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What is our Pronoun Guide? 

This guide was developed as a supplement to What Should I Call YOU: Faculty Modeling Vanderbilt’s Commitment to 

Gender Inclusivity and Awareness1 as a way to provide English-language learners the opportunity to better understand and 

participate in this campus initiative. 

This resource provides English-language learners with: 

• a descriptive explanation of pronoun usage specific to contexts at Vanderbilt University among other 

universities in the U.S. 

• the ability to make informed choices regarding their own pronoun usage 

Note: Because this guide is situated in particular social and cultural contexts, all aspects of pronoun usage 

described here may or may not be used by everyone at Vanderbilt, off-campus, or in other countries. 

Pronoun Description 

Pronouns function as references to and substitutes for nouns, which refer to people, places, things, or ideas. Note that in 

addition to grammatical features such as singular/plural (e.g., ‘I’/‘we’) or subject/object (e.g., ‘I’/‘me’), pronouns can 

encode (i.e., symbolize) gender information. Gender information creates distinctions (creates different categories) only 

among 3rd person singular pronouns, as shown in the following chart: 

3rd Person 

Singular 

Pronouns 

Gender 

Feminine Masculine Neuter Non-binary2 

subject she he it they 
ze 

/zi/3 

ze 

/zi/ 

object her him it them 
zir 

/ziɹ/ 

hir 

/hiɹ/ 

possessive hers his its theirs 
zirs 

/ziɹz/ 

hirs 

/hiɹz/ 

 

Non-binary Pronouns 

The chart above includes pronouns with grammatical gender: feminine, masculine, neuter, and non-binary. The pronouns 

commonly used for people, ‘she’ and ‘he’, create a gender binary “that refers to the idea that there are only two genders 

(e.g., man/woman) and individuals should be gendered as either man or woman.”4 

‘Ze/zir/zirs’ and ‘ze/hir/hirs’ 

‘Ze/zir/zirs’ and ‘ze/hir/hirs’ are non-binary singular pronouns that may be preferred by individuals whose gender 

identities are not exclusively masculine or feminine. 

                                                 
1 Developed by the Vanderbilt University Faculty Senate Gender Inclusivity Task Force with input from LGBTQI Life 
2 See Pronoun Guidance from the Vanderbilt University Faculty Senate Gender Inclusivity Task Force 
3 Phonetic spellings use the International Phonetic Alphabet 
4 See Teaching Beyond the Gender Binary in the University Classroom from the Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/content/ipa-chart
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/teaching-beyond-the-gender-binary-in-the-university-classroom/
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Non-binary and singular ‘they’ 

Using ‘they’ as a singular pronoun has a long history of use in the English language going back to at least the 1400s.5 

Despite being common in both spoken and written English, use of singular ‘they’ remains contentious and is not always 

widely agreed upon. Using ‘they’ as a non-binary gendered pronoun is a recent development compared to singular ‘they’. 

Although many university departments and stylebooks may support non-binary and singular ‘they’, check the preferences 

of your professor, stylebooks (e.g., APA Style or MLA Style), or the person you are writing or speaking about. 

Using non-binary and singular ‘they’ 

Refer to an individual who prefers non-binary ‘they’: 

A student who feels that he/she/they is the target of such threat, harassment, intimidation, etc., may 

request from the Director of Student Accountability, Community Standards, and Academic Integrity, or 

the Director’s designee, stay away order to the identified student to cease further communication and/or 

desist from the conduct in question.6 

Refer to pronouns or noun phrases such as ‘someone’, ‘everyone’, ‘no one’, ‘who’, ‘every teacher’, or ‘any person’: 

Everyone completed their work on time. 

Refer to an individual of unknown gender or if you want to leave the gender unspecified: 

The source didn’t reveal their location to the journalist. 

Non-binary and Singular ‘they’ in stylebooks 

• Stylebooks Finally Embrace the Single ‘They’ 

• The Use of Singular ‘They’ in APA Style 

Non-binary ‘they’ on television 

• Ellen Meets Trailblazing Actor Asia Kate Dillon (Taylor in Showtime’s Billions) 

Non-binary pronoun resources 

Academic sources 

• Pronoun Guidance by Vanderbilt University LGBTQI Life 

• Proper Pronoun Usage by West Virginia University Title IX and Office of Equity Assurance 

• The Words that Failed: A Chronology of Early Non-binary Pronouns 

Non-academic sources: news & opinions 

• More Universities Move to Include Gender-neutral Pronouns 

• Goodbye to ‘He’ and ‘She’ and Hello to ‘Ze’? 

