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Pronoun Inclusion Statements

Pronouns are important. Asking and correctly using someone’s pronouns is one of the most basic ways to show your 
respect for their personhood and gender identity. When someone is referred to with the wrong pronoun it can make 
them feel disrespected, alienated, unseen, and/or dysphoric. People in congregations, youth groups and summer 
camps often look to leaders to see the culture of the community. If a leader informs everyone that pronouns are 
important then people will often follow through with using the right pronouns. 

Any time there is a first gathering of people in your organization, whether it is at the beginning of an event or when 
groups are getting know each other, it is an opportunity to ask people to introduce themselves by stating their name 
and pronoun.This used to be called your preferred gender pronouns or PGP. The term “preferred” is less common 
now because it is recognized that this is not merely a preference, it is the person’s pronouns. 

The following is a brief statement of inclusion around pronouns for you to use if you are the head of a He-
brew school, the leader of a youth program, a camp director, the organizer of an event, a clergy person leading 
an educational program, etc. Use this statement at the beginning of an event or at an opening ceremony or at the 
first day of Hebrew school. This statement allows people in your program to know what is expected of them and 
allows all people to know they will be kept safe.

Our (insert name of organization) is welcoming of all people and we are committed to ensuring that all 
people are seen and safe. One way we do this is by learning each other’s pronouns and always using each 
other’s correct pronouns. We do not assume anyone’s gender identity or pronouns based on appearance. We 
also know that there are more than two pronouns and we welcome the use of all pronouns including but not 
limited to she, he, they, ze, etc. If we hear someone use the wrong pronoun for someone else, we gently cor-
rect them. We hold ourselves accountable when we use the wrong pronoun and we commit to being aware. 
Now we are going to go around and each person is going to say their name and pronoun. In addition, we are 
going to put our pronouns on our name tag if we feel comfortable doing that and remember some people 
just use their first name as a pronoun. I will start my name is _____and I use _____ pronouns.

In addition to the brief statement above, you can add the following to a written statement for your website: 

• We recognize that there are more than two pronouns because we recognize there are more than two genders.

• We know there are pronouns like she, he, ze, they, etc. and we are open to learningnew pronouns. 

• We know language is an evolving experience and that language changes. 

• We ask for names and pronouns during opening events and circles.

• We accept what someone tells us is their pronoun and that is what we use. 

• When we wear name tags we can also put our pronouns on the tag.

• We understand that some people use their name as a pronoun or do not use pronouns. 

• We ask all people for their names and pronouns. We do not single someone out and ask only them.

• When we make a mistake, we say sorry and work to fix it. 

• We don’t use the wrong pronoun behind someone’s back. 
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• When we hear others calling someone the wrong pronoun we remind them of the person’s correct pronoun. 

• We do not make others feel guilty or ashamed for getting a pronoun wrong. Instead, we remind them the 
importance of putting in the effort and practice to get it right and hold them accountable. 

• We do not tolerate someone repeatedly and intentionally using the wrong pronoun for someone else in the 
same way we do not stand for sexist or racial slurs. As a community we have a practice of asking names and 
pronouns so all can feel welcome.
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Gendered Language: A Guide for Avoiding  
Common Pitfalls 

Imagine it’s your first time visiting a synagogue. You decided to check it out because you heard the 
congregation is LGBTQ friendly and you are non-binary. You are interested to hear what a rabbi at a 
progressive synagogue has to say about the weekly parsha, the Torah portion. The time for the 
sermon comes and the rabbi begins to speak: “Sisters and brothers, it is good to be here with you. 
Shabbat shalom.”

The language we use reflects our understanding of the world and in turn shapes the thinking of those listening. 
Our word choice, in speech and in writing, can reflect unconscious assumptions. In the example above, the rabbi 
speaking is trying to be welcoming of everyone by invoking a familial relationship with those listening. The rabbi 
may even be intentionally saying “sisters” before “brothers” as a way to interrupt the normative practice of naming 
men first. However, the language of “sisters and brothers” exposes the assumption of only two genders being 
present. Did you notice this? Do you think the visitor noticed? How do you think the visitor felt? 

Inclusive Language—Beyond the Binary
Many people take for granted the idea that there are two and only two genders. The idea that there are only two 
genders is called the “gender binary.” When someone takes for granted that the language they normally use 
includes everyone, they do not see how pervasive the gender binary is in our culture and institutions. It is good to 
remember that people created these systems. They do not reflect the ultimate truth, and people have the ability to 
change them. The system we live in does not reflect the real lived experiences of trans and non-binary people. Being 
open to changing our language is a simple personal way that we can fight against the oppression of LGBTQ people. 
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Novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie begins her discussion on the importance of storytelling by saying 
“how impressionable and vulnerable we are in the face of a story, particularly as children.” 

