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Transgressing the Gendered Norms in Childhood:
Understanding Transgender Children and Their Families

Cecillia Barron and Moshoula Capous-Desyllas

Sociology Department, California State University–Northridge, Northridge, California

ABSTRACT
This qualitative study utilized case-study research methodology
and ethnographic techniques to highlight the lived experiences
of four prepubescent (female affirmed) transgender children
and their families. This article presents the exploratory and
descriptive findings from a micro perspective of the children,
siblings, and their parents, as the prepubescent children
transitioned gender and developed their gender identity over
time. Through an in-depth portrait of their lives, this article
details the strengths and challenges that these families
experienced at the micro level, while sharing the limitations,
challenges, and areas for future research with trans children and
their families.
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Introduction

Many societies, including the United States, reflect a binary classification of gender
and gender roles. As a consequence, anything other than the binary is commonly
seen as unacceptable, deviant, or taboo. Since most people identify as either male
or female, individuals who express characteristics ordinarily attributed to the other
gender are stigmatized and discriminated against, and seen as social deviants
(Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006). The transgender community experiences higher
levels of discrimination and victimization in comparison to lesbian, gay, and bisex-
ual folks since they are seen as violating norms related to both sexuality and gender
(Clements-Nolle, Marx, & Katz, 2006).

In the United States, the concept of gender has consistently been a topic of much
discussion, particularly for gender-variant individuals. Gender-variant children,
more specifically, are the topic of much debate amongst those in academia, the
health profession, the legal field, religious institutions, and society in general. In
the past few years there has also been public controversy, via media exposure (i.e.,
CNN, Oprah, Dr. Phil, People Magazine, 20/20, and various documentaries), over
parents “allowing” their prepubescent children to live as a different sex from what
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they were assigned at birth or to live “fluidly.”The controversy has developed into
arguments about what is “right and wrong” and what is “normal and abnormal.”
Moreover, many question a child’s ability to “know” that their bodies do not coin-
cide with their feelings, while others question whether children are being socially
taught to “do gender” in a particular way.

With a conscientious investigation into their world, this research study explores
the lived experiences and realities of four gender-affirming families with their per-
spectives situated at the center of the analysis.1 While this study focuses on the
experience of the child, we also provided the opportunity for parents and siblings
to describe what life is like raising or living with a transgender child. The experien-
ces of parents are important to understand because parental decisions to support a
transgender child may be questioned or ridiculed by others. Siblings also struggle
with living with a transgender sibling, and, thus, the experiences of the siblings are
also crucial to understanding the families’ experiences as a whole. This study pro-
vides an in-depth understanding of the complexities faced by transgender children
and their families living in a culture with rigid, binary gender norms and
expectations.

Terminology and meanings

Due to the varied meanings of key concepts and terms, it is important to define
them. Notwithstanding, it should be noted that labeling people can perpetuate
the restriction of a gender-fluid identity (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). However,
terms related to trans identity are used in academia, the medical and mental
health professions, and within the transgender community, therefore this
research will be better understood through the use of certain terminology. While
it is impossible to provide definitions and meanings from all perspectives, we
define the terminology that is central to this study while being mindful of the
danger of simplifying the complexity and multilayered essence of individual iden-
tities and experiences.

We refer to gender identity as how one identifies—“a person’s internalized,
deeply felt sense of being male, female, both, or neither”—no matter what sex they
were assigned at birth (Brill & Pepper, 2008, p. 4). Gender expression is an external-
ized way of expressing our gender, which communicates our gender to others, such
as clothing, hairstyles, voice, mannerisms, how we play, our social interactions, and
the roles we take on (Brill & Pepper, 2008). Gender roles refer to “sets of expecta-
tions and other ideas about how females and males are supposed to think, feel,
appear and behave in relation to others” (Johnson, 2000, p. 280). Sex generally
refers to one’s biological differences, although some sociologists would argue that
sex is also “a socially constructed set of ideas” (Johnson, 2000, p. 279).Sexuality, in
general, is related to one’s sexual orientation, preference, or attraction to another
person, while sexual identity is “how one thinks of oneself anatomically, based
on internal experience as opposed to external norms, expectations or actual
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physiology … distinct from gender identity” (Winter, 2010, p. 181). Transgender
(also known as gender nonconforming, gender-variant, and gender nonnormative)
is an umbrella term for all gender nonconforming individuals whose gender iden-
tity and/or expression does not match the sex they were assigned at birth
(Edwards-Leeper & Spack, 2012; Giordano, 2013; Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). Simi-
larly, Green (2010) maintains that transgender identity can be conceptualized as
having the basic elements of gender while promoting a wider range of identifica-
tions and embodiments, including one’s sexual identity. Although the term trans-
sexual can fall under the umbrella term as well, it is generally used to define those
individuals who want to or do take steps to transition to a different sex, such as
hormonal treatment and sex reassignment. Gender fluid is a term used to express a
more flexible range of gender expression (Brill & Pepper, 2008).

Literature on gender identity, trans children, and their families

A limited number of research studies have explored gender identity development
in trans children and their family members’ responses to their child’s transition.
Pearlman (2006) interviewed 18 mothers who learned that their daughters identi-
fied as transgender. She found that these mothers experienced initial devastation,
daughter-loss, and recollections of early gender-variant behavior in their children.
In another research study on gender nonconforming children and their families,
Malpas (2011) explored the ways in which parents respond to their trans children,
finding that protection and acceptance were problematized by differences in gen-
der norms between the child and family, as well as between the child and the envi-
ronment. Research studies find that a large portion of parents tend to accept their
gender-variant children, while being mainly concerned for their child’s well-being
and unsure about adequate ways to handle challenges (Brill & Pepper, 2008;
Ehrensaft, 2011; Menvielle, 2009).

It is generally agreed upon by researchers and clinicians that gender identity
begins forming around two to three years of age (Brill & Pepper, 2008; Ehrensaft,
2011; Giordano, 2013; Kane, 2006; Mallon & DeCrescenzo, 2006; Solomon, 2012).
They maintain that gender identity emerges around the same time that a child
learns to speak and that it is common for children who are transgender to try to let
their parents know this when they are very, very young. Although at such young
ages children do not commonly comprehend the meaning of what it means to be
masculine or feminine, they are able to express their gender identification via the
gendering of toys and certain clothes, for example (Brill & Pepper, 2008; Ehrensaft,
2011). More specifically, common indicators of a child’s gender identity are
expressed via “three early behaviors,” including, “what underwear the child selects;
what swimsuits the child prefers; and how the child urinates” (Solomon, 2012,
p. 616).

Kennedy and Mark (2010) conducted a survey where they asked 121 trans-
gender adults about their memories of childhood. One of the questions asked
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about “the first time they could remember feeling that their gender identity
was at variance with that assigned at birth” (Kennedy & Mark, 2010, p. 28).
Their results showed that the majority of participants indicated age five, and
76% were fully aware of their gender variance prior to leaving primary school.
The authors compare their findings with those of Kessler and McKenna’s
(2006) research study that showed that children start to understand gender
identity between ages three and four. The next section discusses the various
paradigms that inform our understanding of gender identity development in
children.

Paradigms impacting transgender children and their families

One of the biggest questions when discussing gender nonconforming individuals is
if one is born “that way” or if one learns or chooses to be “that way.” The former
suggests two different viewpoints, but both are consistent with an essentialist per-
spective. The latter is consistent with a social constructivist point of view, wherein
people are born anatomically male or female but their gender identity, expression,
and sexuality is constructed via social processes. This section will address some of
these complexities of understanding gender identity development through differ-
ent theoretical lenses.

The social paradigm2

From the time we are born, we are given an assignment of sex based on our
genitalia—either boy or girl.3 Based on this sex assignment, we are raised
accordingly—our gender identity and roles are internalized via socialization. In
other words, we are being constructed by our culture’s social normative binary
categories and roles. Our bodies are ascribed expectations based on the mean-
ings our society has placed on our genitals. Gagne and Tewksbury (1999) assert
that we have agency over our identity, but not without influence from the dis-
course of our society. Much of how we construct our identities is through
socialization, social learning, and interacting, and, for some, this includes our
gender. Kane (2006) maintains that parents begin gendering their children
from birth. Gagne and Tewksbury (1999) interviewed 65 male-to-female trans-
gender individuals and found that social expectations about gender were gener-
ally communicated to the child by parents, siblings, peers, educators, or other
adults. Gender “social construction,” “sex role socialization,” or “style of behav-
ior” are reinforced and sometimes even held accountable for “doing gender”
within the limits of our heteronormative society (Brill & Pepper, 2008; Gagne
& Tewksbury, 1999; Kane, 2006; Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). They are held
accountable through multiple methods of positive and negative reinforcement,
including legal, religious, and cultural practices that enforce a compulsory
adherence to these gender roles (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010).
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The biological paradigm

The antithesis of the social paradigm can take two different directions. Early belief
argued that “those who were born male are supposed to act masculine and be sexu-
ally attracted to women, whereas those who were born female are supposed to act
feminine and be sexually attracted to men” (Nagoshi & Bzruzy, 2010, p. 433). Later
ideology maintained that, where normative gender differentiation did “not occur as
expected, it is possible that some biological alterations may have occurred” (Gior-
dano, 2013, p. 35). In other words, children are either “naturally” born the way
they were meant to “do” gender or one is born with biological “alterations,” thus
creating the gender variance; both essentialist perspectives are present today. In
explaining the biological perspective of child gender development, Giordano
(2013) maintains that those who adhere to the biological paradigm argue that gen-
der roles are innate and biologically determined, based on the gender binary. From
this assertion, for many it would be “unnatural” to live as any sex other than what
one was assigned at birth, and any deviation from the “norm” is pathologized
because of the lack of conformity to one’s respective biological sex.

