this with me. It may take me some time to adjust and I may make mistakes along the way—but I want you to hear that from this moment on it is my intention to listen to you and support you. I love you and want you to never forget that.”


  Make a specific point to make affirming statements to your teen as often as you can, not couched concerns or judgments, but simple statements of support and reassurance:


  “I love you no matter what.”


  “We will get through this.”


  “I am here for you; you are not alone in this. I will help you.”


  By making it clear that you are on their side, you are actively building and reinforcing the bridge of connection with your teen. This keeps them anchored to you at a very vulnerable time of their life.


  Common Adult Fears about Non-Binary and Transgender Teens


  There are so many feelings that arise when you are just learning that your teen is transgender or non-binary. It can be a destabilizing time for the entire family, and you may feel as though there will never again be a time when gender isn’t your family’s entire focus.


  The following section will cover some of the most common fears and concerns that adults feel when they discover their teen is non-binary or transgender. However, before we go on, please know that while your new awareness regarding gender will never go away (thankfully), the amount of time and space it takes up in your family will change with time—you will find a new normal that feels comfortable.


  The following are not only the hesitations and concerns that parents and caregivers experience, but the worries and apprehensions that will be expressed by all well-meaning adults in your life. You may find it useful to communicate the following information as part of the initial disclosures you will be having with others about your teen’s gender.


  Most parents experience numerous fears and concerns when they are coming to terms with the possibility that their child may be transgender or non-binary. The period when teens are sorting out their gender can be a time of distress for the entire family. It can put a strain on every relationship, as each member of the family sorts things out in their own way. In order to continue to provide your teen with the love and support that they need and deserve, try to contain your worries, concerns, and beliefs in order to maintain a stable bond with your child. If you are having a difficult time, it is best to try to address your struggles apart from your child. See a counselor yourself, do research online, and get the support that you require in order to be able to be fully present for your child. This does not mean that you can’t have feelings or disagree with the approach your child wants to take (or is already taking), but continue actively loving your child through it all. Prioritize your intact relationship over everything else. Try to refrain from criticism and judgment in order to not alienate your teen. Home should be the safest place for your child. If this isn’t the case, they will go elsewhere for support, and you may find yourself without information about what they are doing or the connection to them needed to influence their actions.


  Later in the book, we share the specific parenting practices that have been shown to create the most positive outcomes for transgender and non-binary teens. But for now, this chapter will explore the questions, fears, and concerns that parents commonly have when hearing their child has a gender other than the one they had always assumed.


  How Common Are Transgender and Non-Binary Teens?


  In truth, there is no way of knowing or even estimating how many transgender and non-binary people there are. Gender variability is real. It is now being tracked in different ways in a number of societies around the world. Doing so remains a complicated task, as there are so many points of variability. However, we can safely say that in every school, there are youth who either do not identify with their assumed gender or who feel that the gender options available need to be expanded. What is critical for you to know as a parent is that your child’s experience is part of the amazing variation that exists in human beings everywhere.


  Is My Child Really Transgender or Non-Binary?


  “Isn’t my child just gay?”


  “I was really hoping she’d be gay instead, because it would be safer.”


  “I had no idea.”


  “My head was swimming and it felt like all the air had left the room.”


  Because transgender and non-binary identities are not well understood in our society, it is common for parents to assume that their child is gay or lesbian rather than transgender. This is especially true for parents who recognized early on that their child’s gender didn’t neatly conform. In our culture, individuals with a gender expression outside of typical norms are often stereotyped as being gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Of course in reality, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer (LGBQ) people are like everyone else; some fit into traditional ideas of gender and some don’t. But given the prevailing stereotypes, it is natural to have assumed that your child with a nontraditional gender expression would be LGBQ.


  Sometimes when a teen insists that their gender identity is not what was assumed at birth, parents try to tell their child that they are actually gay or lesbian. At this point in time, the path of an LGBQ person is often less stigmatized than that of a transgender person. Thus, many parents find themselves hoping that their teen is gay and not transgender or non-binary, believing their teen will face less discrimination and be more widely understood and accepted.


