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Abstract

Aims

Educational Psychologists are faced with the challenge of supporting gender diverse children
and young people, whose identities are debated frequently and openly (Swiss National
Advisory Commission on Biomedical Ethics, 2024). This commentary paper aims to review
the science of gender diversity to give Educational Psychologists a stronger scientific

foundation for providing support to this community.

Rationale

Since the publication of the Cass review of gender identity services for children and young
people (Cass, 2024), which criticised mainstream approaches to their care, gender diverse
children and young people have come to face unprecedented social, political, and medical
challenges. Educational Psychologists will encounter the consequences of unmet need as
gender diverse children and young people living openly face discrimination, marginalisation,
isolation, and a health system struggling to support them (Abreu et al 2018; Ballard & Welch,
2017; Bradlow et al., 2017; Cass, 2024; Griner et al., 2020; Lawrence et al., 2023; Myers et

al., 2020).

Findings

This commentary paper offers a critique of the Cass review and brings together the wider
literature to understand gender diverse people’s shared history and language, to understand
transition and its effects, and to identify actions Educational Psychologists can take to

improve the lives of the gender diverse children and young people with whom they work.

Conclusions



Gender diverse children and young people are and always will be members of the school
communities Educational Psychologists are committed to serving. Educational Psychologists

have the skills and are well placed to support this community.
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Why we need a commentary on this field of research

Two years ago an independent review of National Health Service (NHS) gender
identity services for children and young people in the UK, known as the Cass review, was
published (Cass, 2024). Cass was commended by the British Psychological Society (BPS
Communications, 2024), and her review communicates a stark criticism of current practice
with gender diverse youth, seeking more holistic, responsive support for these young people.
The review was also critical of the lack of high-quality research evidence supporting common
transition-related healthcare options, especially puberty blockers that pause pubertal changes
that are at odds with one’s gender identity, and gender affirming hormones that stimulate

pubertal changes consistent with one’s gender identity.

The Cass review was published within a cultural and historic context it did not
acknowledge, one where marginalisation impedes high-quality scientific work by and with
this community (Veldhuis, 2022). The findings of the Cass review put it at odds with
international consensus (e.g., Brezin et al., 2024; Coleman et al., 2022; DGKJP, 2025;
Gawlik-Starzyk et al., 2025; Oliphant et al., 2018) including all mainstream U.S expert

guidance (Aaron & Konnoth, 2025).

A group of Educational Psychologists, both qualified and in training, wrote an open

letter to education secretary Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson, signed by over 200 Trainee and



qualified Educational Psychologists expressing concern about the findings of the Cass review
(Perry, 2024). Yet the UK government has welcomed the review’s findings and has even
moved beyond its recommendations to ban the prescription of puberty blockers for gender
dysphoria (Dyer, 2024). Y oung people are watching as their transition related healthcare
options diminish while they wait over two years for their first appointment in gender identity

development services (Cass, 2024).

Educational Psychologists and trainees are increasingly likely to face the inevitable
emotional and academic consequences of unmet need as gender diverse children and young
people struggle to find support. There is, therefore, a growing need for Educational
Psychologists to be able to understand the gender diverse children and young people they are
likely to meet in their work. Gender diverse folk share a history and language (including the
common use of the gender-neutral collective term ‘folk’), and exist within a profoundly
challenging social, political, and medical context, all of which it is important for practicing

psychologists to understand.

As authors we are Educational Psychologists (EPs), members of a profession known
for advocating inclusion, for making sure that all children and young people can find a place
to belong. Our profession specialises in destigmatising and embracing difference, amplifying
the voices of children and young people when they tell us about their experiences, and
helping settings become as diverse in their approach as the children and young people they
serve. As authors, we specialise in conducting and publishing research in the field of gender
diversity. We have published in such reputable academic journals as the British Journal of
Developmental Psychology (Fisher et al, 2024), and the International Journal of Transgender
Health (New-Brown et al, 2024), visited national charities to document the experiences of

gender diverse children and young people (McGowan et al, 2022), worked with teachers and



Educational Psychologists to consider how they support gender diverse youth in school
(Markland et al, 2023; New-Brown et al, 2025), created consensus with young people across
the UK in building a new more inclusive model of gender (Wilson et al, 2023), and we

have systematically reviewed the nature of gender identity itself (Fisher et al, 2024). It is
from this position that we have come to understand the opportunity of our profession to bring

our skills to bear in support of gender diverse children and young people.