The neurological paradigm

There are those who have suggested a neurological perspective that does not pur-
port unnaturalness or any sort of pathology. Brill and Pepper (2008) maintain that
gender identity is formed in the brain. In other words, being transgender is thought
to be neurologically driven and not socially caused. Similarly, Ehrensaft (2011)
indicates that “the core of our gender identity lies not between our legs but between
our ears—in the physiology of our brains and in the working of our minds …” (p.
33). Also, Winter (2010) subscribes to physiological factors to explain “why gender,
sexual identity and sexual orientation are not tied strictly to one’s genitals or chro-
mosomal sex” (p. 45). Neuropsychological lenses support that gender is developed
in the mind prior to birth. From this lens, biological and psychological develop-
ments occur in individuals prior to any social condition or other outside influen-
ces. In other words, our minds are developing before we are even aware of the
social dynamics around us. The suggestion is that the mind is “prewired” to be
male or female—masculine or feminine, and therefore one is born this way, thus
inferring that one could be born of one anatomical sex and have the mind of the
other sex (Winter, 2010).

The biosocial paradigm

The final perspective takes into account both the social and biological influences of
a child’s gender development. Thus, without denying that there are some aspects
of biology and physiology involved, individuals who take this perspective also
include the different social dynamics mentioned above (i.e., social construction).
Ehrensaft (2011) states, “gender is born, yet gender is also made. Gender is an
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interweaving of nature and nurture” (p. 36). Many agree with Ehrensaft in that
gender identity is not just determined by one aspect, but rather by a multitude of
factors (Giordano, 2013; Winter, 2010; Zucker & Bradley, 2004). In other words,
gender development is a complex process that is the result of both biological and
social factors, as well as individual preferences.

While the academic literature on gender development and research studies
about trans individuals is informed by various theoretical lenses, the purpose of
this research was not to explain or reach any conclusions about the origin of gen-
der development in trans or gender-variant children, but rather to understand
how gender-variant children experience their gender through their own voice and
lived experiences, as well as to capture the perspectives of the trans children’s sib-
lings and their parents. Our goal was to merge case study research with ethno-
graphic methods to engage in research with four families over time, as the
prepubescent children transitioned gender and developed their gender identity.4

Method

Theoretical frameworks

This study is informed by the following three paradigms: social constructivism, sym-
bolic interactionism, and transgender theory. Social constructivism maintains that
identity is maintained, modified, and reshaped by social relations. The social pro-
cesses involved in the formation and the maintenance of identity are determined by
our social structure (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This is evidenced within our heter-
onormative society, which Schilt and Westbrook (2009) describe as a “suite of cul-
tural, legal, and institutional practices that maintain normative assumptions that
there are two and only two genders, that gender reflects biological sex, and that only
sexual attraction between these “opposite” genders is natural or acceptable” (p. 441).
Consequently, individuals who do not fit the assumptions pose a threat to this ideol-
ogy and challenge the cultural norms of our society (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). The
institutions of family, religion, education, and government have been central to shap-
ing gender role expectations. To a great extent, gender is a social construct, and in an
essential way, constructed around cues (positive and negative reinforcements) pro-
vided and reinforced by these institutions (Giordano, 2013).

The basic premise of symbolic interactionism is that (a) “human beings act
toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them;” (b) “the
meaning of such things are derived from, or arise out of, the social interaction that
one has with one’s fellows;” and (c) “these meanings are handled in, and modified
through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the things he
encounters” (Blumer, 1969, pp. 183–193). Thus, an individual’s behaviors in their
interactions with others in different social settings are influenced by their percep-
tion of themselves via the perception of the other. According to Turner (2013), a
person’s identity is connected to whether individuals succeed in getting others to
verify their identities, which will, in turn, impact their interaction. Over time, this
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process serves to structure a person’s identity system. Consequently, transgender
children’s identity is highly reliant on those with whom they interact in affirming
their identity, and there are consequences should others not “verify” their identities
(Brill & Pepper, 2008).

In critiquing feminist theory for being too essentialist and queer theory for
adhering solely to social constructivist assumptions, Nagoshi and Brzuzy
(2010) maintain that transgender theory considers “the different embodied
experiences and different social oppressions that are associated with having
multiple social identities, as well as the narratives of lived experiences through
which individuals understand and negotiate these identities” (p. 437). This
allows for an individual’s agency in “knowing” what they feel and deciding
who they are within a rigid gendered system of expectations. Transgender the-
ory also maintains the notion of a fluid, embodied, social, and self-constructed
social identity that can inform an understanding of intersectional oppressed
identities (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). This theory provides a deeper under-
standing of the complexity of an individual’s identity in that it accounts for
the interrelationship of one’s construction of gender through one’s daily inter-
actions and one’s physical body.

Locating ourselves

As cisgender, able-bodied women, in addition to being members, allies, and advo-
cates of the GLBTQ community, we were interested in engaging in this research
project as part of our larger scholar-activist agenda. As the first author, it was
important to me to provide children with a space to express who they are because
too many times children are ignored or deemed unfit to be mindful and thus are
made to “be quiet,” which has been shown to have potential grave consequences.
As the second author, my bicultural background and identity as a mother of a two-
and-a-half- year-old child informed my deep interest in honoring the narratives
and voices of trans children and their families. Collectively, we believe in affirming
and supporting children’s gender identity, and our philosophical stance acknowl-
edges that gender identity can be fluid for some, with nearly infinite ways of per-
forming gender.

Research design

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) argue that “qualitative research is inherently multi-
method in focus” and that “the use of multiple methods, or triangulation,
reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon
in question” (p. 5). While case study and ethnographic methods are often
viewed as independent approaches, they share many of the same data collec-
tion techniques. The merging of both case study and ethnographic methods in
our research study allowed for the use of multiple data sources (including
participant observations, journal writings, semi-structured interviews, and
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recurrent unstructured interviews), while continuing to ground the data collec-
tion and analysis within a broader understanding of individual participants as
both unique cases and members of a broader culture-sharing group.5 The tri-
angulation of the data contributed to the thoroughness of the analysis process
and the credibility of the study, in addition to ensuring that the accounts
were rich, robust, comprehensive, and well developed (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). This study aims to not only illuminate the experiences of transgender
children, but also to understand their experiences from the perspective of their
families, as well as to highlight the families’ voices and experiences. Tracy
(2010) refers to this as multivocality, or the “multiple and varied voices in the
qualitative report and analysis” (p. 844). Thus, the interviewing of more than
one family with a transgender child, the interviewing of the trans child, the
parents, and the siblings, along with in-person observations all provide a mul-
tilayered perspective and an account of their lived experiences.

Data collection

We utilized a purposeful and opportunity-based sample due to the difficulty of
gaining access to this marginalized population. Recruitment began by making con-
tact with a social service organization that focused on the issues of transgender
youth. The first author began by volunteering at this organization in various ways,
including setting up for their monthly support group (the Transgender Group) for
trans children and their families. Having the opportunity to engage the families in
the role of a volunteer built the foundation for trust and relationship-building. We
recruited participants for the research study from this support group and selected
the first four families who signed up for the project. Since we anticipated extensive
involvement with the participants over time, we decided to focus on fewer families
and deeper coverage—that is, on depth rather than breath. It was made clear dur-
ing the recruitment process that the children had the right to decide for themselves
if they wanted to participate, and therefore the parents were encouraged to speak
with their children about this project before making any decisions to participate.
We chose to only include the first four families who signed up because of the
amount of time and depth that was needed in order to gain trust, conduct at least
12 visits per house, and interview all family members multiple times over a period
of one year. Each family had a unique family composition, allowing for some diver-
sity in family form, and provided for varying narratives of their journeys thus far
and their journeys still to come.