  Further complicating this, some transgender and non-binary people initially confuse their internal state with sexual orientation, and then realize over time that gender identity, not sexual orientation, is the issue. There are many reasons for this. Teens are not immune from the general confusion about gender and sexual orientation. Discussions about sexual orientation have been increasingly common over the last several decades, so the teen’s sense that they are somehow “different” may have been associated with sexual orientation. However, it is much less common for someone to feel they are transgender, only to discover that they are really gay or lesbian. Of course, some youth are both transgender and LGBQ.


  Having your child tell you they are transgender or non-binary can be a much bigger shock when it comes from a child who has always appeared to be traditional in their gender expression. Your disbelief may be much greater than the disbelief of families with a child who has always been a bit outside of their prescribed gender box. If this is the case in your family, be particularly mindful that you may need some additional time to process this new information. Let your teen know that you need some time to take in what they have shared with you, but it doesn’t mean you don’t love and support them—you just need to catch up to them.


  If someone in your child’s life has shared with you that they think your child is transgender or non-binary, don’t discount it. Try to remain open-minded. Seriously consider their observations and listen to their reasoning. They may be onto something you were not aware of or have been unwilling to see.


  Is Being Transgender or Non-Binary a Choice?


  “Some people hate me for something I cannot change and I just don’t understand. I’m smart and beautiful and human and they treat me like dirt.”1


  People don’t choose their genders.


  Many parents find greater compassion for their teen once they understand and accept this critical idea. People are who they are. Your teen didn’t choose their gender any more than you chose your gender. While it is true that your teen is deciding to communicate about their gender identity with you, it is not a choice as to what that identity is.


  There Are Choices Involved


  The issue of “choice” is an important one.


  Your child had a choice to share their gender identity and address the issues in their life that this will bring up, rather than deny it to themself and to others. They had a choice to share with you who they are, rather than hide it; to be vulnerable and risk intimacy and connection with you in the hope that you would see them and love them as they are. They have made a choice to live authentically despite all the pressures not to.


  You have a choice about how you will respond to what your teen has had the courage to share with you. You have a choice about how you will expect others to treat your teen. You have a choice about whether or not you will support your child in relation to their gender identity. You can choose how you express your care, love, and support for your child.


  For many reasons—religious convictions, upbringing, cultural customs, family traditions—parents feel that it is their responsibility to tell their child that it is wrong to live as their authentic self, or that they will not “allow” it. Viewing your teen’s gender as a choice may allow you to feel more comfortable trying to mandate conformity, but trying to control how your teen expresses who they are will not change their fundamental gender identity. We have worked with many families who have pursued such an approach, and unfortunately they’ve created great damage along the way, requiring significant healing once they come to realize that this was never a “choice” their child was making. Parents of all cultures and faiths have found ways to reconcile gender issues with their traditions—we are confident that you can as well. You are not alone in trying to find ways to reconcile your child’s gender identity with other important parts of their identity—your child is trying to do the same. Talk with your teen about any conflicts they perceive with different aspects of themselves. Together you can brainstorm ways to resolve them.


  Why Is a Child Transgender or Non-Binary?


  We will next explore some of the commonly held ideas about why a child might identify with a gender different from the one they’ve been raised as. While many of the questions we address might be on your mind, try to bear in mind that what’s most important is not why your child is “the way they are,” but rather that they simply are who they are. What truly matters is what you are going to do next.


  What Caused This?


  Many parents wonder if they “caused” their child’s transgender or non-binary gender identity. Having a transgender or non-binary child is not related to poor parenting, divorce, neglect, or abuse. It appears to be an innate characteristic of an individual. It is neither a choice nor a lifestyle. And when it comes to gender identity, it is not something that can truly be changed. It can be repressed and hidden, but not without great harm.


  Gender is part of who we are. Being transgender or non-binary is simply part of the human experience.


  Was It Our Parenting?


  Parents often blame themselves or each other for the issues their children experience. When a child expresses their gender in a nontraditional fashion, with a less common gender identity or an unexpected gender expression, parents frequently feel that they are to blame. Fears that perhaps your parenting style caused this are common. You may fear that you were too restrictive or too permissive in what your child was allowed to wear, what toys they were allowed to play with, or what activities they were encouraged to participate in. Some parents feel that having an absentee parent, an overly present parent, or a parent with different values caused their child to become transgender or non-binary. There is absolutely no evidence linking these things together. It’s important while you are working through your feelings to avoid statements to your child, partner, spouse (or everyone, actually) that try to place blame. They will not serve you as you seek to support your teen.


