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Despite highly publicized national debates 
about bathroom access and military service, 
most people know very little about transgen-
der individuals. According to a September 
2015 Harris poll, the number of American 
adults who report knowing or working with  
a transgender individual doubled from 2008  
to 2015, but these percentages remain small, 
8% compared with 16%.

School professionals face particular challenges as they try to bal-
ance equal rights and safety for all students. While all minority 
students are vulnerable (including those with mental, physical, 
or learning challenges) and deserve protection from discrimi-
nation and bullying, the overwhelming lack of understanding 
of what it means to be transgender places these youngsters 
particularly at risk.

School professionals can support these students and their 
families by educating themselves about what it means to be 
transgender:

1.  Transgender youth typically express, persistently and 
insistently, a cross-gender identity, and feel that their gender 
is different from the sex to which they were assigned at 
birth. Sex refers to one’s biological status as either male or 
female, and is associated primarily with physical attributes 
such as chromosomes, hormone prevalence, and external 
and internal anatomy. Gender identity refers to a person’s 
internal sense of being male, female, or something else. 
Gender expression refers to the way a person communi-
cates gender identity to others through behavior, clothing, 
hairstyles, voice, or body characteristics. Gender Diverse or 
Non-Conforming youth may prefer clothing, hair styles, or ac-
tivities that are not expected in the culture based on their as-
signed sex, or may not identify as 100% male or female, but 
do not feel at odds with the sex assigned to them at birth. 
Sexual orientation refers to an individual’s enduring physical, 
romantic, and/or emotional attraction to another person.

2.  While there are no systematic epidemiological studies,  
transgender youth may be as prevalent as 0.5%.

3.  History shows that gender diverse or transgender individuals 
have existed across cultures for thousands of years.
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4.  Being transgender per se is not a mental health disorder. 
Some individuals, however, experience significant or dis-
abling distress as a result of gender incongruence, and may 
seek treatment for gender dysphoria. Mental health issues 
experienced by transgender individuals, such as depression 
and anxiety, typically are related to non-acceptance within  
society, discrimination, and bullying/assault experiences 
rather than identity confusion. Attempts to force transgen-
der and gender diverse students to conform to social norms 
can be traumatizing, and can stifle healthy development.

5.  Names and pronouns matter: ask individuals how they  
identify, and respectfully use the relevant names and  
pronouns. Don’t make assumptions about sexual orienta-
tion, or about an individual’s desire to pursue hormonal or 
surgical treatments.

6.  Advocate for solutions that respect the rights of transgen-
der youth, and demonstrate zero tolerance for bullying or 
discrimination.

7.  There is no single explanation for why some people are 
transgender, although research is focusing on neurobio-
logical brain differences. It is not caused by anything a 
family member did or did not do. 

8.  For more information and resources: http://www.apa.org/
pi/lgbt/programs/transgender/index.aspx
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