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A Guide for Parents

Trans and nonbinary people identify with a gender that is dif-
ferent from the sex that was recorded on their birth certificate.
If you are the parent or friend of a trans or nonbinary person,
this guide can help you think through ways to make your
home or other space a more welcoming and healthy place
for people with diverse genders.

Common Terms

People use a lot of labels to describe their gender. Here is
a short list of common terms. Please note that these words
can mean different things to different people.

e Trans and nonbinary are used as umbrella terms to de-
scribe when a person’s gender identity is different from
the sex that went on their birth certificate.

e Gender identity is a core sense of who a person is and
it is tied to their sense of self.

e Sex assigned at birth is the gender (male/female) that
goes on a person’s birth certificate.

e Genderexpressionisthe gendered way a person behaves,
dresses, and/or interacts with others.

e Atrans boy is a boy who was assigned a female sex at
birth and a trans girl is a girl who was assigned a male
sex at birth.

e Anonbinary person may identify with multiple genders, no
gender, ordifferentgenders at differenttimes (gender fluid).

Try to Understand

e Teenagers describe their gender identities in a lot of dif-
ferent ways. One of the best ways to support a teenager
is to stay open to learning about their experiences.

e Let your teenager know, up front, that you love them
unconditionally. Building trust is important.

e  Ask genuine questions when your teenager is ready, but
avoid interrogating. Self-educate as much as possible.

e Be willing to question any assumptions or biases that
you currently hold.

*  Remember that your teenager may not have all of the
answers. They may be figuring things out themselves.
Research shows that providing an affirming environment
for them helps their mental health.

* Notethataperson may have a gender identity (“girl”) that
does not always match a gender expression (“tomboy”).

Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Fact Sheets
are also available on our website at:
extension.okstate.edu

Practice Affirmation

Gender affirmation is recommended by all major health orga-
nizations. Affirming behaviors show your teenager that they
are accepted, supported, and loved no matter what.

e When your teenager tells you something about their
identity, take it at face value rather than questioning it.

e If your teenager shares their new pronouns (he/him in-
stead of she/her — or uses “they/them/theirs” pronouns)
and/or new name with you, start using them. Practice
their new name and pronouns to avoid mistakes.

e When you use the wrong pronouns or name, apologize
and move on so you don'’t bring the attention to yourself.

*  Remember to support your teenager as a whole person.
Other identities and experiences like their sexual orien-
tation, race, or a disability can shape the way they are
accepted or rejected by others.

e  Stick up for your teenager when they experience rejec-
tion. Research shows that social support (e.g., family
acceptance, friendships) helps their mental health.

Take Care of Yourself

e Parenting a trans or nonbinary teenager can be very
stressful for parents. If you are worried, confused, or
frustrated, you are not alone.

e Recognize and accept any feelings of sadness, loss,
or confusion you are experiencing. These feelings are
completely valid. Seek supportaround these feelings from
other supportive adults in your life rather than expressing
them to your child.

¢ Lookforotherpeople who can understand and/or support
you. There are many online support groups.

e Tobuild empathy for your teenager, reflect on how others
have belittled you for your genderidentity or gender-related
behaviors (called you “girly” or “tomboy”).

e Forgive yourself when you make mistakes. If the mistakes
are repeated often, get an accountability buddy to help
you learn and grow.
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Skill

Scenario

Possible Dialogue

Creating an af-
firming environ-
ment at home.

Your teenager tells you
one of their friends started
identifying as nonbinary.

You: “That’s a brave thing to do in our small community. | bet they need
support.”

Teenager: “Yeah, they’ve only told me so far.”

You: Well, | hope you know they would be accepted in our home. They can
come over anytime.

Expressing
curiosity without
interrogating.

Your teenager uses a new
word or concept.

Teenager: “I'm feeling really dysphoric today.”
You: “If you feel up to it, would you share what it is like to feel dysphoric?”

Teenager: “Yeah, it is really depressing. Maybe | can talk about it more
when | don’t feel so bad.”

You: “Great, I'm here to listen any time.”

Questioning
one’s own
biases and as-
sumptions.

Your teenager talks about
her nonbinary friend.

You: “What are your friend’s preferred pronouns?”
Teenager: “They’re not preferred, they just are.”
You: “I guess I'm confused. Your friend has pronouns they prefer, right?”

Teenager: “No, they just have pronouns. Saying they pick or prefer their
pronouns means they have a choice about their identity, but they don’t.”

You: “l get it, yeah, | guess | don’t have preferred pronouns either. | just
know what fits for me.”

Correcting mis-
takes without
making a big
deal.

Your teenager uses they/
them pronouns, but you
accidentally refer to them
as “he.”

You: “l don’t think he wants to go.”
Teenager: “You mean they.”

You: “Yes, I'm sorry. | don’t think they want to go.”

Providing sup-
port against

Your teenager comes
home and tells you her

You: “How can | support you? | could talk with your teacher.”

bullying and teacher said transgender Teenager: “Not many people at school know about me. | think talking to that
rejection. people are sick. teacher would make things worse because then everyone would know.
You: “l understand why you don’t want me to intervene and | respect your
wishes. | am here to support you and | want you to be able to be proud of
who you are. It goes without saying that your teacher is wrong.”
Teenager: “Thanks, I'll let you know if it things get worse in class.”
Recognizing You discuss your teen- You: “I love so much and | really want him to be happy. It is just
and accepting ager with your friend. that | had such big plans for him and now everything feels like it has
feelings. changed. | am grieving the future that will never be, even while I'm trying

to be supportive and understanding. It is so hard.”

Exploring gen-
der identity and
expression.

You want to build empa-
thy for your teenager by
thinking about your own
experiences.

-  wonder when | first realized my own gender identity...
- When a friend called me ‘such a girl’ or ‘a tomboy,’ | felt...
- | am not the typical man/woman when I...

- | have not been rejected because of my gender identity, but | have
definitely been treated differently because of...
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Current Research Findings

Being trans or nonbinary in a rural area can be very hard
for teenagers. When teenagers in Oklahoma experience
high levels of distress they tend to act in self destructive
ways (Knutson et al., 2021). Family support is the best
antidote to distress, suicidality, and self-harm (Milton &
Knutson, 2021). Loving and accepting trans and nonbinary
teenagers saves lives.

Additional Readings

Knutson, D., Walinsky, D., & Koch, J. M. (2019). Gender
diversity in non-urban settings. In A. Carlozzi & K. Choate
(Eds.), Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Persons
and Their Families: Best Practices for Mental Health Profes-
sionals. Oxford, England: Taylor and Francis.
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