  Is This a Sign of Mental Illness?


  Adults in a transgender or non-binary teen’s life can be concerned that their teen’s expressed gender identity is actually a sign of mental illness. This is an easy mistake to make especially if your teen has been exhibiting signs of serious depression or anxiety, an unfortunately common experience. A well-meaning parent or uninformed therapist can assume that the real issue is the depression or anxiety and that the gender issue is more of a side effect or a cry for help. Generally, it is the reverse; the depression and/or anxiety are usually the result of a struggle with a gender identity or gender expression that is less common and frequently met with disapproval and scorn. Sometimes it is the internal shame around being “different” that triggers the depression. Depression and anxiety do not trigger someone to think that they are transgender or otherwise gender-expansive. Rather, depression and anxiety can be a response to how that person feels about their gender and/or a response to how others are treating them.


  Was This Caused by Trauma or Loss?


  Some adults in a transgender or non-binary teen’s life perceive their gender identity or nonconforming gender expression to be related to past trauma, loss, or even sexual abuse. This is not the case. Although people respond to traumatic events in different ways, many people experience traumas at various points in life that do not result in gender identity shifts. It is definitely important to process traumatic events in one’s life. But resolution of such traumas does not result in a person no longer being transgender or non-binary.


  Is This a Ploy to Get Attention?


  “My dad keeps telling me I am faking it for attention. Why would I fake how I feel about myself? He just doesn’t get it.”


  Being transgender or non-binary in one’s gender identity is a difficult road to walk. The potential costs are extremely high, and your teen knows this. If your teen simply wanted to annoy you or try to get your undivided attention with their gender, they would likely do what teens have done for generations and use gender expression to assert their individuality and independence (think hair, makeup, clothing styles). Gender identity is internal and therefore far less likely to provoke a response from others than how they present their gender publicly. We will explore these elements of gender in the following chapter.


  Aren’t They Too Young to Know?


  One of the most common responses that parents and others have to a child expressing that they are transgender or non-binary is the fear that they are too young to know this about themself. There is a fear that they will be making choices that have permanent implications and that they are not prepared for this level of decision-making. Although the concern is understandable, it is based on a lack of information. According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, “Before their third birthday, most children are easily able to label themselves as either a boy or a girl. By age four, most children have a stable sense of their gender identity.”


  Adults are having the wrong debate when they are concerned whether or not a thirteen, sixteen, or nineteen-year-old is mature enough to know their gender. We don’t question if all teens are too young to know their gender; it is only when a teen asserts a gender identity other than their assumed one that we question their ability to know themself.


  Being “Sure”


  “When people ask if I’m sure—of course I am, why else would I be I telling you?!”


  It is important to break down the looming question about being “sure” into smaller pieces. Clarify what you are specifically questioning. Are you wondering whether your teen is sure that something about their gender does not feel right? Are you questioning if your teen is sure that they experience discomfort in their gender? Are you wondering if they are sure about the language they are using to self-identify and if they will always want to use that term? Are you questioning if they are sure that they would like to share with others how they feel about themself? Or are you nervous about how sure they are about making more permanent medical decisions about their body?


  It is easier for the adult mind to simplify concerns by breaking them down into manageable pieces. We encourage you to begin by separating your new awareness about your child’s gender from your thoughts and concerns about permanent medical decisions and your fears for their future. When you separate their gender identity from their desire for body modification, you may discover that it becomes easier for you. Most of us can recognize suffering and empathize with struggle. Focusing on and honoring your teen’s lived experience better positions you to think clearly about any complex lifelong decisions.


  Your teen is not deciding what gender to be; they are sharing with you what their gender is. Very rarely is anyone 100 percent sure about anything in life, and to expect your teen to have such certainty is unrealistic. Asking them if they are sure they are transgender or non-binary puts them on the spot. Just the question itself can feel undermining and rejecting. Try to be understanding and open-minded in your explorations so that your child does not feel like they need to defend themselves to you. By needing them to be 100 percent sure in order for you to take them seriously, you may inadvertently push them into a corner that they would otherwise not feel the need to occupy.


  What if This Is Just a Phase?


  “When my daughter came out to us, I held her and talked to her, told her I loved and supported her, and then left her room and broke down out of fear and shock. While I was supportive of whoever she was, I held on to the hope that it was just a phase for some time. That she was simply “confused.” That it would pass and I would get my son back. Having a trans child terrified me.”