How We Tell Our Stories
Stories and storytelling are incredibly powerful avenues of using language. Noticing the stories we tell, from our 
tradition and in general, may expose assumptions and biases that have a deep impact on our communities. 
Adichie also explains that how [stories] are told, who tells them, when they’re told, how many stories are told, are 
really dependent on power.”  Identities that hold more power in society, such as heterosexual, cisgender, able 
bodied, and white, are better and more frequently represented in stories. Stories shape how we see each other 
and ourselves. If we only tell stories about families with a mom and a dad, children and adults with lesbian or 
gay parents or one parent will not see themselves as part of the community. Furthermore, others in the community, 
people who are not LGBTQ will also internalize that LGBTQ people do not belong in our communities. 
Using a variety of stories and anecdotes with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans characters in sermons, classes 
and all settings will minimize stereotypes and communicate that LGBTQ people exist and belong in our 
community. Books that include LGBTQ characters and themes can be found in the resource section of 
this module. 

Practicing Inclusive Alternatives
Our goal is to bringing our language into alignment with our values, including the value of honoring and 
respecting everyone equally. An important step for those who have cisgender and/or heterosexual privilege (who 
do not face the social and physical barriers faced by LGBTQ people) is to practice noticing where misconceptions 
of gender and sexuality are showing up and to work towards the elimination of oppression. 

The table that follows shows common examples of non-inclusive language and offers inclusive alternatives. In 
some cases, we suggest making an addition to a traditional expression, while other times substitutions are offered. 
Context will help determine the best option. For example, when addressing a group, “Welcome all” is a great 
option; there is no reason to invoke gender. Paired gendered language used to reference family relationship, such 
as “mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers” perpetuates both cis-normativity and heteronormativity. 

As we work to speak and write in inclusive ways, we do not need to erase gender. Historically the English language 
has defaulted to masculine terms. This erases our gender diversity and marginalizes women and non-binary people. 
To have fully inclusive language we want to name and honor our diversity as a community with women, 
non-binary, transgender, gay, lesbian, intersex, and bisexual people represented. Using inclusive language 
means using non-gendered terms and a mix of gendered terms depending on the context.

There are many places in the English language where words are gendered without it being necessary. More examples 
of inclusive alternatives can be found here.

The table on the next page can be printed and used as a reminder when writing sermons, taking phone calls, 
compiling newsletters, and at other times. Empty rows are provided for you to add additional examples of 
cis-normative and hetero-normative language that you notice.

www.servicegrowth.net/documents/Examples%20of%20Gender-Sensitive%20Language.net.pdf
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story/transcript?language=en#t-574419
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story/transcript?language=en#t-574419
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 Non-Inclusive Language  Inclusive Language 

 

 Men and women People, congregants, participants, members, supporters 

 Boys and girls Children, young people, students, campers

 Men, women and children Adults and youth 

 Brothers and sisters Siblings (use on its own) or list “sisters, brothers and 
  siblings” (be sure to alternate the order)

 Son and daughter Child, adult child, my oldest/youngest/middle, offspring 

 Mothers and fathers Parents, guardians

 Women who are pregnant or nursing  Those who are pregnant or nursing

 Husband and wife Spouse, partner, co-parent 

 Aunts and uncles My parent’s sibling

 Sir, ma’am, miss, and ms. Use the person’s name. Say “excuse me” or “hello” 
  to get someone’s attention.  

 Ladies and gentlemen All, everyone

 Grandmother and grandfather Grandparents

 You guys Everyone, y’all, folks

 S/He They, the individual 

 Bar and/or Bat Mitzvah B mitzvah, B’nai mitzvah 

 Dear Sir or Madam Dear Guests, Dear Members, Dear (Person’s names) 
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The Importance of Pronouns 

What are Pronouns?