The present article, therefore, is something of an overview of the research in this field.
Our aim is not to create a systematic review of the literature, but rather a commentary upon
this field of research as a whole. We aim to clarify who gender diverse people are and what
they face in our society. Our sincere hope is that the literature here reviewed offers a clear
sense of how professional psychologists can support this community using the considerable

skills they already possess, guiding both professional practice and professional guidance.

Gender is More Diverse than ‘Male’ and ‘Female’

In British society we have an established set of gendered rules and norms upon which our
culture rests, featuring gendered assertions about what a person is and what they should be
given the gender category into which they have been placed (Burgess & Borgida, 1999).

We assign children a gender at birth, casting gendered predictions well into their
future with little provisionality (see Paechter, 2021, for a critique). We wonder what kind of
man this boy will become, whether he will be strong, kind, generous, a benevolent force for
good in a far too frequently toxic world. We rarely, however, make room for the possibility
that this little one might not come to identify as a boy at all.

Our gendered predictions, the norms and rules they communicate, are known
collectively as cis-normativity; they privilege identities that align with our fixed gender

assignments and inherently marginalise those that do not (Horton, 2023). In British society



such gendered expectations bind us all. Ideals of femininity and masculinity, most heavily
endorsed and policed in adolescence, shape how we relate to each other in fundamental ways,
reinforcing stereotypes, and instruct each of us about what we must do to be acceptable to a
binary world (Kagesten et al., 2016).

There are a group of people, however, for whom authenticity necessitates a
fundamental challenging of gender norms, where the gender that feels like home is not the
one they were assigned at birth. In our culture we often use the umbrella term of ‘trans’ to
describe those whose gender challenges cis-normative rules. For folk who identify as more
masculine we can use the moniker ‘transmasculine’ or ‘transmasc’ (Hansbury, 2005), and
folk who identify as more feminine we describe as ‘transfeminine’ or ‘transfemme’ (Thorne
et al., 2019).

Of course some people do not identify with the gender binary at all, and we often
describe those folk under the broad umbrella of ‘non-binary’ (Vijlbrief et al., 2020).
Worldwide there are nearly as many names for genders that fall outside cis-normative
expectations as there are languages (Thorne et al., 2019). The name we will use here,
however, as an umbrella for all those whose gender falls outside of cis-normative
expectations, is that of gender diversity.

Gender diverse people have existed across cultures and throughout time (Amin &
Girard, 2020; Jacobs, 1997; Kanemasu & Liki, 2020; Mehra et al., 2019; Ramirez & Munar,
2022; Tamale, 2013; Taylor, 2006; Thomas et al., 2022; Toomistu, 2022; Vasey & Bartlett,
2007), in many cases hidden by their oppression in the wake of European and especially
British colonialism (Han & O’Mahoney, 2014). Gender is an inherently cultural concept, and
it is unsound to draw parallels between gender experiences beyond the binary across cultures
(Heyam, 2022), but what unites them all is the marginalisation that a western colonial view of

gender has left upon those it has oppressed.



We often think of the trans experience as one marked by gender dysphoria, a unique
form of existential distress caused by the feeling that how people relate to you in terms of
gender, how you see yourself reflected in the eyes of those around you as much as in mirrors,
does not match that intuitive sense of who you are inside (Cooper et al., 2020). Yet the trans
experience is also characterised by its joy, its authenticity, its defiance, and ultimately for
gender euphoria, the feeling when you and the world begin to see you as the gender you feel
on the inside (Austin et al., 2022; Horton, 2022; Kulesza et al., 2025; Mann et al., 2023;
Reisner et al., 2023; Skelton et al., 2023). Gender euphoria has been described as a ‘moment
of elation, a connection with one’s gender’ and as ‘a shiny little gender breakthrough’

(Beischel et al., 2021, p281). One non-binary young adult explained:

“It’s literally life saving. I wish I could describe it to those of you who haven’t had it
before, but existing in a space, in a moment where your body and gender align [and]
feel right with each other when so often that is not the case is ELECTRIC. It’s what
keeps trans folks alive, those moments of feeling fully and euphorically ourselves.”