  The most common concern that the adults in your child’s life will express is that your teen is probably just going through a phase. It is worthwhile to take a moment to note that teenagers are well aware that living authentically as someone with a less common gender identity or expression brings with it marginalization, possible bullying, and other conflicts, along with a seemingly insurmountable amount of logistics involved in order to publicly change genders. Again, people don’t decide to undergo a gender transition on a whim.


  But for a moment, let’s suppose that this is a phase; even if it is, it is still real and valid to your teen at this point in time, and thus they remain worthy of your love, support, and acceptance. We can never really know what will and won’t change in our lives or in our teen’s life.


  Given notions about the static, lifelong nature of gender with which we have all grown up, a teen’s revelation about their understanding of their own gender can seem monumental. It is natural to have difficulty staying in the present. On one hand, you want to be able to look back in time to see if this pattern has been there over the long term; seeing some signs leading up to this moment can make it seem more valid. On the other hand you may try and jump forward, wishing for a crystal ball to know how your child will feel about themself five, ten, twenty, and thirty years from now.


  You may fear that you will support your teen to make “wrong” decisions. But let’s step back for a second. If we proceed on the premise that gender identity is not a choice or a sudden decision we make about ourselves, but rather an internal understanding and naming of who we are, then there is truly no way that supporting your teen could possibly be wrong. Whether you view it as a phase, or as something permanent, your teen needs your support. They have been courageous in coming forth with this part of themself; now it is your turn to be courageous and respond with love rather than fear.


  Desire for Your Child to Wait


  “My dad just doesn’t get it. He says I need to wait until I am eighteen and get in to a good college. Then I can transition. He doesn’t realize I won’t make it to eighteen.”


  Many parents we encounter believe that gender-related changes, including name/pronoun, medical, surgical, legal, and other congruence-related requests should be put on hold until their child becomes an adult. They consider this a neutral approach because they are not changing anything. Further, parents sometimes pronounce that they will no longer discuss the matter; their minds are made up. Please know that this is not a neutral decision. Doing “nothing” is most definitely a decision—one with potentially very serious consequences.


  While parents often focus on the risks of moving forward, the risks are often greater in not doing so. There is a tremendous cost in living a lie, in not being your authentic self. You cannot have true connections with others because intimacy in relationships relies on authenticity. Asking your teen to wait until they are eighteen to seek congruence may be asking them to accept isolation, deception, and a lack of intimacy and connection with others. Refusing to even explore possible options may leave your teen feeling desperately and hopelessly trapped. There is a tremendous psychological price to be paid for that. Just what are you purchasing at that price?


  If you are asking your teen to wait to authentically express their gender so that you can say it was their legal decision and not yours, you need to accept the risks associated with waiting. The internal desperation for transgender and non-binary teens can run at unbearably high levels. The risks in waiting can be catastrophic: your child may leave home to gain independence and a level of control in their life, or they might harm themself. Even if they wait until they are eighteen, there will likely be significant damage done to your relationship with them, as well as damage to their overall mental health and well-being.


  It is a very important step to accept that the necessary interventions needed for your child to thrive may involve moving at a faster pace than you are initially ready for.


  Consider too that there may be no better time to go through the difficulties of making decisions about what changes are right for your teen, weathering other people’s initial reactions to their changes, or undergoing awkward or painful medical treatments and procedures than when they are still at home in your safety net.


  If you are feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of the decisions before you, there is one approach for you to consider that will allow you a bit of time to work things out while demonstrating your support in the meantime. There are medical options available that allow your teen’s adolescent body to effectively push a pause button on pubertal changes. These hormone suppressants (your teen might refer to them as “blockers”) are fully reversible and do not lead to permanent changes. These medications can be used while you and your teen have the discussions that you need in order to feel comfortable with their gender.


  Fear of Harm


  “I remember a conversation I had with another father who has a transgender teenager. I told him how worried I was about keeping my child safe and his response stuck with me. He said, ‘Sure, we have some specific new worries now that we know we have transgender kids. That’s real, but aren’t we always going to worry about our kids in one way or another? It goes with being a parent.’ That conversation hasn’t made me worry any less, but at least I don’t feel like the only one with these fears.”