Data sources

The following data sources were used in this study: observations (recorded
through field notes), in-person semi-structured and unstructured interviews (see
Appendix), journaling by participants, and additional information provided by
participants (i.e., clarification conversations, follow-up questions, and/or updated
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information) via e-mail, phone messages, phone conversations, and text mes-
sages). The purpose of engaging in observations was to understand the child and
families’ daily experiences in an in-depth manner—individually and collectively,
and within and between the families—and capture meaningful interactions.
Many hours were spent observing the families and participating in their daily
activities. This included playing with the children at their house, eating dinner or
lunch at the house, and/or going out to dinner or lunch. In addition, dance clas-
ses, cheerleading practices, and tennis practices were observed. Other locations
and events where participant observation occurred were the park, the beach, a
parade, birthday parties, a transgender ally meeting, school festivals, parent/
teacher conferences, the swimming pool, the zoo, group meetings with the
parents at the Transgender Group, and the playground. An important aspect to
participant-observations was the recurrent, informal conversations that occurred
between all involved; some of these conversations were documented in field
notes, while others simply allowed for a more thorough understanding and
deeper insight and were opportunities for trust building. These observations—
recorded shortly after the activity in the form of field notes and memos—were
crucial to this study and were one of the main forms of data collected.

Semi-structured interviews that used open-ended questions were conducted
with the parents of the trans children. All semi-structured interviews with the
adults were audio recorded and conducted in person so as to gather not just words,
but emotion and nonverbal communication as well (Onwuegbuzie, Leech, & Col-
lins, 2010). This type of interview allowed participants to answer non-directive
questions such as “What do you remember about the beginning of your child’s
gender nonconforming behaviors?” so as to allow them to recall whatever they
found significant when thinking back in time, with minimum guidance (Sells,
Smith, & Newfield, 1997). In-person, unstructured interviews were conducted with
the primary caregivers on different occasions and with three of the secondary care-
givers on different occasions. These interviews allowed for clarification and
follow-up questions once the semi-structured interviews were analyzed. In-person,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with the gender-variant children and
their siblings. The parents were invited to maintain journals for the following pur-
poses: (a) to document any questions that participants would rather answer by
writing; (b) to process afterthoughts of an interview previously conducted; (c) to
share other thoughts, experiences, feelings, etc.; and/or (d) to write down questions
for the researchers. Deacon (2000) states, “one of the greatest benefits of writing
exercises is that research participants actually give the researcher their stories and
words in exact form…. On the downside, participants must be willing and able to
write down their stories and take the time to develop them” (p. 8). There was also
other correspondence that was included in the data collection process, including
clarification conversations, follow-up questions and/or updated information, as
well as information from participants through e-mail, texts, phone calls, and voice
messages.
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Data analysis

Common to case study analysis is the use of cross-case analysis, which is essen-
tially an analysis that involves an examination of more than one case, allowing
for more robust findings. Yin (2014) maintains that this “technique does not
differ from other research syntheses—aggregating findings across a series of
individual studies” (p. 134). He suggests using a “word table” to present the
data if one has a modest number of cases. Common to ethnographic analysis is
the use of constant comparative analysis, wherein “a researcher is interested in
utilizing an entire dataset to identify underlying themes …” (Leech & Onwueg-
buzie, 2007, p. 565). Sells, Smith, and Newfield (1997) suggest that “the data—
behaviors or events that are observed or described by informants—serve as
indicators of a concept that the researcher derives and categorizes (codes)” (p.
175). Therefore, a word table was created using the behaviors or events that
were observed and/or described by the participants. This table was reviewed
and then constructed into figures in order to display the central themes and
subthemes.

The process began by color coding the entire data set, approximately 266 pages
of material (observations, field notes, interviews, and journal entries), line by
line—inductively—in order to allow the themes to emerge from the data. After we
went through the data multiple times, the data were then “member checked”—to
improve credibility—before we continued to develop initial codes in order to clar-
ify and verify that we understood correctly all that was transcribed or observed
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). This coding of the data led to an initial 36 tentative
coded categories, which were organized into a word table to display the data from
the individual cases. Further analysis revealed that 20 of these tentative categories
were collapsed amongst 14 subthemes, while the themes were further reduced and
made central.

Findings

A portrait of the families

Family 1: Consists of Emilia—mom, Elena (Johnny)—trans child, Alex—sibling,
Michael—dad
Emilia was eager to participate in this research project and seemed well versed in
the topic of gender nonconforming children and the research process. She holds a
master’s degree in social work with emphasis in child development and psycho-
therapy, and has experience working with children who have experienced trauma.
Emilia is not just the mother and supporter of her gender-variant child, but an
activist for all transgender children. Elena was five and a half years old at our first
meeting. She had on a dress, was holding a doll, and was seemingly a “typical” little
girl. From the beginning, Elena was somewhat wary, and although she became
increasingly comfortable, we never attained with her the same level of bond that
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we attained with the other children. Alex, her brother, was eight and a half years
old and appeared to be quite reflective and mature for his age. Because Emilia is a
single mom and pressed for time, the family was always on a strict schedule.
Elena’s mom and dad are divorced, and mom has physical custody. Dad is a seri-
ous guy who works in the insurance business and partakes in his children’s lives
on a weekly basis.

Family 2: Consists of Amy—mom, Isabel (Jacob)—trans child, Robert—dad
In our first meeting with Amy, it appeared that she was still in the learning process
about having a gender-variant child, but it was obvious that she loved her daughter
very much and wanted to support her in any way possible. Isabel was five and a
half years old at our first meeting; she too, had a dress on, plus a purple velvet
cape, and presented as a seemingly “typical” little girl. Isabel was a little wary at
first as well, but it didn’t take long for her to warm up. It was clear that Amy and
Isabel were “two peas in a pod.” Isabel’s mom and dad are divorced, and mom has
sole custody. Dad is a “laid-back” guy, works in construction, and partakes in Isa-
bel’s life.

Family 3: Consists of Janet—mom, Kayla (Kalen)—trans child
Janet shared that she was “honored” to participate in this research project. Janet
is married, but assumes most of the caretaking and is the primary one involved
in making decisions regarding Kayla’s gender-variance wants and needs. Janet
is very active in learning about the transgender community, as to ensure Kayla’s
health and happiness. Kayla was seven and a half years old at our first meeting,
and she was wearing black leggings with her new dress, and a headband with a
lace bow that matched the lace trimmings on her dress. She is an articulate,
spunky, “typical” little girl, who is incredibly active. Kayla warmed up after the
first visit. Her parents are married, but dad chose not to participate in this
study.

Family 4: Consists of Don—dad, Ana (Jacobie)—trans child, Jeremiah—sibling,
Justin—dad
Don was well versed in the topic of gender nonconforming children. He and
his partner wanted to participate in the study as a way of advocating, anony-
mously, for their child. They are a unique family in that they are a White, gay
married couple who have adopted two African American children. Don takes
on the primary caretaking of the children on a day-to-day basis because Justin
travels a lot for work, but Don and Justin make decisions together regarding
Ana’s gender variance. They are both incredibly loving parents who have
taken on some great challenges and know a lot about discrimination—not
only from Ana’s gender variance, but also from being a gay couple, and being
White parents of two African American children. Don and Justin are dutifully
involved in the GLBT community in various ways. Ana was eight and a half
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years old at our first meeting. She had long braids and was also a seemingly
“typical” little girl. Like the other little girls, but maybe more so, Ana is cau-
tious and suspicious of those not in her circle, although she warmed up fairly
quickly. She was adopted by Don and Justin at four months of age as Jaco-
bie—a baby boy. Her brother Jeremiah is six years old and was adopted at the
age of four by Don and Justin. Jeremiah is a friendly little boy who adores his
sister.

Table 1 provides basic demographic data about the participants. For anonymity
purposes, all participants either chose their pseudonyms or were assigned pseudo-
nyms (they were given the choice).

Main themes

The composition of each family and the genesis of their stories convey an array of
complexity of the group as a whole. Individually, the families were at different
junctures in their lives, including where they were in the posttransition stage (e.g.,
one child was, to some extent, still in the transition process). One of the purposes
of this study was to give these families a platform to voice their lived experience, so
the presentation of the findings reflects this goal. Each family has its own unique
narrative that is deserving of mention; however, the families also have many com-
monalities, demonstrating the cultural-sharing group that they are a part of. Using
two central themes as a guide—children’s gender expression and the family mem-
bers’ understanding of the transition—this presentation format provides the
opportunity to appreciate the differences and similarities between each family as
they relate to gender identity development.

Table 1. Family composition and demographics.

FAMILY MEMBER FAMILY 1 FAMILY 2 FAMILY 3 FAMILY 4

MOM
Name Emilia Amy Janet N/A
Age 43 49 49 N/A
Ethnicity/race Anglo American European Japanese & Irish N/A
Education MSW H.S. graduate H.S. graduate N/A
Marital status Divorced/Single Divorced/Single Married N/A
DAD
Name Michael Robert Dad Don & Justin
Age 50 36 55 44 (D) & 41 (J)
Ethnicity/race Ecuadorian Hispanic Japanese White (both)
Education B.A. Unknown H.S. graduate B.S. (D)/B.S. & Juris Doctorate (J)
Marital status Divorced/Single Divorced/Single Married Married
INCOME 90kCdad 49K C dad 170k combined 300k combined
TRANS-CHILD
Name Elena (Johnny)� Isabel (Jacob)� Kayla (Kalen)� Ana (Jacobie)�

Age 5 1/2 5 1/2 7 1/2 8 1/2
Ethnicity/race See mom/dad See mom/dad See mom/dad African American
SIBLING
Name Alex N/A N/A Jeremiah
Age 8 1/2 N/A N/A 6
Ethnicity/race See mom/dad N/A N/A African American

�These are pseudonyms for the children’s name prior to their transition
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Children’s gender expression
Gender expression is a central theme, and all four trans children displayed indica-
tors or signifiers that were in line with gender-nonconforming behavior early on in
their lives, so much so that the parents were able to recognize that their child was
not behaving in a manner congruent with their biogender. All children and their
families experienced various difficulties with navigating the child’s gender transi-
tion. The subthemes related to gender expression that emerged include the early
identification of indicators and signifiers of gender identity, the transition process
and social presentation of self, specific gendered activities that the children
engaged in, and associated negative social experiences that are distinctly related to
these children’s nonconforming gender expression.