(Beischel et al., 2021, p282).

Gender Diverse Folk Transition to Live Authentically

Making changes that challenge cultural gender rules to live authentically is an act known as
transition, and it has both social and medical aspects.

Social transition involves embracing different gender norms socially, often by
choosing a name and pronouns, and/or by changing one’s gender expression including
mannerisms, behaviours, clothes, and voice, to better fit how one feels inside (Durwood et al.,
2017; Morandini et al., 2023).

Medical aspects of transition include hormone blockers (Brik et al., 2020; Rew et al.,

2021), gender affirming hormones (Achille et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2019; Harper et al.,



2021), and a range of surgical options (Chaya et al., 2022; Dhejne et al., 2011, 2014; Lobato
et al., 2006; Papadopulos et al., 2017; Swan et al., 2023; van de Grift et al., 2018) that help
trans folk to embody their identities in ways that feel right to them. Medical transition
interventions improve the mental health of adults (Baker et al., 2021; Becker-Hebly et al.,
2021; Branstrom & Pachankis, 2020; de Vries et al., 2014; Goetz & Arcomano, 2023;
Pidgeon et al., 2022; Turban et al., 2021; de Vries et al., 2014) and young people (Allen et al.,
2026; Becker-Hebly et al., 2021; Cantu et al., 2020; Carlile et al., 2021; Kaltiala et al., 2020;
Kuper et al., 2020; Nieder, 2021; Olsavsky et al., 2023; Olson et al 2016; Thoma et al., 2023;
Tordoff et al., 2022; Turban et al 2022; van der Miesen et al., 2020). In the UK most of these
options are only available to adults and all of them are now only available to those 16 and
over.

For the 0.5% of UK citizens who consider themselves to be trans or non-binary
(Office for National Statistics, 2023), living openly in this world means breaking free of the
gendered expectations of cis-normativity. While transition is an often private, sometimes
secret, rejection of cis-normative expectations, there exists the colloquial term of coming out
to describe the act of letting people know about one’s gender diversity. ‘Coming out’ often
features a more overt transgression of the same gendered norms and rules that advantage
many people in our lives, and that some people will fight to defend.

Young gender diverse people who live openly risk bullying (Abreu et al 2018; Ballard
& Welch, 2017; Bradlow et al., 2017; Lawrence et al., 2023), victimisation (Griner et al.,
2020; Myers et al., 2020), sexual harassment (Kaltiala & Ellonen, 2022), sexual violence
(Cogan et al., 2021; Coulter et al., 2017; Murchison et al., 2019), polyvictimisation (Sterzing
et al., 2019), parental rejection (Grossman et al., 2021), childhood abuse (Thoma et al.,
2021), insults to belonging (Hatchel et al., 2018), and body image concerns and disordered

eating (Campbell et al., 2024).



The act of ‘coming out’ can, therefore, be risky and is often less a moment and more a
process, gradual, tentative, deliberate (Morgan et al., 2023). Young people sometimes drop
hints and test the water (Heiden-Rootes et al., 2023), they can leave breadcrumbs for us to
find and follow (Grishow-Schade et al., 2023). Given the considerable danger in leaving

them, how people receive these breadcrumbs has implications for what happens next.

The Current Medical Context for Gender Diverse Young People

If young gender diverse people find their breadcrumbs received with warmth and
kindness then sometimes they might ‘come out’ to someone they trust by telling them about
their gender experience and, if they so desire and are supported to do so, seek medical
services to help them with the physical aspects of transition. Y oung people who are able to
tell someone how they are feeling, who might then seek to transition, find in the UK a public
health system broadly incapable of responsively meeting their needs (Carlile, 2019; Kidd et
al., 2023).

