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Despite the tendency to conflate sexual 
orientation and gender identity, the two 
are very different. Sexual orientation 
describes a person’s sexual or romantic 
attraction, while gender identity refers to 
someone’s own personal sense of being 
male, female, both or neither. Everyone 
has both a gender identity and a sexual 
orientation. 

Children typically begin expressing 
their gender identity between the ages 
of two and four years old. Around this 
age, transgender children often express 
their cross-gender identification to their 
family members and caregivers through 
statements such as “I have a girl brain 
and boy body” or vice versa and behavior 
such as dressing in clothing and engaging 
in activities consistent with their gender 
identity. Even at that young age, trans-
gender children are often insistent and 
persistent about their gender, differenti-
ating their behavior from a “phase” or 
imaginative play. 

With the love and support of families, 
caregivers and other adults, transgender 
children and youth can thrive. Supporting 
them means allowing them to live in a 
manner consistent with their gender iden-
tity, which helps them develop self-esteem 
and grow into happy, healthy members 
of society. 

However, some transgender children 
receive the message from their families, 
caregivers and society that there is some-
thing wrong with who they are and begin 
to repress their cross-gender identification 
out of fear and shame. Not having their 
gender identity respected and affirmed 
in their daily lives will likely cause them 
significant psychological distress. That 
distress is often exacerbated when a trans-
gender student’s gender identity is not 
affirmed at school, which can be a very 
gendered space (e.g., girls’ and boys’ toys/
games, girls’ and boys’ lines). 

The consequences of not affirming a 
child’s gender identity can be severe, and 
it can interfere with the student’s ability 
to develop and maintain healthy interper-
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person’s legal name or gender, let alone 
requiring proof. It is important to extend 
those same social courtesies to a trans-
gender student. 

Consistently using a transgender stu-
dent’s chosen name and pronouns signals 

Creating a tailored gender transition plan 
is the best way to ensure the process is 
thoughtfully constructed and accounts for 
these various factors. 



40 ASCA SCHOOL COUNSELOR  |  MAY • JUNE 2016

back against bullying is more likely to 
be punished than the student who is the 
aggressor. Restorative justice programs 
and positive behavior interventions and 
supports are two examples of alterna-
tive discipline approaches that improve 
school climate and address the root cause 
of bullying and harassment. The most 
effective way to reduce bullying is to cre-
ate a schoolwide culture of inclusion and 
respect for difference 

Supporting transgender students boils 
down to the basic principle that students 
can and should be supported and able to 
attend schools where their authentic gen-
der is recognized and honored. 

Planning is essential, but that doesn’t 
mean the process of supporting a 
transgender student will be without its 