• The Gender-neutral Pronoun: 150 Years Later, Still an Epic Fail 

• Yes, Your Pronouns Are up for Discussion 

                                                 
5 “they, pron., adj., adv., and n.”, OED Online, 2018, Oxford University Press 
6 Student Accountability, Vanderbilt University Student Handbook 2017/2018 

http://www.apastyle.org/
https://www.mla.org/MLA-Style
https://www.cjr.org/language_corner/stylebooks-single-they-ap-chicago-gender-neutral.php
http://blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/2015/11/the-use-of-singular-they-in-apa-style.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f97aLkl_kWc
http://www.sho.com/billions/cast/taylor
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
https://titleix.wvu.edu/information-for/transgender/proper-pronoun-usage
https://www.english.illinois.edu/-people-/faculty/debaron/essays/epicene.htm
https://www.npr.org/2015/11/08/455202525/more-universities-move-to-include-gender-neutral-pronouns
https://www.cnn.com/2015/10/14/opinions/mcwhorter-pronouns-gender-neutral/index.html
https://blog.oup.com/2010/08/gender-neutral-pronoun/
http://www.cbc.ca/beta/news/opinion/gender-pronouns-1.3858430
http://www.oed.com/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook/student-conduct/#threat-harassment-intimidation-directives-to-desist
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Writing Strategies to Avoid Gender Bias 

The sentence below may be considered to contain gender bias because the masculine pronoun ‘his’ is used even though 

‘scientist’ is being referred to in general: 

A scientist should be careful not to bring his own prejudice into his own research. 

Gender bias exercise 

Match the following example sentences in Chart A to each gender bias avoidance strategy below in Chart B.The first 

one is done for you. 

Chart A: Example sentences 

A Scientists should be careful not to bring their own prejudices into their research. 

B A scientist should not conduct research with prejudice. 

C A scientist should be careful not to bring their own prejudices into their own research. 

D Do not bring prejudice into research. 

E A scientist should be careful not to bring his or her own prejudices into his or her research. 

F One should not bring prejudice into one’s own research. 

G You should be careful not to bring prejudice into your research. 

H A scientist should be careful not to bring his own prejudices into his research. She should be especially careful 

when gathering and analyzing data. 

 

Chart B: Gender bias avoidance strategies 

1 Use plural A7 

2 Include both binary pronouns simultaneously  

3 Alternate between masculine and feminine pronouns  

4 Use singular ‘they’8  

5 Don’t use any pronouns  

6 Use the imperative (give an instruction)  

7 Use the second-person pronoun ‘you’  

8 Use generic ‘one’  

                                                 
7 Answers: 1) A; 2) E; 3) H; 4) C; 5) B; 6) D; 7) G; 8) F 
8 While using singular they is increasingly accepted (e.g,. Chicago Manual of Style, Associated Press, & Washington Post), some 

stylebooks and individuals may prefer avoiding non-binary or singular ‘they’ or provide rules regarding subject-verb agreement. 
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More exercises for avoiding gender bias 

• Gender & Pronouns: Explore Gender-neutral Wording 

More information about avoiding gender bias in academic writing 

• Avoiding Gender Biased Language by the Vanderbilt University Writing Studio 

• APA Stylistics: Avoiding Bias by the Purdue Online Writing Lab 

• Gender-inclusive Language by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Writing Center 

Email Signatures 

You may see pronoun preferences in some email signatures, as seen in Signature A below. If you are not sure of pronoun 

preference, such as in Signature B, you can avoid using pronouns until you find out. 

Signature A9 Signature B 

Dr. Jo Jones 

Pronouns: she/her/hers 

Associate Professor 

Vanderbilt University 

2301 Vanderbilt Place 

Nashville, TN 37235 

Deniz Sahin 

Department Coordinator 

Vanderbilt University 

 

More information about writing email signatures 

• Standards for E-mail Signatures by Vanderbilt University 

Professional Biographies 
You may see pronoun preferences on professional and academic biographies. If pronoun preferences are not explicitly 

stated, read the text of the biography to look for which pronouns are used. 