From 2017 to 2020 9,555 referrals were made to the Gender Identity Development
Service in the UK for children and young people with an average age of 14 (Masala et al.,
2024). Young people face a wait in excess of two years for transition related healthcare
(Cass, 2024) and the wait for support during the years of puberty can be ‘frustrating’ (McKay
et al., 2022, p9). The wait is exacerbated by the foreknowledge that young people who reach
17 while waiting are unlikely to be seen by the service and are frequently instead moved to
the adult waiting list (Cass, 2024). For those who reach child and adolescent services before
they age out of them, the medical options available to support their transition are few.

For children and young people who are gender diverse, for whom their assignment at
birth is at odds with their identification, puberty represents a profound physical and

psychological challenge. The changes of puberty come fast, they are considerable and largely



irreversible (Rogol et al., 2000); if the puberty your body begins feels wrong for you, then
you will watch as your androgynous form permanently masculinises or feminises away from
your identity. The emotional impact of gender dysphoria, magnified by puberty, is hard to
overstate, and the outcomes of gender diverse folk are not optimistic. Gender diverse youth
are at an increased risk of poor mental health (Gibson et al., 2021; Johnson et al., 2023; Park
et al., 2022), and of intending to take their own lives (Garthe et al., 2022).

In Britain, services have historically provided what is known as a ‘watchful waiting’
approach (Cass, 2024), criticised recently by the French Society of Paediatric Endocrinology
and Diabetology (Brezin et al., 2024). In Britain, under the ‘watchful waiting’ approach
young people, while they could not access gender affirming hormones during early puberty,
could still access GnRH agonists, also known as puberty blockers. Puberty blockers are
designed to give young gender diverse people the opportunity to prevent the permanent
changes of a puberty that would cause them severe gender-related distress. However, the
prescription of puberty blockers for gender dysphoria in Britain has been rare. A Freedom of
Information Act request by the Telegraph revealed that in the 12 months preceding July 2023
the number of children and young people in Britain prescribed puberty blockers for gender
dysphoria was 83 (Searles, 2023).

Last year the long awaited Cass review of gender identity services for children and
young people in the UK was published (Cass, 2024), met with cross-party support, and Cass
was commended by the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2024). The Cass review sets out
recommendations for the multidisciplinary care of gender diverse young people. On the
surface it appears to be a thoughtful, well-evidenced review informed by several peer-
reviewed and published systematic reviews conducted by the University of York. The
Review calls into question the mainstream treatment approaches in the UK, and calls for

more caution toward, and a more holistic approach to, the treatment of this population (Cass,



2024). The Cass review offers a series of important recommendations for the treatment of
gender diverse children and young people in the UK. The review also challenges the evidence
base for the use of puberty blocking medications and for gender affirming hormones for
gender diverse youth.

Key decisions made in the Cass review and the systematic reviews that informed it
impeded the inclusion of relevant literature needed to draw conclusions informed by the
scientific consensus in this field of study (see McNamara et al., 2024 and Noone et al., 2024,
for critiques, and McDeavitt et al., 2025 for a response). A good example can be found in the
systematic review on social transitioning in childhood and adolescence (Hall et al, 2024), one
of the only systematic reviews featured in the Cass review that did not remove ‘low-quality’
evidence from its synthesis. Hall’s systematic review nonetheless makes a key

misinterpretation that informs a more cautious conclusion than is warranted, stating:

‘There were also inconsistent results between studies. For example, two studies
suggest there may be some benefit associated with use of chosen name in adolescence.
However, in another study lifetime suicide attempt and past- year suicidal ideation
was higher among those socially transitioning as adolescents compared with those

socially transitioning in adulthood.’” (Hall et al, 2024, p17).