A pronoun is a word that takes the place of a noun. English examples include I, we, they, she, he, hers and many 
others. Using an incorrect pronoun for someone is called “misgendering” and can be uncomfortable or hurtful to 
the person about whom you are speaking. Some trans, nonbinary, and gender nonconforming people choose 
pronouns that refer to their gender that may not be obvious to the observer, but misgendering intentionally or 
unintentionally is disrespectful. Therefore, it’s important to learn about the various pronoun options and usages, 
as well as the personal preference of the person to whom you are referring. Some trans, nonbinary and gender 
nonconforming people use gendered pronouns (she/her/hers, he/him/his), while others prefer pronouns that do not 
communicate gender (such as they/them/theirs and zir/zir/zirs). Other people may use multiple types of pronouns. 
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Why Pronouns are Important 
Referring to people with correct pronouns is one of many ways we communicate respect and extend welcome to 
people who are trans, nonbinary and gender non–conforming. It is crucial to making our congregations, camps, 
and youth groups affirming and safe spaces. Staff, members, and participants at URJ congregations, camps, and 
youth groups may vary widely in exposure to and experience using gender neutral pronouns. Whether you are just 
learning about gender neutral pronouns or have a lot of experience, this section can support your organization. 
Each piece can be printed, shared, and discussed in a variety of settings, such as board meetings, staff trainings, 
leadership meetings, and professional development workshops. Additional resources regarding pronouns are 
provided in the resource section at the end of this toolkit. 

The following excerpt from the online blog “The Body is Not An Apology” begins to express the incessant and 
damaging experience of being misgendered. 

“What You’re Really Saying When You Misgender” 
By Joli St. Patrick, published by The Body is Not An Apology

Misgendering—referring to someone by the pronouns or honorifics of a gender that is not theirs—is a daily 
event for most trans people. Even those of us who are often read as our actual gender, rather than the one we 
were assigned at birth, live with at least the threat of misgendering dogging our heels—a heart-wrenching, 
day-ruining landmine that usually lies dormant but can go off without warning. Others of us can barely leave 
the house without being sirred or ma’amed incorrectly.

Anyone with a basic education in trans issues has some understanding that misgendering someone is 
fundamentally not okay. But I’m not certain the majority of cisgender people fully grasp, at a gut level,  
the tremendous social and emotional violence that misgendering can inflict. Being referred to by our right name 
and pronouns is so much more than a point of etiquette for us. It is a daily necessity for our mental health and 
our survival.

Knowing that you cannot predict  another person’s pronouns based on how the person appears to you is the most 
essential element of creating LGBTQ inclusive spaces. Using the wrong pronouns for someone can make them feel 
disrespected, alienated, unseen, and/or dysphoric. Using someone’s correct pronouns can help them feel at ease in 
your community and allow them to more fully participate in whatever is happening, whether it be learning, praying 
or having fun. 

Best Practices for Pronouns
1. Do not assume someone’s pronouns by looking at them. 

2. Center the conversations about pronouns on the experience of trans, nonbinary and queer people, rather 
than the comfort of those who are possibly uncomfortable learning new pronouns. When we center the 
discomforts of cisgender people, people who identify with the gender they were assigned at birth, we 
perpetuate the idea that cisgender people are more valued in our communities. 

3. When you make a mistake, you can make a brief apology, tell them you are working on it and that you will 
keep working on it (do not say you are having trouble or that you find it difficult). You can also let them 
know that you are comfortable being corrected, but that you do not expect them to. 

4. Do not make a big deal about it if you make a mistake or someone corrects you. The person likely wants the 
same amount of attention around their pronouns as a cis-gender person gets: None. Say thank you, correct 
yourself, and move on quickly. Do not apologize profusely or have a conversation about it. Practice on 
your own or with other allies. If a conversation happened every time a trans or non-binary person was 
misgendered, it would take up their whole day! 

https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/
https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/magazine/what-youre-really-saying-when-you-misgender/
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5. Include pronouns in welcome circles and on nametags, and use other strategies to inform a group of 
everyone’s correct pronoun, described on the next page.

6. Do not ask someone to be patient with you. One common response from cisgender people is the desire for 
patience around the learning curve of new pronouns. Asking a transgender person to be patient puts the 
focus on your feelings, rather than theirs, and this is inappropriate. 

Transgender people live in a society that requires a lot of patience to deal with the ways that they are disrespected 
and unrecognized institutionally. The person who is being referred to incorrectly likely notices every time someone 
applies a pronoun to them, right or wrong. Every time they are misgendered or anticipate someone referring to 
them by the wrong gender, their attention is taken away from whatever is happening while the person speaking may 
not even notice. When we consider the experience of a person who is constantly having people refer to them 
incorrectly we can see that they are already being asked in many ways to be patient. As an ally, instead of asking for 
patience we can commit to being more conscientious and aware. 

Not every trans person is the same and, as with language, etiquette shifts over time. The next pages of this toolkit 
include a current and concise 10-point guide called Practice with Pronouns: A Guide to Navigating with Respect. 
The guide, can be printed and used as a learning tool in board meetings, staff trainings, professional development 
workshops, schools, and beyond. Posting it at your front desk and at other high traffic areas will allow people to 
familiarize themselves with best practices. 
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Practice with Pronouns: 
A Guide to Navigating with Respect

1. Always use a person’s correct pronouns. Using people’s correct pronouns will likely require ongoing effort  
and practice. It will get easier. 

