
Psychology DCC Tip of the Month
Gender Pronouns

The goal of these tips is to help make your classroom (real or virtual) a more inclusive place for all students. 

What are gender pronouns?
We use personal pronouns when we reference ourselves (e.g., “I”) and groups we belong to (e.g., “we”). We also 
use personal pronouns when we refer to other people (e.g., “she”); because these types of personal pronouns 
reference a person’s gender, they are called gender pronouns. 

People often display their own gender pronouns in their email signatures or Zoom names. 
This can look like she/her/hers, he/him/his, they/them/theirs, as well as gender-neutral pronouns like ze/zir/zirs
and xe/xem/zirs (both “xe” and “ze” are pronounced like “zee”). Some people use multiple pronouns, and will 
write she/they or he/they. You can use either pronoun when referring to this person. 

When people display their own gender pronouns, these are the gender pronouns that this person would like you 
to use when you reference them. For example: 
• If a student’s name on Canvas reads “Jay (they/them/theirs),” you might later praise Jay’s paper by saying, “Jay 

made so many great arguments in their paper.” 
• If a student’s name on Canvas reads “Mia (she/her/hers),” you might later praise Mia’s paper by saying, “Mia 

made so many great arguments in her paper.”    

Why do people display their gender pronouns? Why is this important? 
It is important to refer to others using gender pronouns that match their gender. People may have gender 
pronouns that do not stereotypically correspond with their name or their physical appearance. Being referenced 
using incorrect pronouns (i.e., being misgendered) is distressing and can be embarrassing, especially in front of a 
classroom of other students. Thus, it is important that we ask for and use individuals’ correct gender pronouns. 

How can I make my class more transgender and non-binary inclusive through the use of gender pronouns?
One of the simplest things you can do is set a good example. Include your gender pronouns on your email 
signature, your name in Zoom, and your name in Canvas. You can also encourage (but not necessarily mandate) 
that other students do the same. That way, you can make sure to use the correct pronouns for your students and 
correct yourself if you make a mistake.

You can also make your class more inclusive by using generic phrases (e.g., “the student,” “your classmate”) or 
the student’s name instead of gender pronouns when gender pronouns are not known. For example, if a student 
asks a question in a large lecture hall and you would like to repeat it back to the class using your mic, you might 
say, “So, your classmate asked a great question. They asked, ….” 

How can I ask for gender pronouns in the classroom?
You can send around a “getting to know you” survey in the beginning of the semester, asking for gender 
pronouns as well as other information that would be good to have about your students (e.g., preferred 
name/nickname, specific questions they may have about the class, career goals).

For smaller classes, you could ask students to share their gender pronouns during their initial introductions (e.g., 
“say your name, major, and gender pronouns”). Note: Not everyone agrees that this method is preferrable to 
more private options, like surveys. This practice could put transgender and non-binary students “on the spot” if 
they were not planning to come out in the classroom setting. 

What if I make a mistake?
First, remind yourself that everyone makes mistakes. The important part is how you address the mistake. If you 
catch the mistake in the moment, apologize and correct yourself. If you catch the mistake after the fact, apologize 
in private afterwards. Regardless of when you apologize, don’t share how badly or horribly you feel. This makes 
the person who was misgendered feel like it’s their responsibility to make you feel better (it’s not). 

Want more info? Check out Rutgers’ Center for Social Justice Education and LGBT Communities 
http://socialjustice.rutgers.edu/


