
About  gender  identity:  when
your boy says he is a girl or
your girl says she is a boy
 

The news is filled with stories about boys wearing pink
nail polish, a baby whose gender will be kept a secret by
his/her parents, and Chaz Bono’s new book and identity as a
man.  What’s the deal with gender, and why have the media
waves exploded in the past few years?  Is gender variance
becoming  more  common,  or  just  more  recognized?   And  what
should you do if your son wants to wear pink or your daughter
cuts her hair short?

First, some definitions. 

–Gender is one’s internal sense of self as male, female, or
neither, while sex is assigned at birth based on external
appearance.  As one astute child told me, “sex is what’s
between your legs, while gender is what’s between your ears.” 

–Gender expression is how one chooses to portray his or her
sex or gender—for example a male child (sex assigned at birth)
who  feels  he  is  a  girl  (gender)  might  still  wear  boys’
clothing  and  hairstyles  to  fit  in  with  peers  (gender
expression).  Or, a female child (sex) feels she is a girl
(gender)  but  prefers  to  wear  boys’  clothing  (gender
expression)  and  chooses  a  gender-neutral  name.  Her  gender
expression is masculine. 

–Gender  variant,  gender  diverse,  and  gender  nonconforming
refer to a child who expresses gender identity or expression
that is different than what one expects based on sex.  These
terms refer to a wide range of children—from the little boy
who likes to play with Polly Pocket dolls to the male child
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who insists he is a girl and wears dresses to school.  Some
gender variant children will be transgender, which refers to a
child who persistently feels the sex assigned at birth is
incorrect.

When gender variant children reach puberty, they may become
aware of their sexual orientation, or who they are sexually
attracted to.  They may find that they are attracted to the
“opposite  gender”  and  have  a  straight  (heterosexual)
orientation, or they may be attracted to the same or any
gender, and identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual.  Of course,
these  labels  become  especially  confusing  when  discussing
gender variant teenagers. For example, is a female-bodied teen
who identifies as a man (transgender) and attracted to women
heterosexual  or  homosexual?   For  this  reason,  many  young
people choose to identify as queer, an umbrella term with a
positive connotation that conveys many ways of loving people
with different bodies and gender expressions. 

How common is gender variance?

International epidemiologic studies estimate the prevalence of
transgender adults to be anywhere from 1 in 1,000 to 1 in
30,000.  That’s a huge range.  When you include children who
are gender variant but not transgender, the numbers are much
higher.  For example, Gender Spectrum, an organization that I
work with in California, conducts trainings at schools that
have identified a gender variant child who is facing bullying
or discrimination.   To date, they have been invited to nearly
every elementary and middle school in their geographic area. 
Most schools in this area have approximately 100-500 students,
so my best estimate of gender variance in my geographic area
is 1 in 500.

How do you know if a child is gender variant? 

The child tells you.  Many of the gender variant children I
know recall telling their parents at an early age that they
felt different.  For example, some transgender boys (i.e. born



in a female body, identify as male) I know corrected the
adults who tried to call them girls as children, insisting
they  were  boys.   One  parent  recalls  her  transgender  son
telling adults “I am a boy now, but when I grow up I will be a
mommy.”

Most kids exhibit some sort of gender exploration in their
early childhood, and this is a normal part of development. 
However, a child who is shows gender variance generally makes
claims  that  are  early  and  persistent,  and  then  develops
distress when corrected by adults.  The “test” becomes when a
child is given the freedom to express his/her internal sense
of gender.  In gender variant children, this distress will be
alleviated. 

What do you do if this describes your child? 

The emerging consensus among experts is to let your child
guide  you,  and  to  aid  your  child  in  his  or  her  gender
exploration  by  working  with  local  resources  to  create  a
supporting  and  accepting  environment.   In  the  past,  some
experts recommended a sort of reparative therapy, for instance
removing all “girlish” toys from a boy-bodied child’s home and
insisting that he wear only “masculine” clothing.  While this
may have worked for a short time, the child’s distress often
emerged  later  on,  often  in  puberty,  with  depression  and
suicide.  In fact, a survey of transgender adults showed that
one-third of them had attempted suicide in their life, some as
young as age seven or eight.  These are good reasons to pay
attention to your young child.   Research shows that children
raised in supportive families have more positive outcomes.

Parents  raising  gender  variant  children  worry  about  their
safety and acceptance in their schools, neighborhoods, and
extended  families—and  for  good  reason.   Gender  variant
children  are  bullied  and  face  discrimination,  abuse,  and
violence  at  rates  much  higher  than  their  peers.   Often,
parents do not agree with each other—as one parent may allow
more gender exploration than the other.  The child’s gender



presentation may not be accepted in churches or within the
family’s religious belief.  It is imperative that families
obtain  professional  help,  especially  when  there  is
disagreement between parents on how to support the child.  In
addition, there are many parents groups and conferences where
families can meet each other for mutual support.

If you are concerned about a child in your own life, there are
wonderful organizations that can help you. 

Resources:

Resources: Gender Spectrum www.genderspectrum.org

Family Acceptance Project http://familyproject.sfsu.edu/

Trans Youth Family Allies http://www.imatyfa.org/

My favorite blogs, articles, and videos about raising Gender
Variant Children

Sarah Hoffman’s Parent Blog http://www.sarahhoffmanwriter.com/

A  Boy’s  Life  from  the  Atlantic
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/11/a-boy-apos
-s-life/7059/

Two  Families  Grapple  with  Son’s  Gender  Identity  from  NPR
http://www.npr.org/2008/05/07/90247842/two-families-grapple-wi
th-sons-gender-preferences

Transgender  Kids  recent  CNN  segment
http://www.cnn.com/2011/09/27/health/transgender-kids/index.ht
ml

Ilana Sherer, MD

Returning guest blogger Dr. Ilana Sherer is the Director of
General Pediatrics of the Child and Adolescent Gender Center
at UCSF. She is a recipient of the Chancellors Award for LGBT
leadership  at  UCSF  and  also  of  the  American  Academy  of
Pediatrics Dyson Child Advocacy Award.
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