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Video - Why pronouns matter
(2:29 min)

https://everydayfeminism.com/2015
/08/why-pronouns-matter/



Being misgendered frequently has a measurably 
negative effect on the health of transgender and 
non-binary people (McLemore, K.A. 2018). 



“The singular they had emerged by the 14th century, about a 
century after the plural they….Its use in formal English has 
become more common with the trend toward gender-
inclusive language.”
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‘Transgender’ could be defined out 
of existence under the Trump 
administration 
-NYT October 21, 2018

Trump Administration is enforcing 
the transgender military ban
- NBC News January 22, 2019
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LGBTQQIA+ Definitions
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Definitions
Sexual orientation 
An inherent or immutable enduring emotional, romantic or sexual 
attraction to other people.  Some examples include heterosexual, 
gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, asexual and more.
VS.
Gender identity                                                                                 
One's innermost concept of self as male, female, a blend of both 
or neither – how individuals perceive themselves and what they 
call themselves. One's gender identity can be the same or 
different from their sex assigned at birth. Some examples include 
transgender, non-binary, genderqueer, cisgender

Human Rights Campaign 2018
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Definitions
Cisgender:  A term for people whose gender corresponds to the sex 
they were assigned at birth.  This is the dominant group in our culture.  
Cisgender people may identify as straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
queer, asexual, etc…

Transgender: An umbrella term for people whose gender identity 
and/or expression is different from cultural expectations based on the 
sex they were assigned at birth. Some examples include, non-binary, 
genderqueer, MTF, FTM.  This is the non-dominant culture.  NOTE:  
Similar to cisgender people, being transgender does not imply any 
specific sexual orientation. Therefore, transgender people may 
identify as straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, asexual, etc.

Human Rights Campaign 2018



Definitions

Gender expression:  External appearance of one's 
gender identity, usually expressed through behavior, 
clothing, haircut or voice, and which may or may not 
conform to socially defined behaviors and 
characteristics typically associated with being either 
masculine or feminine.

Human Rights Campaign 2018



Why language is mandatory

• For some people, names, nicknames, and 
pronouns do not seem like a big deal.  This is 
an example of privilege around gender 
identity

• For other people such as many trans and non-
binary folks, names are very important. They 
are something that many genderqueer folks 
spend time thinking about and navigating 
everyday – whether they want to or not. 



Why language is mandatory

• Name and pronouns are not a preference, 
they are our identity. When you do not use a 
person’s correct pronouns and name, you are 
misgendering them 

• Being misgendered frequently actually has a 
measurably negative effect on the health of 
transgender and non-binary people 
(McLemore, K. A. 2018). 



Objectives
• Why pronouns matter
• Why now?  
• What you need to know
• What you can do



“There are numerous things to be discovered by finding out someone’s pronoun. At 
its most utilitarian, it is a literal question: tell me what pronoun to call you when I 
speak of you in the third person. Two intertwined forces inspire this question. 
Viewed pessimistically, the question seems to ask, how do I not offend you? Viewed 
optimistically, it asks instead, how do I refer to you respectfully?” 
- Jen Manion, PhD, Associate Professor of History, Amherst College



Possible Practices

• Introduce yourself with your name and 
pronouns to every new person you meet

• “My name is Julia and my pronouns are 
she/her/hers.”

• Some people say “my preferred pronouns are” 
and the trans community has noted that this 
is misleading because it’s not about 
preference, it’s just truth.  So it’s best to just 
say “my pronouns are…”



Possible Practices

• Ask someone you are meeting for the first 
time their name and pronouns

• If you are in a group meeting and folks go 
around introducing themselves, include your 
pronouns, even if it wasn’t asked of you. 
Model the way.

• Add your pronouns to your email signature            
Pronouns:  She/her/hers





Possible Practices

In the classroom:  
• Share your pronouns with the class on the first 

day; put them on your intro slide
• Add your pronouns to your syllabus; include a 

sentence asking students to email you if they 
have a preferred name and their pronouns so you 
get them right.  Then, get them right.

• In class encourage students to share their 
pronouns with you and put them in their email 
signatures so everyone knows them



Did you know?
• Gendered honorifics are problematic in the 

classroom – Mr. or Ms. ... Mx.
• “Ladies and gentlemen” does not encompass 

everyone in the room
• “Guys” does not include everyone
• Use words such as “folks” or “y’all”



Possible Practices

Recommendation letters:  
• If you don’t know a student’s pronouns, ask.  Or 

just use their name over and over
• If you don’t know how a student identifies, don’t 

use he/she when writing a letter on their behalf 
• If they use “they/them” or a non traditional 

pronoun, ask them if they would like you to state 
that in the letter; this is a great way to introduce 
them to a future school and avoid possible 
confusion



What to do when you mess up

• When you make a mistake with someone’s 
name or pronouns and realize you are making 
it mid-conversation or mid-sentence, correct 
yourself and begin using their correct name 
and pronouns. 

• For example, “I was going to the store with 
her – I mean – them.” You can add the word 
“sorry,” but do not apologize profusely. 



What to do if you are corrected…

…by a trans person:
• All you need to say is, “Thank you for 

correcting me. I will do better.” and then make 
a conscious and good-faith effort to do better. 
Do not apologize profusely, make an excuse, 
or say anything else. 

• The best thing you can do is not extend the 
conversation and simply make a change. 



What to do if you are corrected…

…by someone else:
• Listen and take note of the change you need to 

make.  Acknowledge that you got it.
• Do not feel the need to go to the trans person 

and apologize – especially publicly or profusely. 
• Apologizing can actually have a negative effect 

because it extends the conversation and reminds 
the trans person about being misgendered, which 
is essentially misgendering them again. 



BUMC Institutional Advocacy
• Bathrooms!  The BUMC community needs to 

know where the gender neutral bathrooms are 
located; advocate for proper signage + map

• Howard Thurman Center for Common Ground 
– need an outpost on BUMC so GMS, MED, 
SPH, and SDM students can build shared 
community



QUESTIONS?
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Resources
• Julia Lanham jlanham@bu.edu
• BUMC Pride 

https://www.bumc.bu.edu/busm/student-
life/student-life/student-life-student-life-
advocacy-groups/bumc-pride/

• BU Center for Gender, Sexuality and Activism 
(CGSA) https://bucgsa.weebly.com/

• Name Changes at BU  
http://www.bu.edu/reg/students/name-changes/

• GLAAD’s Tips for Allies 
http://www.glaad.org/transgender/allies

mailto:jlanham@bu.edu
https://www.bumc.bu.edu/busm/student-life/student-life/student-life-student-life-advocacy-groups/bumc-pride/
https://bucgsa.weebly.com/
http://www.bu.edu/reg/students/name-changes/
http://www.glaad.org/transgender/allies
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