The latter referenced study, by Turban et al (2021) of 9,711 gender diverse people
across all 50 US states who had socially transitioned, did find that socially transitioning in
childhood was associated with increased risks, but when the authors controlled for
harassment experienced in childhood and adolescence (grades K-12) the association between
adolescent social transition and suicidality was no longer significant. What Hall et al. omitted
was that Turban et al. (2021) found that social transition increased the risk of harassment and

bullying and that this, in turn, increased the risk to those transitioning. The wider literature on



social transitioning supports a more reasonable conclusion that gender diverse youth who
have socially transitioned and are therefore supported in their transition at home show good
mental health outcomes (Durwood et al, 2017; Olson et al, 2016), fewer symptoms of anxiety
and depression (Fontanari et al, 2020), lower internalising symptoms (Olson et al, 2016), and
reduced suicidal ideation and behaviour (Russell et al., 2018), though the harassment to
which social transition exposes young people is associated with negative outcomes longer

term (Turban et al, 2021).

Another good example is in the systematic review of puberty suppression in
transgender children and young people (Taylor et al., 2024). In the Cass review, referring to

this systematic review, Cass reports:

14.46 There are many reports that puberty blockers are beneficial in reducing mental
distress and improving the wellbeing of children and young people with gender
dysphoria, but as demonstrated by the systematic review the quality of these studies is

poor. (Cass, 2024, p179).

The statement clearly indicates that only the ‘low-quality’ evidence shows that
puberty blockers are beneficial for emotional outcomes. In the relevant systematic review

there was only one included study considered ‘high quality’; that study concluded:

‘However, our study also showed that transgender adolescents receiving gender-
affirmative care involving puberty suppressing treatment not only have less emotional
and behavior [sic] problems than transgender adolescents who have just been
referred to gender-affirmative care but also reported similar rates of mental health
problems as their nonclinical cisgender peers on internalizing problems (with a lower
clinical range percentage) and self-harm/suicidality... A clinical implication of these

findings is the need for worldwide availability of gender-affirmative care, including



puberty suppression for transgender adolescents to alleviate mental health problems
of transgender adolescents to alleviate mental health problems of transgender

adolescents.” (van der Miesen et al., 2020, p703)

The excluded ‘low quality’ evidence featured a prospective cohort study with a 6-year
follow-up (de Vries et al., 2014), and the largest study of transgender healthcare in the world
(Turban et al., 2020). Alongside the misrepresentation of the only study considered ‘high
quality’, the removal of ‘low quality’ evidence impeded the ability of the Cass review to

reasonably reflect scientific consensus.

In a position statement from experts in adolescent transgender healthcare, Gawlik -

Starzyk and colleagues wrote of the Cass review overall:

‘However, [Cass’s] concentration mainly on the absence of high-quality research on
minors with [gender dysphoria/gender incongruence], and her lack of clinical

experience indicate the low scientific value and credibility of the report’ (Gawlik-

Starzyk et al., 2025, p76).

Writing in the New England Journal of Medicine Aaron and Konnoth (2025) state that:

“Our concern here is that the [Cass] Review transgresses medical law, policy, and
practice, which puts it at odds with all mainstream U.S. expert guidelines.” (Aaron &

Konnoth, 2025, para 2).

Despite the leading international experts on transgender healthcare clearly
highlighting the value of affirmative healthcare including pubertal suppression for some trans
young people (Brezin et al., 2024; Coleman et al., 2022; DGKIJP, 2025; Gawlik-Starzyk et
al., 2025; Oliphant et al., 2018), consecutive UK governments’ response to the Cass review

has been first temporarily and now permanently to ban the use of puberty blockers



specifically for the treatment of gender dysphoria (Dyer, 2024).

Without access to gender affirming hormones or puberty blockers, gender diverse
youth generally and transgender youth specifically must undergo a natal puberty prior to
accessing transition-related healthcare options. Denying young people access to healthcare
options might appear a prohibition of young people undergoing irreversible changes.
However, given that puberty itself confers irreversible changes, prohibiting access to
healthcare options removes the ability of young people to be able to choose which
irreversible changes they undergo or when to undergo them; it removes young people’s
bodily autonomy, and professional medical experts’ opportunity to exercise their professional
judgement. The early research on the effects of the ban on puberty blocking medications in
the UK shows that following the ban young people and their parents are ‘Distraught.
Devastated. Distressed.’ (Kennedy, 2025, p5). Many of these young people were living as the
gender with which they identified, not telling anyone about their gender history, a way of
being, known by the community, as living ‘in stealth’. Suddenly stopping puberty blockers
risks them being outed by a natal puberty they would then inevitably undergo. One parent

stated:

