EARLY CHILDHOOD

GENDER 101

Western models of gender have evolved significantly over the last 50 years, from gender boxes to the genderbread person to gender expansiveness
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GENDER EXPANSIVENESS

Supporting gender health and wellbeing for all children starts by creating safe spaces for them to identify and express their authentic gender selves

Gender expansive (also gender creative, gender diverse, gender variant, or
gender nonconforming™) children explore, identify and/or express their gender
in ways that challenge cultural norms and expand our binary understanding of
gender (see Then: Gender Boxes). Gender expansive is an umbrella label that
can be ascribed to children and includes those who identify as transgender.

Some children do not identify with being either male or female, some identify
as a blend of both, while others identify with a gender but don't always express
or embody it in culturally expected ways. Gender may be fixed or change over
time and/or across cultural contexts.

All existing research on young children’s experiences and ideas of gender is
based on traditional notions of gender as a binary and fixed category. There is
a significant need for research that recognizes contemporary understandings
of gender (see Now: Gender Expansiveness).

Studies show the majority of very young children who express gender
expansive behavior will, by adulthood, identify with their legal designation

at birth.'? These studies also highlight that many children, as young as
toddlers, already know that their gender identities do not align with their legal
designation and persist in their transgender or gender expansive identities

through adolescence and often into adulthood.™
Gender is one of many categories that are socially constructed to sort people
and establish advantages and exclusions (see: Intersectionality). Regardless of adult identities, children who challenge gender norms and
expectations are known to experience bullying, isolation, shame, and
disempowerment. A new mindset is needed to support gender health and

wellbeing for all children in both research and practice.

The American Psychological Association does not consider transgender and
gender expansive identities to be pathologies, but rather normal variations
of human experience.” Nine percent of LGBT youth in the US identify outside
of the gender binary, a third of whom identify as transgender.’® An increasing
number of gender expansive children are socially transitioning, or presenting
as their gender identity in everyday life."

*Some see “gender nonconforming” as a pathologizing identity label.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO TALK ABOUT GENDER

HOW CAN WE SUPPORT CHILDREN'S GENDER HEALTH?

Although families, educators, and other significant adults in young

children’s lives have no control over children’s gender identities, they have
extensive influence over children’s health and social-emotional wellbeing by
communicating to them messages of being either respected and affirmed or
shamed and rejected.? Gender expansive children have better mental health
when adults support them in expressing their authentic gender identities."

Gender inclusive early childhood programs start with educators rejecting
beliefs that associate gender expansiveness with pathology or deficit and
embracing an expansive view of gender for all people including children.® All
children benefit from early learning environments that celebrate and normalize
difference through information, images, and relationships that highlight human
diversity, including gender diversity.'* > Gender expansive children need to
experience the same level of respect, acceptance, safety, and belonging as
children whose behavior does not challenge gender norms.’ They need brave
advocates who will challenge their own binary thinking while striving to make
all early childhood programs gender inclusive by having policies and practices
that recognize all gender identities in the children and families they serve.’
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