Trans child indicators and signifiers
For Family 1, Emilia recalled the following as indicators or signifiers of Elena’s gen-
der variance:

It was right around Elena’s third birthday, she might have just turned three and we were
in Target… so we go through the girls’ section and all of a sudden she stops in her tracks
and she sees this dress, it’s like a cotton Dora dress on top with lace on the bottom and it
has this picture of Dora the Explorer, who she’s never watched, so it wasn’t a Dora thing.
She says, “Aaawweeee, mommy, look, it’s beautiful,” and she holds the dress by the skirt
and she’s just, she’s just looking at it [Emilia tears up at this point] and Elena says “Can I
have this dress?”

She continued to explain that she didn’t see the harm of Elena (then Johnny)
getting the dress because her other son, Alex, also went through a period of
“dressing up.” However, she did recognize that there was something “different”
about Elena’s desire for this dress. Mom says, “for Elena it was a transformative
experience … it was the attachment to how she saw herself … she wore that
dress, wanted to wear it every day!” These were very difficult years for both
Elena and Emilia because Elena could not understand why she was not allowed
to wear her skirts or dresses all the time, and mom felt conflicted and like a
“hypocrite.”

Due to the fact that “mixed messages” were being conveyed, Elena was inadver-
tently living gender fluid. Recognizing this, Emilia said, “I’m so socialized into the
binary, you know, it was rough being fluid those years.” Emilia shared that for
“almost two years she was looking gender fluid … but living gender fluid, wasn’t
gonna be sustainable, it was gonna break all four of us … the whole idea of can
you be fluid—no ‘cause it didn’t meet her needs.” In other words, it was not what
Elena wanted. Living fluidly was calling more attention to Elena than mom wanted.
Emilia recalls a moment after they bought Elena’s first dress, they went to pick up
her brother Alex from school, and all the parents were staring because “essentially
Elena was a boy in a dress … she looked like a three-year-old cross-dresser.” At
school she did poorly and began to have temper tantrums beyond her
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developmental age. However, as Elena began expressing herself as a girl, not only
did she begin smiling, but she also improved academically.

For Family 2, Amy said she “didn’t think much about it [in regard to Isabel’s
differing expressions] until there was a lot more dressing up going on.” She recalled
the following indicators or signifiers of Isabel’s gender variance:

I knew something was different about Jacob when he was very young. He was never inter-
ested in his toys. EVER! So I first noticed that Jacob wasn’t a typical boy… right around a
year old … he always held his pinky up, he was a delicate eater … and I’d pick flowers
and give him flowers, he’d stick’em in his hair and he’d also go in my closet and put on
my shoes…. When he was older and able, he was always wanting to play dress-up. If we
went to Kmart or to Toys “R” Us, he was drawn to the pink aisles, he was not interested
in his toys…. He was drawn to girls, wanted to be friends with girls … he never con-
nected with boys … you know, when he could talk he would ask me, “When can I wear
your dress?” or “Can I wear mascara, mama?” He loves to watch me put on makeup …
there was a lot more dressing up going on. I think really when I started to notice things,
was when he was three, they had a lot of pictures at the preschool of different kids in the
room [on the wall] for that year, and Jacob was dressed in a dress, you know dressed in a
really bright, soft, fluffy dress with a scarf … he is happy when people mistake him for a
girl…. He, at this point, was saying “Am I a boy or a girl?”

For Isabel, this was the beginning of her slow progression into the little girl she
is today, and like Family 1, this was not a simple progression. Prior to mom’s full
understanding, and acceptance, Isabel began to get angry and started being mean
to their cat. She was having temper tantrums, similar to Elena’s, that were beyond
her developmental stage. Isabel would hate it when her mom cut her hair. She
would cry when mom made her take off a t-shirt that she used as a dress and when
she was made to join karate. Additionally, she is uncomfortable with the discussion
of her being transgender because she simply sees herself as “just a girl.” When
mom decided to follow the instructions of a reparative therapist, Amy took all the
dress-up and “girl toys” away, to which she says Isabel “was very sad.” Similar to
Elena’s lack of academic progress prior to feeling affirmed, Isabel is still more con-
cerned about her gender identity than pursuing academic progress. Ever since she
has been allowed to express herself as the gender she feels, she has been a lot hap-
pier and mom thinks this will help with her academic progress.

For Family 4, dad also noticed changes around the age of three but, like the
other parents, didn’t think much of it at first. In addition to wearing pieces of
material on her head to simulate long hair and socializing “in a way congruent
with her female peers,” he recalled the following indicators or signifiers of Ana’s
gender variance:

Halloween when Jacobie was three was rough because I had dressed him up as a football
player and he didn’t wanna be a football player, he wanted to be a princess … we had
known for a long time because we had princess dresses around you know [for dress-up]
… it was the princess dresses that our kid wanted to play with the most…. Jacobie’s self-
portraits were in high heels and princess dresses … Jacobie [began] lashing out to where
he would verbally scream “Noooo, don’t say that, I’m not your son!”
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For Jacobie, this was the beginning of her transformation into Ana, and, like the
others, this progression was by no means uncomplicated.

Family 3’s story is slightly different in some ways in that it took mom (Janet)
longer to recognize and accept what was transpiring. Kayla was not signaling (ver-
bally) to her mom—in the strong manner that the other three children did—that
she wanted to be a girl. She remembered that Kayla began to love dresses around
the age of three, but it was around her last year in preschool—around four years
old—that she categorically recalls “Kalen wearing a lot more dresses and things.”
Janet recalled the following indicators of Kayla’s gender variance:

Kalen began to show signs of unhappiness; he was surrounded by boy’s toys and boring-
colored clothes…. He developed a love for the color pink, playing with dolls and wearing
dresses … he gravitated to girl stuff, he didn’t like boy toys at all. We’d took him to Tar-
get, he’d always go to the girl section you know…. I can remember him just always play-
ing with girls … by the end of first grade, Kalen was getting tired of wearing t-shirts, he
wanted to wear the same kind of clothes that his other girl friends were wearing … every
time Kalen drew the family, in her self-portrait she’d always have long hair and a triangle
boy with a skirt … and it bothers her when dad corrects others for using feminine
pronouns.

Janet said that it never dawned on her that it was something more than dress-up
fun for Kayla, and that mom “didn’t know enough to understand what all that
meant.” She recalls Kayla becoming increasingly dissatisfied with wearing “boy
clothes” and wanting to grow her hair out. When they finally began to embrace
Kayla, Janet said, “Kalen was happy.” What is distinctive about Kayla is that she
has yet to convey that she is indeed a girl, according to Janet. Although she gravi-
tates toward girl things, presents as a girl, and has the mannerisms of a girl, she
has never explicitly verbalized that she is a girl. However, recent additional indica-
tors that Kayla desires to be an affirmed female include Kayla asking to be enrolled
in summer camp as Kayla and requesting that the photographs on the wall of her
as a boy be taken down.

The transition process and social presentation of self
For most, the transition included a change in the social presentation of self. This
involved the parents allowing the “dress-up” to become permanent, allowing the
children to grow out their hair, changing pronouns, choosing a new name, talking
with the school about these changes, in addition to using the restroom congruent
with their child’s presenting gender. Although one child was living somewhat gen-
der fluid, it did not appear that any of the children wanted to live gender fluid. It
should be noted that this was not an easy matter for the parents. The process, from
the genesis of the parents’ recognition through the transition period (and still
now), has produced an array of emotions. By allowing their children to practice
agency over the presentation of their gender identity, the parents realized they had
to unselfishly put aside their own issues with having a gender-variant child, but
this was not an easy task for any of them.
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In Family 1, mom decided to give Elena “permission to transition step by step”
toward the end of her preschool years. This included getting rid of the rest of the
boy clothes she owned, not cutting her hair short anymore, and acknowledging
pronoun changes—but not her then name of Johnny. Dad, by this time, had been
getting help in order to understand what was transpiring. Emilia explained that
Elena had “been waiting for two years and now she had dad’s support and under-
standing.” It was then that they decided to enroll her in kindergarten as a girl and
with a girl name. In choosing a name, they allowed Elena to choose from a list of
five names that came from a larger list that Elena had initially given them—which
included “names of fairies off of movies.” Emilia said, “so the whole name change
thing … what we did is, we talked about it as a family, like this is gonna happen
and we’re gonna do the marble jar”—this was a method for the family to get the
name and pronoun correct. Consequently, mom found it extremely emotionally
difficult to change Elena’s name and went through a grieving process because of it.