‘I am so afraid for her. She is in stealth at school, afraid of being stabbed and now
she will undoubtedly go through the wrong puberty for her. I am like a coiled spring

living on my nerves.’ (Kennedy, 2025, p6)

The Current Social and Policy Context for Gender Diverse Young People

A health service unable to meet their needs only portends a far more troubling political and
social situation for gender diverse young people in the UK more broadly. While puberty
blocking medications have been banned in the UK, there remains no such ban on gender

identity change efforts, also known as conversion therapy. The UK Government has long had



plans to ban conversion therapy practices, but is inhibited by fears that a poorly worded ban
might outlaw more benign exploration of sexuality or gender identity (UK Parliament, 2025).

Efforts to change someone’s gender identity, whether by family members, members
of religious institutions, or clinicians (Fenaughty et al., 2023), whether through
discouragement, therapeutic intervention, or torture (Trispiotis & Purshouse, 2022), whether
it be open or covert, apparent or disguised as ‘exploration’ (Ashley, 2023) are forms of
conversion therapy. Conversion therapy violates the Human dignity and rights of gender
diverse people, (Trispiotis & Purshouyse, 2022) and is universally harmful (Blais et al., 2022;
del Rio-Gonzalez et al., 2021; Heiden et al., 2021; Turban et al., 2020).

The social circumstances for gender diverse people in the UK are deteriorating. The
Crown Prosecution Service (2024) released guidance that considers transgender people who
do not tell someone they are trans prior to any act of physical intimacy to be potentially
committing a crime of deception as to sex. For transgender people, revealing your gender
history can be profoundly dangerous (Dworkin et al., 2021; Eisenstadt et al., 2023; Hindes et

al., 2025; Staples & Fuller, 2021), and now to refrain from doing so has become its own risk.

Recently the Supreme Court ruled that the Equality Act’s (2010) references to ‘sex’
are to be interpreted to mean ‘biological sex’ without defining the term (For Women Scotland
Ltd v The Scottish Ministers, 2025). Since the ruling the UK Equality and Human Right
Commission (2025) declared their intent to publish a Statutory Code of Practice that requires
workplaces and public facilities to exclude transgender men and women from the toilets that
match their gender identities, and that requires trans folk be excluded from single sex groups

and spaces generally.

Attitudes toward gender diverse athletes are frequently negative (Avalos et al., 2022),

workplace discrimination is common (Cancela et al., 2024a, 2024b; Dispenza et al., 2012;



Mizock et al., 2018), bias is prevalent in the criminal justice system (Carter et al., 2022;
Miller & London, 2023), and positive trans media representations continue to be rare (Cheng
et al., 2022; Mclnroy & Craig, 2015).

President Trump has issued a directive to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in the United States to withdraw or retract journal articles featuring certain
‘forbidden’ terms such as ‘gender’, ‘transgender’, and ‘LGBT’ (Clark & Abbasi, 2025).

Writing in the British Medical Journal, editors Clark and Abbasi (2025) wrote:

"It is absurd that the scientific record be treated with such disregard. It is egregious
that a country’s public health agency, or any government authority, should demand
the erasure of any terminology, particularly medically relevant terminology. This
amounts to the censorship of scientists, a breach of rights to free expression, and the
dehumanization of LGBT individuals... Make no mistake—this instruction is not about
defending women or women’s rights, as the Trump Executive Order implies. It is part
of a broader complicity of this U.S. government and other political and religious
conservatives with anti-gender ideology that seeks a return to fundamentalist values."”

(Clark & Abbasi, 2025, pl).