  Gender Spectrum holds conferences for transgender, non-binary, and other gender-expansive youth, their families, and the professionals who support them. Every year, one of the best-attended workshops is entitled “What Keeps Me Up at Night?” As parents, grandparents, and other family and friends name the fears that live within them when raising a transgender or non-binary child, there are a couple of recurring themes, one of which is: Will my child be harmed—by someone else or by their own hand—because of their gender?


  It is no wonder that these fears exist. We hear countless stories about both teens and adults who have experienced violence or harassment due to their gender. How can you feel safe sending your child out into a world that does not understand them? How can you protect your child from harm? This is such an overwhelming concern that it touches your heart directly. How can you allow your child to be who they are and express themself freely when you are also tasked with the sacred job of keeping them safe?


  We also hear about the staggering rates of self-harm and suicide in this population. You may think that your teen will be able to avoid these risks if you simply do not allow them to express their gender openly. That is not the case. In fact, when a teen is unable to express their gender authentically, there is a significant increase in the risks of depression, suicide, self-harm, and substance abuse. Research has shown that parental rejection or lack of parental support increases these risks significantly. Your support and affirmation of your teen’s gender is the single most important thing you can do to reduce their risk of self-harm.


  Your support is paramount in decreasing your teen’s risk and in increasing their ability to weather the challenges their life provides for them. You have the power to make things significantly better for them. None of us can control as many things as we’d like for our children and loved ones, and your actions alone will not be able to control whether harm comes to your child; that is the awful truth. However, there is a lot that you can do to positively affect your teen’s safety, health, and well-being. We will be sharing these throughout the rest of the book.


  Fear Your Child Will Not Find Someone to Love Them


  “I just want to know that love is still possible, that they won’t be alone.”


  The second most common fear we hear is that parents are afraid that as an adult their child will be alone. They fear that their child will not find someone who will love them, that they will miss out on some of the aspects of life that give many of us joy and meaning, like our partners and children.


  The world is filled with transgender and non-binary adults who have partners who love them. Marriage and family can absolutely be a part of their life, if that is what they want. Many transgender and non-binary people choose to have children, both biologically and through adoption. Transgender and non-binary people have the same lives, loves, careers, friends, and community as people with other gender identities. Your child’s gender identity will not close off their future; there is still a full life to be lived.


  What Does This Mean for Me?


  “When someone in a family unit comes out, everyone is affected. That one person’s transition becomes a family’s transition.”


  Some of your fears and anxieties around your teen’s gender have more to do with how your child’s gender affects you on a personal level, rather than concerns about your teen. This is natural. It can feel like your entire life is being overhauled, as though everything you held to be true is no longer so. If the gender of your child is in question, what can you count on in life? It can trigger a pretty major personal crisis. These can be powerful feelings, and they are important to acknowledge.


  But these are your personal issues; as difficult and real as they are, it is best if you can find places to process your feelings away from your teen. This does not mean you cannot express your need to become informed and to better understand some of the issues being raised. As we have said, demonstrating that you are seeking to learn and understand their experience is a powerful testament to your being “in it” with your teen. But this is different from doing your work of emotional healing with them.


  The situation may seem overwhelming and even unbearable now, but stick with it. Resist the urge to run away from your family, to check out with substances, or to reject your child. Please know that few parents are able to accept everything about their child’s “new” gender immediately—no matter how they respond to their child outwardly. It is perfectly normal to need time to fully accept that your child is not going to live the life you had envisioned for them. It takes time to adjust to a new and different reality in your life. There is great support out there—reach out for it in order to ease and quicken your adjustment period. It may be hard to believe now, but you can emerge from this with a much deeper and stronger relationship with your child than you experienced previously—and with new insights into yourself.


  We are not going to try to tell you that this is an easy journey; it may not be. We all have assumptions of what lies in store for our children throughout their life based on their gender. This can burst that bubble. Every parent’s pace of adjustment to this change is unique to them. Many people go through a process that is very similar to the stages of grief: shock, anger, denial, guilt, and loss. It is perfectly understandable if these are the feelings that you are experiencing. But along with these, there may be others in store for you as well. Surprise, understanding, acceptance, celebration, and advocacy may also be on your horizon if you can hang in there. You may see in your child (and in yourself), a courage, strength, and resolve to live life authentically that wasn’t there in the same way before.
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