Elena was extremely conscientious about her appearance. She would look in a
wall-length mirror and pose in different ways to make sure that she was happy
with her reflection. Elena wore skirts and dresses, even to go to bed; she refused to
wear tennis shoes because they were not “girly” enough for her. One time she was
lying on the couch with her hot pink mermaid costume on, with a hot pink blan-
ket, and a hot pink pillow. Needless to say, she loves pink—her bike is also pink,
and her bedroom consists of hot pink, white, and zebra-print decorations. Her
closet is filled with girl clothes, and she wants her ears pierced. Her hair was an
extremely sensitive issue because it was not yet to the length she wished it to be at
the time, and it was extremely curly, thus making the length appear shorter than
someone with the same amount of straight hair. Emilia said that she was having
daily tantrums regarding her hair getting done in a specific way, and she would get
very anxious and agitated when she didn’t feel that is was this specific way. She
wanted straight hair—in fact on one visit when we went to the park, she would run
back and forth between the water fountain and the play area, wetting her hair so
that it would look straight. For some reason, she wanted her bangs in her face,
over her eyes. Mom hypothesized that this was her way of feeling like her hair was
long and thus more girly.

For Family 2, the preschool before kindergarten was quite accepting of Isabel’s
gender expression; in fact, Amy says, “This is really when our transition started.”
Although Amy was still conflicted, she was getting support from the Transgender
Group and a supportive therapist, and was educating herself, which allowed her to
understand and accept what was transpiring. Amy started allowing Isabel to wear
dresses to the preschool mentioned. Amy said:

It’s been a journey as far as the clothes go … I found that she really doesn’t wanna wear
anything but dresses, so there’s no point in getting shirts and shorts. I mean, I bought
shorts, I bought tights, not tights, leggings, she doesn’t want anything to do with that, she
wants only dresses but she’ll wear leggings underneath her dresses.
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Isabel had already started telling people to call her “Isabel,” which mom was not
aware of, but when Isabel started telling her mom to do the same, Amy went and
spoke with the principal and the principal said, “Oh yeah, she’s already Isabel
here.” Although that’s not the name Amy would’ve chosen, she let her keep it.
Amy said, “Robert was pissed and he didn’t want anything to do with it … and I
said, just come to one of these meetings [the Transgender Group] and he did, and
then he started coming too.” Before kindergarten started, they agreed to allow her
to present as a girl when school began, including growing her hair out.

Isabel, like Elena, was conscientious about her appearance, particularly about
what she was wearing. Amy said that she even wanted to wear two dresses at the
same time at one point in her life. Amy wrote in her journal entry:

What she wears or how she does her hair doesn’t determine if she is pretty or not. For
that matter it doesn’t determine her level of “girl-ness” or make people like her more
either. She, however, believes in her heart that it does. If she doesn’t look “girly” enough,
or “pretty” enough then she isn’t a girl. If she isn’t looking like a girl then she refuses to
be seen! She has to be a girl and everyone must know this without a shadow of a doubt.

Isabel wore skirts and dresses, even to go to bed, and like Elena, she would not
wear tennis shoes because they were not “girly” enough for her. She loves to acces-
sorize her outfits with scarves, different color tights, fun hats, hair items, and
purses. It is extremely important to her that everything she has on represents that
she is a girl, including her pierced ears. Her bedroom is decorated in a fairy theme,
with stereotypical girl toys throughout the room, and her closet is filled with only
girl clothes.

For Family 4, dad said that Ana “‘transitioned’ just before kindergarten and this
included a new name, her choice of clothes, longer hair, and female pronouns.”
This also meant that Ana would use the girls’ restroom. Don says, “Our daughter
did not decide to be a girl—she decided to be honest about her identity. Big differ-
ence.” The way they progressed to this point was by following their therapist’s sug-
gestion, who recommended that when they went on vacation to take the
“opportunity to do a little experiment.” The experiment entailed taking “a suitcase
and filling half the suitcase with boy clothes, half the suitcase with girl clothes.”
Don continued to explain:

This was the turning point for us when we realized we gotta transition back at home …
and so what happened was, we left all the boys clothes there [referring to where they
went on vacation]. I remember actually leaving them at a gas station … we left the boy
behind because when we came back we immediately started thinking about names…

This happened toward the end of preschool, and they took that time to
experiment with a few names “and the one that finally worked was Ana,” Don
said. In fact, they made it symbolic by celebrating a “name day.” He shared, “it
was her name day, it was like the day we switched over and no hassle about
clothes anymore …” Although, Ana’s parents have both shared that when she
was younger her appearance was extremely important, she was not as obsessive
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about her appearance at the time of the study. Indeed, she presents as a girl, but
her social presentation of herself did not seem as exaggerated as those of the
other little girls. However, she had been asking to get her ears pierced since she
was three years old, and recently that request was fulfilled. She also likes to
have long braided extensions in her hair as opposed to her natural short hair.
Her room is filled with dolls, stuffed animals, and an array of toys. Like the
others, Ana also has a pink bike, and her closet is filled primarily with typical
girl clothes.

For Family 3, Kayla’s transition was not as deliberate as the others, but there
were some decisive changes, including an e-mail from Janet affirming Kayla’s gen-
der by saying, “I see Kay as my daughter …” Looking back, Mom shared that once
they decided to fully embrace Kayla’s gender variance, they began getting rid of
her boy clothes, replacing them with girl clothes. Kayla also began a “collection of
Barbie dolls, Disney Princess dresses, and pink shoes.” Janet said they “gave in and
even had his room painted pink,” with a mural of a princess castle. She further
explained that:

On the last day of first grade, I asked Kalen what he wanted to do to celebrate and he said
he wanted to go to the store named Justice, a girls’ clothing store, and buy some clothes. I
didn’t think twice about taking him there. Up until now, I had never let Kalen go clothes
shopping with me; I was always buying online or going to the store alone.

This was a sort of inconspicuous process in that “everything just started to turn
more girly,” starting from around age three to four, mom says. Part of this slow
process was how Kayla’s name came about. According to mom, after Kalen (before
she changed her name to Kayla) saw a counselor, the counselor shared with her
(Janet) that Kalen didn’t want to keep this name, but instead wanted a girl name.
Janet says that she tried to first explain to her child that Kalen as a girl’s name too.
However, her child did not accept this, thus they “tried out” different names but it
was becoming a difficult process because she would be one name at home and
then another at school. Finally, mom asked her “what about Kayla,” feeling that
Kay could be short for Kayla or Kalen, which would then allow her to use this nick-
name at home and school (Janet did have to ask if the school would at least start
calling her Kay if not Kayla, and they agreed). However, because the school will
not allow her to grow her hair long, pierce her ears, or wear dresses, her transition
was not yet completed. Kayla is definitely into being fashionable—she often
changed multiple times during the times of observation—but she does not obsess
about it. She also likes to accessorize by carrying purses, wearing fun headbands,
and painting her nails. It is surrounded with girl toys, and her closet is full of girl
clothes.

Gendered activities
The children’s play, activities, and interaction were important aspects of their gen-
der indicators/signifiers and their social transitions. In Family 1, Elena likes to play
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fairies, she carries around dolls or Barbies, watches mermaid shows, and plays
mermaid in the bathtub in her mermaid costume. Elena’s friends are primarily
girls, therefore her playdates are generally with girls. She usually plays with girls at
school, and her last birthday party was only girls. She attends a dance class every
week in which she wears dance attire consistent with that of the other little girls in
her class (i.e., a leotard, tights, and a skirt) and where all her interactions are with
other little girls. She also attends a cheerleading class in which she wears cheerlead-
ing attire consistent with that of the other little girls in her class (i.e., a pleated skirt
and a matching top) and where all her interactions are with other little girls. At her
first cheerleading event she said, “It was the best day of my life.” Elena also par-
takes in Ballet Folklorico (a Mexican cultural dance) at her school, in which she
wears attire consistent with that of the other little girls in the group (i.e., a long
pleated skirt and a top).

In Family 2, Isabel loves Barbies—she has a Barbie drawer, a Barbie playhouse,
and Barbie cars. She loves fairy books and Disney Princess books, making fairies
and fairy houses, and playing with her little girl cousins. She also likes to put on
fashion shows, and play hide-and-seek. In addition, most of Isabel’s friends are
girls, which means her playdates are with girls—this was supported by observing
her fairy, tea-party-themed birthday party with only girls. When Amy and Robert
were attempting to “fix” Isabel, they made her join karate, but she did not like it.
She is now in dance class where she wears dance attire consistent with that of the
other little girls in her class (i.e., a leotard, tights, and a skirt) and where all her
interactions are with other little girls.