Trans youth have their identities questioned by the espoused view that they are the
consequence of a social contagion resulting in ‘rapid onset gender dysphoria’ (Diaz & Bailey,
2023; Littman, 2018; see Littman, 2019 for a correction), a concept clearly unsupported by
the clinical data (Bauer et al., 2021). Trans folk, particularly trans women and girls, are also
accused of their identities being a consequence of ‘autogynephilia’, a theory describing
people becoming aroused by the idea of themselves as the object of their sexual desire, and
then coming to identify as that gender as a consequence. In the original research Blanchard,

not initially finding what he expected, amended his analysis to compensate for ‘the marked



tendency for male gender patients to minimise this feature of their gender history’ (Blanchard
et al, 1987, p144); again, this theory has been challenged in modern literature (Serano 2010,
2020; Veale et al., 2022). Trans youth who are neurodivergent also experience their identities
questioned because of their intersectional nature. While there is an apparent
overrepresentation in one another’s communities (Walsh et al., 2018), there are 15 different
theories that might explain the intersection of gender diversity and neurodivergence (see
Wattel et al., 2022, for a review), and Wattel et al. (2022) consider one of the most
compelling explanations to be that of neurodivergent children and young people having the
ability to resist the influence of gender norms and rules leading more neurodivergent folk to
recognise themselves as gender diverse.

The exclusionary and prohibitive medical, political, and social context for gender
diverse youth serves to marginalise them further, and has considerable impacts on their and
their families’ mental health (Abreu et al., 2022a; 2022b; Kidd et al., 2021; Tebbe et al.,

2022).

The Role of Educational Psychologists

Educational Psychologists find themselves supporting children, young people, parents, and
school staff to manage the emotional consequences as openly gender diverse youth face
structural discrimination, public policies that exclude them, and a public medical service
currently difficult to access with a wait of years and with few medical transition related
healthcare options available. The emotional consequences of all of this are likely to be
substantial and will have impacts on a young person’s education such that even if they do not
find their way to our doors to think about their gender, they will no doubt find their way to us
as their emotional well-being and their learning become casualties of unresolved gender-

related distress.



Educational Psychologists without specialist training, in our view, should not
recommend social transition any more than they should recommend any transition steps.
However, we must not discourage such steps if a young person seeks them. If a young person
decides to change their name, pronouns, their gender expression including their clothing,
voice, and mannerisms, it is important for us to hear them, to support them, to prevent
bullying and discrimination, and to help their educational setting to be fully inclusive of
them. Though it may be yet unclear how Educational Psychologists can best support children
and young people who are gender diverse, our experience in this field and our reviewing of
the literature (see Markland et al., 2022, for a review), yields simple, discrete actions we can
variously take that can make a significant impact upon the emotional wellbeing of this

community.

Working with individuals

e We can hear a person’s description of their own identity and affirm their experience
(Fontanari et al., 2020). Affirmative care does not anticipate how someone will
identify in the future, and when practicing it we do not encourage or discourage, we

simply hear a person’s description of their own identity right now and believe them.

e A binary, essentialist classification of gender does not reflect the breadth of lived
experiences beyond the binary (Vijlbrief et al., 2023). While we have a pervasive
cultural temptation to classify people, especially genders, such fixed allocation also
undermines the fluidity of gender that many experience. We can instead adopt a
model of gender that is more a spectrum than taxonomic, and when we hear a

person’s individual experience, we make room for flexibility and fluidity, and for



complexity and nuance

We can allow a child or young person to choose a name and pronouns that make them
feel happy, whether that be one given by their parents or not (Pollitt et al., 2021;

Restar et al., 2020; Russell et al., 2018). Reubs Walsh wrote in The Psychologist that:

“...the evidence is clear. When children want to explore a social transition, the
potential for harm in letting them choose clothes, pronouns and even a name
that make them feel comfortable, is dwarfed by the harm of stopping them and

undermining their identity.” (Walsh, 2020).

We refrain from asking every young person about names and pronouns directly.
Asking directly pushes young people to come out when they might be remaining
secret to stay safe. A nuanced approach that listens for gender-related distress, that
makes room for a young person to tell us about that distress, and that empowers them
to tell us what steps we can take in our practice that might help, if there is a name and
pronouns they would like us to know and use, is one that is affirmative, child-centred,

and that does not push someone to come out before they are ready.

Where we are trained and supervised appropriately Educational Psychologists would
be well placed to make our interventions affirming. Affirmative interventions are
familiar therapeutic interventions (such as CBT) deployed to help children and young
people with many different challenges they can face, that also feature the
aforementioned basic principles of affirmative care; these are an effective means of

improving the mental health of LGBT+ young people (Exposito-Campos et al., 2023).