Biography A Biography B 

Jamie Lee | Associate Professor 

pronouns: they/them/theirs 

jamie.lee@example.edu 

Jamie graduated from Vanderbilt University with a PhD in 

Political Theory. In their downtime, Jamie enjoys attending 

concerts, playing tennis, and cooking. 

Alex Graham – Professor 

alex.graham@example.edu 

Alex Graham is Professor Emeritus of English Literature at 

Vanderbilt University. He has published extensively in the 

areas of Literary Theory and the History of the English 

Language. 

 

Biographies at Vanderbilt University 

• English Language Center 

• Office of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Intersex Life 

• Peabody College Faculty 

• School of Nursing 

• Vanderbilt Law School Resident Faculty 

• Women’s and Gender Studies 

                                                 
9 All persons in this guide’s examples are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons is purely coincidental. 

http://www.grammar-quizzes.com/agree6.html
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/writing/wp-content/uploads/sites/164/2016/10/Avoiding-Gender-Biased-Language.pdf
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/14/
https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/gender-inclusive-language/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/graphicstandards/examples/email.php
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/elc/about-us/who-we-are/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/about-us/meet-our-staff
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/people/listing.php?group=faculty
https://nursing.vanderbilt.edu/people/
https://law.vanderbilt.edu/people/?type=resident
https://as.vanderbilt.edu/wgs/core-faculty-and-staff/
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Pronoun Preference Writing Activity 

Fill in the blanks with the appropriate pronoun or name using information from the previous email signatures and 

professional biographies. 

# Individual Activity10 

1 Dr. Jo Jones _____ published _____ first article when  _____ was 23. 

2 Jamie Lee _____ graduated from Vanderbilt University. Jamie got _____ PhD in Political Theory. 

3 Alex Graham _____ is Professor Emeritus of English Literature. _____ publications are in the areas of Literary 

Theory and the History of the English Language. 

4 Deniz Sahin _____ is a Department Coordinator at Vanderbilt University. 

 

Apologizing if You Make a Mistake 

When learning another language, it is common to make mistakes with pronouns. If you do, it is polite to offer a brief 

apology. On campus, you may also hear people apologizing for making a mistake with an individual’s pronoun 

preference. Below is a framework for how you can apologize if you make a mistake with pronouns: 

Apology structure 

1. Expression of apology 

2. Explanation of what went wrong 

3. Take responsibility 

4. Promise 

Without taking responsibility and making a promise not to repeat a mistake, apologies can be perceived as 

insincere.11 

Expressions of apology 

• I’m sorry. 

• I’m sorry for ___. 

• I apologize. 

• I apologize for ___. 

  

                                                 
10 Answers: 

1. “She published her first article when she was 23.” 

2. “They graduated from Vanderbilt University. Jamie got their PhD in Political Theory.” 

3. “He is Professor Emeritus of English Literature. His publications are in the areas of Literary Theory and the History of the 

English Language.” 

4. “Deniz Sahin is a department coordinator at Vanderbilt University.” 
11 An Exploration of the Structure of Effective Apologies by Lewicki, Polin, & Lount, 2016, in Negotiation and Conflict Management 

Research 9(2), pp. 177-196 
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Apology exercise 

1 You: Have you finished the Jamie Kraska article? He’s really hard to follow. 

Friend: Jamie goes by she. 

You (apology12): ______________________________________________________________________________ 

2 You (introducing a friend): This is Sascha. She is from Australia. 

Sascha: Hi, actually I go by he. 

You (apology13): ______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Summary 

This guide was developed as a supplement to What Should I Call YOU: Faculty Modeling Vanderbilt’s Commitment to 

Gender Inclusivity and Awareness. We hope this guide will not only provide you the opportunity to better understand and 

participate in this campus initiative, but also help you make informed choices regarding your own pronoun usage. To 

request more information or a potential workshop, please contact elc@vanderbilt.edu. 

Note: Because this guide is situated in particular social and cultural contexts, all aspects of pronoun usage 

may or may not be used by everyone at Vanderbilt, off-campus, or in other countries. 

Find this guide and more online at: https://www.vanderbilt.edu/elc/resources/pronoun-guide/ 

                                                 
12 Example apology: “I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I should look up the authors from now on.” 
13 Example apology: “I apologize. Sometimes I mix up my pronouns. I’ll get it right in the future.” 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/resources/pronoun-guidance
mailto:elc@vanderbilt.edu?subject=Pronoun%20Guide
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/elc/resources/pronoun-guide/