In Family 3, Kayla has many similar interests. She enjoys doing dance routines
via a video game, she likes Barbies and other dolls, and she watches several shows
on Disney and the Family Channel that are targeted toward young girls. In addi-
tion, her best friend is a girl and the majority of her friends are girls—this was sup-
ported by observing her last birthday party, where more than half of the invited
children were girls. Kayla plays piano and the violin. She takes painting, sewing,
and theater classes, as well as horseback and ice skating lessons, and is learning
how to surf this summer, which she is enrolling in stealth.6

In Family 4, Ana is a talkative little girl who has a lot of boy “crushes.” She
enjoys playing video games that include girl avatars. She also likes dancing,
running, swimming, reading her fairy books, and playing outside with her
brother. Her “sleepovers” are with girls; her best friend is a girl, as are most of
her friends. Ana is a member of the student council at her elementary school,
as well.

At various levels, activities like playdates or events such as birthday parties or
sleepovers add a layer of accountability and worry for all the parents. They
question whether they need or should tell the family whose child is playing
with theirs, whom to trust, and all of the “what ifs” that the parents contem-
plate when making decisions for their trans children. In Family 1, Elena’s mom
explains that there is an added level of awareness needed when thinking about
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these types of activities. She shared how they went to a birthday party and
through conversation with parents in attendance, found out the family hosting
the party was Mormon. She said that in her head she immediately began to
panic about the children finding out about Elena through play or some other
way. Needless to say, she takes into consideration her own comfort level and
her understanding of Elena’s wants and needs when making decisions about
playdates, sleepovers, and the like.

In Family 2, Isabel’s mom explains the somewhat paranoid state she gets in
when Isabel is with other children and their mothers who are not aware of Isabel’s
gender variance:

I’m not super comfortable with playdates yet, I don’t know how to do that. A lot of moms
come from very, very, very nice families, I don’t know if I want to go over there. One time
I was at my friend’s house and there were some moms there, it was just people we didn’t
really know and this little two-year-old was following Isabel around and she comes out
and she goes “He’s trying to follow me to the bathroom, and that’s inappropriate, right
mommy, ‘cause I’m transgender,” and I’m like, let’s go to the bathroom, nobody heard
but I was like, you don’t have to tell everybody.

In Family 3, Kayla’s mom is uncomfortable with the idea of setting up a playdate
without divulging Kayla’s biogender. She explained a situation where she and
Kayla ran into another little girl with her mom at Subway, and they went to the
same day-care program as Kayla. They had small talk that made Janet uncomfort-
able because the other mom said something to the effect of “This is your daughter,”
and Janet said “Yes, this is my daughter,” and then she explains:

And it just bothered me to say that … I don’t know why, it’s just like, I’m not telling the
truth … then the next day, at the end of the day, it was probably the afternoon, they gave
us their phone number and said would love a play date, and I just… I’m like, I can’t have
a playdate without them knowing the truth.

When mom was asked what made her so nervous, she responded:

If they come over and she finds out and tells her mom and then her mom says … I don’t
know what they’ll say, I don’t know, I’ve never lied, I’ve always told people who Kay is,
he’s my son, he’s my son who loves to be a girl and they’re fine with that, no one’s ques-
tioned it or said no we can’t have a playdate … we haven’t talked again [in reference to
that mom and little girl], I don’t have to see her ever again. But it was just the feeling that
I was feeling just talking to her, I just felt like I was talking about someone who’s … I
don’t know.

In Family 4, Ana had a playdate at her house in which she revealed that she
“used to be a boy,” but the little girl did not believe her. When Don was asked if he
had to divulge this information to parents prior to any playdates, he responded:

Not before playdates at my house, and not if it’s just a couple hours after school at their
house, but she doesn’t go on sleepovers unless we know the family, unless we’ve had a
chance to talk to them about it, ‘cause I wouldn’t want an overnight sort of thing to hap-
pen for safety reasons, medical, whatever.
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He went on to explain that some friendships are fleeting and so he’s “not about
to share a bunch of information with somebody, become really close and then
have the kids hate each other, and then have to deal with that, so we’re all
cautious.”

Negative social experiences
Although transitioning allowed the children to align their internal feelings with
their external lives, it has not been without angst and obstacles for the family mem-
bers in different ways. In Family 1, for Elena there were incidents at school with
students who knew Elena when she was Johnny, and they would say things like, “I
know your name is Johnny and that you are a boy,” or “I know you are a boy and
you have a penis.” There was another story about a girl teasing Elena on the play-
ground, saying “You’re not a girl, you’re a boy.”Recently they were at a party and
there was a little boy who said to Elena, “I know you’re a boy.”

In Family 2, in the early stages Isabel never had playdates. Other children did
not want to interact with her because she was “different,” and even the teachers
were distant from her, according to mom. In one incident, Isabel was interacting
with a friend at school and then proceeded to show this little girl her penis. Since
then, that girl has been telling Isabel, “I know you’re a boy,” and telling others that
Isabel is a boy. Sadly, Amy stated that because of incidents such as these, “she has
been hurt already and she’s only six.” For Family 3, Kayla’s mom explained “there
was an incident when a new kindergartner had gone to the boys’ restroom and saw
Kalen and wanted to know why a girl was in the boys’ restroom.” This led to a
series of parental phone calls. At other times in kindergarten and first grade, that
mom could recall, children were asking him often, “if he was a boy or a girl.” More
seriously, someone reported the family to DCFS (Department of Children and
Family Services), and according to mom it was for sending her “son to school in a
dress because [she] wanted a daughter and [she] got a son, so [she] forced him to
wear girl clothes,” amongst two other charges. Janet explained her interaction with
DCFS and Kayla:

… the DCFS worker was asking him questions; you know at one point she [DCFS worker]
had to take him [Kalen] in a room and talk to him by himself and say you know “Do you
take a bath, do your parents take a bath, do they touch you,” you know, those kinds of
things. I think most of it rolled off but I just thought, you know, that’s tough for a six-year-
old having to deal with this, not even seven yet.

Janet took this in stride and said, “The only thing I can say is, I believe every-
thing happens for a reason!”

For Family 4, Ana’s family also had to endure a report to DCFS because of “one
of the parents in the school” who said that Don and Justin “were forcing [their] lit-
tle boy to wear girl’s clothes.” Don said it was “mortifying,” and that the social
worker they sent out was inexperienced. In fact, Don ended up educating this
social worker about transgender children. For Don, although it was a highly
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unpleasant experience, he was extremely familiar with DCFS because he is “a con-
tractor to DCFS,” he says. Therefore, he was confident nothing would come of it,
but he was indeed furious and hurt. In addition to this incident, when Ana was
about five, Don walked in Ana’s room to find her with scissors on her penis, about
to try and cut it off, and she said to him, “I don’t want it anymore.” They handled
this situation by taking Ana to the doctor they consult with on a regular basis.
Since then, she has not tried that again.

Family members’ understanding of the transition
With Family 1, prior to the transition, mixed messages were being conveyed to
Elena, due to her father not being ready for the transition to occur. Michael, Ele-
na’s dad, was not happy about Elena's behavior and wanted her to get rid of the
dresses. Mom said, “Michael was really pissed and until, I mean, almost for two
years, around her dad she just wouldn’t wear it [the dress or skirt].” According to
Emilia, she would have allowed the transition to happen earlier than it did, but she
wanted to wait until dad’s approval; he eventually came around. Thus, Elena was
allowed to wear dresses and skirts over her clothes to preschool but still not as an
affirmed girl until much later. When asking mom what Elena understood about
her gender identity, mom said, “we tell her that she is a beautiful girl whose parents
didn’t know right away that she was a girl.” Elena generally only refers to herself as
a girl but she has said to others that she is a “transformer.” During our interview
with Elena, we played together and asked Elena how she had taught her mom and
dad that she was a little girl. Elena responded “when I was a baby, before I could
talk.” She also explained that her dad was “bad” because he didn’t listen to her
“mommy about how [she] wanted to wear girl clothes.” She proceeded to share
how she wanted “boobies” like the mermaids she watches on television.

Elena’s brother, Alex, is quite intuitive and fully aware of his sister’s gender vari-
ance, and appears to be quite accepting of her. He said “it’s okay to be transgen-
der.” Mom shared a notable story related to Alex’s feelings about Elena. She
explained how another child at school said to Alex, “No wonder you’re so creepy,
your brother pretends to be a girl,” to which Alex replied, “I’ve always had a sister.”
In response, Emilia wrote in her journal:

My beautiful boy, who rarely gets a moment alone with mom, waited till he was in the
bath and Elena was doing homework to ask to talk to me. He said he knew he had to wait
to find a time he could talk to me alone…. When I asked him what he wanted me to do,
he suggested telling [Elena], he said, “just tell her so she can keep an eye on that kid…”

This story, and others that were shared, reflect signs of support for and solidar-
ity with his sister.