Working with families

° The decision of whether, when, and critically whom to tell about one’s gender
experience is deeply personal. Given that children and young people have an
inalienable right to affect proceedings that affect them, and for their views to be given
due weight in those proceedings (United Nations, 1989), it is our view that the
decision of whether, when, and whom to tell about their gender experience is theirs
alone. We can wonder about whom a child or young person would like to tell and how
they would like to share this information, and we can help them to do so should they
wish, but we must only very rarely take this decision out of their hands. The only
situation in which we should share information about their internal gender experience
without a child or young person’s assent is where doing so is the only way to protect

them from harm.

Working with systems

° We can create a welcoming atmosphere that normalises gender diversity by
including non-normative representation across the curriculum, ensuring that
marginalised communities are represented in texts, activities, and items for discussion

(Markland et al, 2022).

° Anti-discrimination laws (Fields & Wotipka, 2022; Harper et al., 2022; Hasenbush
et al., 2019; Lombardi & Sahni, 2023) and interventions (Flores et al., 2021) foster the
inclusion of gender diverse people in society. Inclusive education policy supports the
inclusion of gender diverse young people in school (Ioverno, 2023) and helps to
prevent the bullying and discrimination they experience (Kull et al., 2016).

Educational Psychologists are well placed to support anti-discrimination policy and



interventions in both their services, their Local Authorities, and in schools.

° The research around gender diverse communities has been limited, owing to the
double marginalisation of this community, with challenges both conducting and
participating in high-quality research (Veldhuis, 2022). We should continue our
efforts as a profession to push the boundaries of our understanding of gender diverse
communities, identifying the topics of research this community seeks to address, and

addressing them.

Conclusion: A world where everyone can belong

While the actions Educational Psychologists can take are discrete and simple to
implement, the social context in which gender diverse people live worldwide has become
highly charged and polarised, resulting in a level of public outrage that threatens to harm
gender diverse children and young people. The Swiss National Advisory Commission on

Biomedical Ethics (2024) states:

‘Their identity, their suffering and their personal decisions are debated in public on a
daily basis - often by people who themselves have neither the necessary expertise nor
the relevant experience. The social climate thus created runs blatantly counter to the
special protection to which these individuals are entitled’ (Swiss National Advisory

Commission on Biomedical Ethics, 2024, p25)

As professionals committed to the well-being of all children, we recognise the
diversity of perspectives on gender. However, the existence of gender diverse children and
young people in our communities and schools is not open for debate, and what unites us is
not our beliefs but our professional dedication to the autonomy of children and young people

and to inclusion. We consider our profession to be one characterised by reflective practice, a



willingness to be openly vulnerable in our inevitable ignorance, and a deep desire to learn
from and to amplify the voices of children and young people. We call upon our colleagues to
hear gender diverse children and young people, to find our voices, and in chorus with those
gender diverse folk who are colleagues, who are members of the school community, who are
parents, who are the children and young people with whom we work, declare with one voice
that we belong here together. With such welcome and warmth we can create opportunities for
children and young people to feel safe enough with us to tell us about their experiences; when
they do, we can bring the same degree of reflection, problem solving, and person centred
practice we would bring to any other context.

While the British Psychological Society has published guidelines for working with
gender and sexually diverse adults (BPS Practice Board, 2024), it has not to date provided
guidance for working with children and young people, nor has it made public statements
about gender diverse youth to support professionals working in this field. We look to our
professional organisations to publish evidence-informed guidance for psychologists working
with gender diverse children and young people, to review the literature, to speak with the
community, and to lead us.

For us, the direction we would support is consistent with our reading of this broad
field of literature. We make space for gender diverse children and young people to discover
who they are, and if and when they decide to make a change in their lives, we will support
them to do so. We are the wardens of belonging, we champion those marginalised, and we lift
systemic barriers to inclusion, and if EPs can be brave and confident enough to push through
the din to do the same with gender diverse children and young people, we can make an

education system where everyone can find a place to belong.
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