With Family 2, like Elena, Isabel was receiving mixed messages from her
parents. Her parents were not on the same page when Isabel began expressing girl
mannerisms. Amy explained, “I was blaming Michael [dad] and then you know
we’d go back and forth… there was conflict about him letting her play with Barbie
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dolls and then the conflict switched, you know, that I was letting her … you know
what I mean?” Initially, it was okay at home (mom was even buying her dresses
and dolls, and dad was buying dolls) or at school, but not in public, because mom
“wanted him to know that dress-up was just play.” When the behavior increased,
Amy looked to the Christian preschool to refer her to a therapist, who told Amy to
“get rid of the dress-up” at home. The therapist wanted Isabel to know that she
could wear certain things for dress-up at school but that she couldn’t wear dresses
out, and “he [dad] couldn’t grasp that,” she said. Furthermore, Amy, like Emilia,
felt that letting Isabel wear more feminine things without allowing her to affirm
“made things worse,” bringing unwanted and often hostile attention from other
children and adults toward Isabel. Thus, like Elena, Isabel was inadvertently living
gender fluid. She went on to say, “the kids would come up to me and they’d say,
‘Why does Jacob like girl stuff, why does Jacob like dollies?’” More importantly,
Isabel did not want to live gender fluid. While we were playing together during the
interview, when Isabel was asked if she knew what the word “transgender” meant,
she said it meant “transforming.” When she was asked how she taught her mom
and dad about her being a girl, she explained that her teacher said she could wear a
dress and she told her mom this. Isabel was suggesting that because the teacher val-
idated her choice to dress as she chose, she felt her mom would also then give her
approval. Isabel went on to say, “I just told mom that I wanted to wear girl clothes
and not boy clothes,” and then she explained that it was her mom who taught her
“daddy.”

With Family 3, part of Kayla’s mixed messages came from home and from the
dissimilitude between what she was allowed to do at home versus the school’s inflex-
ible policies. Similar to the others, Janet recalled her thinking at the time, saying “at
home it was fine, nobody cares,” but she “didn’t feel the public should see it” [refer-
ring to Kayla wearing a dress]. In addition to this thinking, Janet would tell the peo-
ple in her social circle that “Kay is a boy who likes girl things.” Although Kayla was
becoming more and more girly as mom describes, there were and still are places
where she was not allowed to go dressed as she wanted. One of these places was
school. Due to the fact that “mixed messages” were being conveyed, Kayla, like Elena
and Isabel, was inadvertently living gender fluid, and still is to some extent. Living
fluidly has, at times, been confusing for Kayla. Janet explained one such time:

Kay was having a hard time at school because boys and girls were lining up—boys and
girls—he didn’t like that … the only reason why I found out, though, is because I walked
in the class one morning and he started to cry and I said why are you crying, “‘cause I
don’t know which line to stand in” … and then I guess Kalen felt that there’s these two
buckets that you put your lunches in, it didn’t matter what bucket you put’em in, but he
felt that is was a bucket for boys versus a bucket for girls, he didn’t know which bucket to
put his lunch in!

Additionally, Kayla was having issues using the boys’ bathroom at school
because the other boys thought she was a girl, and instead of allowing her to use
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the girls’ bathroom, Kayla has to use a “special” bathroom. To potentially confuse
things more for her, her parents’ friends and their children continued—and some
still do—to call her Kalen, even though Kayla wanted to go by Kay. When asked if
she considered herself to be a girl or a boy, Kayla shared, “Both … sometimes I
feel like a boy and sometimes I feel like a girl … only sometimes I feel like a boy
and most of the time I feel like a girl. The people that know me I tell them I’m a
boy who likes girl things and to strangers, I tell them I’m a girl. That’s what my
mom told me to say.” When asked to name three things that made her a girl, she
listed “clothes, headbands, fake earrings…. I want to get my ears pierced but my
mom won’t let me [this is because of the school].” When asked what makes her a
boy, she replied, “My hair … I wish I could grow my hair out but there’s stupid
rules [this is in reference to her school].” In another visit, Kayla expressed, “I hate
my school’s stupid rules, I can’t wait to go to a school where I can grow my hair.”

With Family 4, prior to dad’s full understanding and acceptance, Jacobie was
very depressed in preschool, and she began fighting with her friends and talking
back to adults, but dad said, “Once we did transition—happy, completely happy all
the time!” Prior to this, and similar to Elena and Isabel, Ana was receiving mixed
messages from her parents. Don explained that they wanted to let their child wear
“whatever he wanted at home, but explained [to Ana] that we all have to wear our
uniforms out of the house.” Although Ana was getting mixed messages, she never
really went through living in a more fluid manner. This is likely because she was
only allowed to do certain behaviors at home, but once Don and Justin realized
what was occurring, she fully transitioned.

Ana said that the things that make her a girl are “pink, Barbies, and shoes.” Dur-
ing our discussion, Ana tried on long-haired wigs and “modeled” them—her favor-
ite was a long blonde wig—and said she wanted to be a model. She was not as
comfortable discussing the specific topic of being transgender. Perhaps this is due
to what one of her fathers said regarding how she views her identity as an affirmed
girl. Thus, there would be no need to discuss anything other than that fact. There-
fore, we simply let her talk about what she wanted to talk about, which was the boy
she had a crush on (a recurring conversation throughout the study). We decided
not sit down and informally interview her brother, Jeremiah, but rather, we spent a
lot of time with him and observed the siblings play together. He loves playing with
his sister and is “giving” with her. When Jeremiah was asked what he understands
about Ana being transgender, he replied that his dad [Don] told him that Ana is
his sister “but she has a penis.” He has been confronted by peers regarding Ana
and he just says “she’s a girl.” His dad Justin explained that Jeremiah feels it is
important for him to stand up for his sister, similar to Elena’s older brother.

Discussion

Examining the theme of gender identity expression reveals that, the children began
to exhibit what society considers gender nonnormative behaviors around the age
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of two to three years of age. This is in line with what the literature indicates is the
developmental age of the beginnings of gender formation (Brill & Pepper, 2008;
Ehrensaft, 2011; Giordano, 2013; Kane, 2006; Mallon & DeCrescenzo, 2006; Men-
vielle, 2012; Solomon 2012). All of the children took a special liking to “dress-up”
in preschool. Although one of the children did not verbally express her desire to be
referred to as a girl as early on as the other three children, they all became progres-
sively persistent about how they wanted to present themselves and be seen by
others. All the children went through a fluid stage of living, which was difficult for
all the families. For three of the families, once they sought out answers, their chil-
dren quickly went from living fluidly to willingly living in the constraints of the
binary; for one of the families, though, their child is currently transitioning (will-
ingly) into the constraints of the binary. From what we learned and observed, it
appears to be the result of the child’s own choice. The children are the ones who
asked for girl clothes in the clothing stores or girl toys in the toy stores, not the
parents. At some point the children developed desires of a “typical” feminine gen-
der identity, such as developing a love of pink objects. Also revealing is that the
children play with other girls, wear “girly” underwear, wear bikini bathing suits
with ruffles, use the girls’ restroom, and all sit to urinate. However, in regard to the
latter, some will never stand to urinate while others will when they are in a hurry.
Collectively, they have stereotypical ideals about what it means to be a girl (i.e.,
their names, long hair, dresses, ears pierced, liking the color pink, and so on).
Additionally, they all have a love for mermaids, fairies, princesses, and Barbies—
characters and toys considered feminine.

All of the parents in the study feel a sense of “blame” from society for “allowing”
their children to practice agency by expressing themselves as the gender with
which they identify. This is consistent with other findings of parental blame and
the societal belief that the parents failed to steer their child in a different direction
(Menvielle, 2009). Individually, they experienced this “blame” in different forms.
For example, two of the families had DCFS reports filed on them, and all of the
trans children in this study experienced negative incidents related to their gender
variance. Spending time with the trans children revealed that their idea of being a
girl revolves around socially constructed notions of femininity. They were not
happy about any barriers that prevented them from presenting as a girl, and were
(and continue to be) active agents of their identity. Three of them verbalized they
were a girl and even expressed wanting breasts and/or the removal of their penis.
Although one of them did not verbalize that she was a girl, all her wants and
actions were congruent with those of a girl. The children’s construction of what it
means to be seen as a girl is likely driven by their peers, the media, their parents,
and elements of their surrounding environment/culture. Their stories illustrate
how families affirming their gender-variant children challenge the normative con-
structions of gender identity. Not only have they challenged these constructions by
socially transitioning to what is seen as the female sex, but they have also chal-
lenged the construction of the gender binary categories by living fluidly at one
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point in their lives. However, because of the internalized notion that gender
includes two categories only, living “in-between” was met with negativity by their
community—more so than living as a girl with a penis.

The children’s daily interactions also inform their ideas of what it means to be
seen and “perform” as a girl. According to Turner (2013), “people put their identi-
ties on the line during interaction; thus, depending upon whether individuals suc-
ceed in verifying or fail in getting others to verify an identity or identities, the
emotions that are aroused will shape the subsequent flow of the interaction and,
over time, the structure of a person’s identity system” (p. 332). That said, their
daily interactions revealed that living fluidly was not going to produce the positive
affirmations that the families want for their children. Moreover, this may account
for some of the hyperfeminine behavior displayed by the two youngest children, as
well as the oldest child when she was their age. The need to feel and look like a girl
and be accepted by society as such is extremely important to these children, which
may explain the intensity they put into presenting as a girl. What is revealing is
that the oldest child in the study “grew out” of this hyperfeminine expression, per-
haps due to her developed confidence as she has aged. Only time will tell if the two
youngest children will develop the same confidence.

Transgender theory informs our ability to look beyond the binary categories of
male-female and accept a more fluid identity and to understand that gender iden-
tity includes our embodied experiences. As such, Hakeem (2010) suggests that we
look beyond the binary and deconstruct rigid gender roles so trans people can con-
sider themselves outside the context of a binary gendered framework. Therefore, if
the gender framework allowed for moving beyond the gender binary, then perhaps
the struggles that families and their children went through would be minimized,
especially during those times when the children were living gender fluid. Under-
standing those “transgressing”—the idea that one is “not necessarily physically
transitioning from one gender category to the other”—requires the understanding
that identity development is related to the construction of self, our daily interac-
tions, as well as understanding there is a “sense of identity that comes from a body
that continues to exist as a seeming self between the social performances of gen-
dered behaviors” (Hakeem, 2010, p. 146). Thus, there is continuity between the
body and the mind. For example, if we consider the children who have expressed
wanting breasts and/or the removal of their penis, Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010)
would explain this as having bodily experiences, which may be unconscious but
essential for informing one’s identity.

Implications for practice, policy, and research

The findings of this research study have various implications for those working
with trans children and their families, such as teachers, family therapists, counse-
lors, social workers, and other social service providers. Bochenek and Brown
(2001) found that many adults working with children in an institutional setting
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(such as social workers, psychologists, teachers, and counselors) were biased and
misinformed about transgender children. At the practice level, there is a need for
caring teachers who validate and affirm the gender identities of their students
(Luecke, 2011). Given that gender-variant children are most vulnerable because of
bullying and a lack of understanding from peers, teachers, and staff (Bochenek &
Brown, 2001), it is imperative that teachers and school counselors receive informa-
tion and training to support children who are living gender fluid or transitioning.
This also holds true for family therapists, social workers, and other mental health
professionals, who should validate family members’ emotional experiences while
maintaining a nonjudgmental response toward trans children and their families as
they manage the transitional process (Menvielle, 2012). Social workers can help
parents with strategies for advocating for their children within various institutions
such as schools. Mental health practitioners can assist parents in learning to value
their child unconditionally, acknowledge their difference, and advocate for changes
in the family and community to minimize social risks (Lev, 2004; Menvielle, 2012).

Social workers and other clinical therapists can deepen their understanding of
psychosocial issues of trans children, their gender expression milestones, and the
contexts of their lives in a heteronormative society that adheres to the gender
binary (Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006).They can also move away from pathologiz-
ing behavior and allowing children to self-actualize. Medical professionals can
help families with gender-variant children make important decisions, such as the
benefits and risks of taking hormone blockers or pursuing hormone treatment.
They can educate parents about time lines and what transitioning involves (Men-
vielle, 2009; Stein, 2012). School faculty and staff, medical and mental health pro-
viders, and social workers can also be prepared to connect gender-variant children
and their families with supportive individuals and organizations in the community
(Ludeke, 2009).

At the policy level, there are various national and local organizations that pro-
vide respected sources of information to support trans children and their families,
such as PFLAG (Parents/Friends of Lesbian and Gays), GLSEN (Gay, Lesbian &
Straight Education Network), TYFA (Trans Youth Family Allies), and GSA (Gay-
Straight Alliance) for Safe Schools. Within educational institutions, schools can
also enforce antibullying policies in addition to reenvisioning the curriculum to
challenge dichotomous notions of gender. Rands (2009) proposes “gender complex
education” (p. 426) whereby teachers work with students to analyze the ways in
which gender is constantly being socially constructed and work toward a complex
and multifaceted understanding of gender. In addition, policies can be imple-
mented that require schools to use appropriate names and pronouns for trans chil-
dren, permit them to dress according to their gender identity, and provide them
access to restrooms and locker rooms based on their gender identity (Minter,
2012).

Future research can explore the relationship between parents and partners and
how having a trans child affects them. In addition, researchers can seek to deepen
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their understanding of the relationships that trans children, their siblings, parents,
grandparents, and extended family members establish or reestablish as they live
fluidly or undergo their gender transition. Taking into account the intersection of
identities (such as race, age, class, sexual orientation, ability status, and religious
affiliation) can serve to deepen our understanding of trans children and their fami-
lies. More longitudinal research is needed on trans children to better understand
risk and protective factors that play a role in their long-term health and well-being.
Wyman, Sandler, Wolchik, and Nelson (2000) assert that resiliency in a child is
best achieved through a supportive family environment that fosters the develop-
ment of self-esteem and social competencies. Other factors that enhance resiliency
among trans children and their families can be further explored.

Conclusion

The individual narratives of these four families provided the opportunity to under-
stand how these families navigate within a society that finds gender-variant chil-
dren “unnatural” and thus “others” them. Their narratives provide insight into the
challenges that trans children and their families face, as well as the validating and
affirming moments that give these children and their families strength and resil-
ience. In the context of gender-variant children, many may be perfectly comfort-
able with their bodies but still have an interest in presenting in a nonnormative
manner at times. Other gender-variant children might reject their bodies or even-
tually transition without rejecting traditional expressions of their gender assigned
at birth. And still others will make a complete social transition into the construc-
tion of a different sex. Parents of gender-fluid children argue that gender is a “spec-
trum” rather than two opposing categories, neither of which any real boy or girl
precisely fits. In other words, there are a multitude of gender identities and
many ways of being. Due to their conviction of knowing what is right for
them and refusing to allow the normative gender rules to dictate their lives,
these children and their families are active agents of social change. Their sto-
ries highlight the ways in which they challenge the normative structures of
our society and push the boundaries of redefining gender. They are activists—
whether knowingly or not.

Notes
1. The term affirm “allows recognition of the fact that these children have never identified as

the gender assigned to them at birth and are therefore not moving from one gender to
another, but into an affirmation of the gender they have always known themselves to be”
(Vanderburgh, 2009, p. 136).

2. After culling the literature, we found that Giordano’s (2013) discussion of some of the
models of gender development appears to be a reoccurring theme and therefore this review
will focus on these models.

3. This review does not encompass intersex children.
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4. The Human Subjects Institutional Review Board approval was gained by the university
prior to our beginning this research. All names featured in this article are pseudonyms in
order to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants.

5. Creswell (2012) defines a cultural-sharing group as one that has “shared and learned pat-
terns of values, behaviors, beliefs, and language” (p. 68).

6. Stealth refers to the decision of the families to not share their child’s gender variance with
others—living as an affirmed girl.
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Appendix

Interview protocol

Script of the assent for the children who are less than 9 years of age
(note that what will be said will also depend on how much the parents
have told them—how much they know about their gender “differences,” etc.)
Have your parents told you why I’m going to be hanging around? Do you under-
stand that I want you to tell me about how your parents did not know you were a
boy or a girl, and how you taught them that you were the other or neither (if
applicable)? Are you okay with that? Are you okay with me hanging out with you
and your family every week for a little while so that I can get to know you? I want
you to know that at any time you can tell me that you don’t feel like talking or see-
ing me on a certain day or at all. If you ever don’t feel okay with me, you can tell
your mom or dad!

Prompts for semi-structured interview questions with parents
Please tell me what you think (name of transgender child) understands about their
gender identity? Please tell me what you think your other children understand
about (name of child) gender identity?

Prompts for unstructured interview questions for parents
Let’s start by you telling me what life has been like raising a transgender child?

Prompts for semi-structured interview questions for transgender children (ages
8–12) (note: our questions to the children were based on what the parent informed
me about what they thought their child understood about their gender identity.)
Let’s start by you telling me what things have been hard, challenging, sad, happy,
better, and so on since you’ve been telling your family that you feel like you’ve
been born (here I will ask them what they would call their body situation: i.e., in
the wrong body, not the right gender, etc.)?
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What is your understanding of the word transgender? Tell me what you feel like
being a boy or girl means, does this mean your clothes are different, your toys,
who you hang out with, what games you play, etc.? What types of things have
changed, if any, since you’ve been living as who you want and feel like?

Prompts for unstructured interview questions for transgender children (ages 8–12)
Talk to me about your week at school, at home, and with your friends.

Prompts for unstructured interview questions for transgender children (under age
of 8)
Tell me how you taught your parents that you were (a boy, girl, or other). Tell me
about your friends.

Semi-structured interview questions for sibling between the ages of 8–12
How would you explain, to me, what your brother is feeling? What does the word
transgender mean?

Unstructured interview questions for sibling between the ages of 8–12
Please tell me what you think about having had a brother or sister and now having
a (sister, brother, or [another title]?
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