2. If you do not know someone’s pronouns, it is best practice to ask the person directly. For example,  
“Hi, how are you?… By the way, what pronouns do you use?… �anks, mine are x/x/x.”

3. In group settings, people can share their pronouns as part of introductions. If there are name tags, you can  
invite people to write their pronouns on their name tag. Ex: My name is Zach, I use they/them pronouns.

4. �ese are some (not all) pronouns that people use: she/her/hers, he/him/his, they/them/theirs,  
ze/hir/hirs. 

5. People may change their pronouns more than once over their lifetime.

6. If you are confused with how to use non-binary pronouns (like they/them or ze/hir) or why it is important, 
ask a friend who is an ally rather than a friend who uses non-binary pronouns. �is helps take away the 
burden of educating.

7. If you are close with someone who is gender variant (trans, non-binary, genderfluid, etc.) and would like  
to talk to them about their experience, ask first. Tell them you’d like to ask them questions about being  
gender non-conforming (GNC). Would this be okay? When is a good time?

8. You can respect people’s pronouns even if you don’t fully understand. It’s crucial to remember that some 
one else’s pronouns aren’t about you. At the end of the day it’s about making sure they feel respected even  
if it feels a little awkward for you. It means a lot to them.

9. Support your gender diverse community members and your community as whole by correcting people  
when they use the wrong pronoun. It is especially important to do this when the person is not around. 

10. If you use the wrong pronoun be mindful of the situation. 
• If in the moment you notice yourself make a mistake, self-correct and continue. If you realize later, 

Repeat to yourself what you said, but this time use the proper pronoun so you can reinforce 
your learning.

• Attention to your error may make the person feel like they have to console you. 
• By self-correcting you will reinforce your intention to use the person’s correct pronoun and will be 

more likely to get it right in the future. Change in action is a meaningful form of apology.
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Terminology: An Introduction
Knowing LGBTQ terms and vocabulary can help you and your community understand the landscape of gender, 
biological sex, and sexual orientation, which can assist you in being  inclusive of all people.  LGBTQ terminology/
vocabulary is a changing landscape; from generation to generation some of these words have changed meaning, 
resonance, and usage. It is also important to note that some of these words have different definitions in various 
cultures. Some of these words are very healing and helpful to people who identify with them and some people take 
offense at being lumped into a category.  It is always best to ask someone how they identify and to ask them to  
clarify what that identity means to them.

Words and definitions will change over time as people shift and change in their understanding of their own  
identity. Many new words in the English language that have arrived as technology has grown—the same concept  
is true as the LGBTQ community grows. Even the umbrella term LGBTQ, as discussed in the Introduction on 
page 8, is growing in letters and definitions. Many resources and vocabulary sheets are available online. On the 
next page you will find a list of important basic terminology that can be used in classes, meetings and trainings. An 
extended terminology section is available in the Additional Resources section of this module.

Below are three categories; sex, gender, and sexual orientation, with a few of the terms that belong in each category. 
Look at the definitions in the list to learn about their meaning and about other terms.

Sex: intersex, female, male 
Gender: trans, cis, agender, non-binary 
Sexual Orientation: lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, heterosexual
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LGBTQ Terminology Basics

These are some of the most common English terms used in the local and national lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer, and ally communities. There are many other terms, and more are created every day. It is always best to ask 
individuals and communities what terms they use, and what those terms mean to them.

 
Ally. A person who actively supports and advocates for people who belong to marginalized, silenced, or less  
privileged groups without actually being a member of those groups. This person will often challenge or confront 
systems of oppression.

 
Asexual. A person who does not experience sexual attraction. While they may not experience sexual attraction, a 
person may still engage in dating, sexual activity, or other behaviors. 
 
Attraction. Feelings and desires a person has that may cause them to desire to engage in physically, sexually  
intimate behavior and/or relationally, emotionally intimate behavior (flirting, dating, and marriage).

 
Biphobia. The irrational fear of love, affection, or sexual behavior of people who identify as bisexual. Expressed  
as negative feelings, erasure, attitudes, actions, and institutional discrimination against those perceived as bisexual. 
Also, the fear of being perceived as bisexual.

 
Bisexual. An individual who is emotionally, spiritually, physically, and sexually attracted to more than one gender 
and/or sex.

 
Cisgender. A person who is comfortable in the gender they were assigned at birth. It is used to contrast with  
“transgender” on the gender spectrum. Cisgender has its origin in the Latin-derived prefix cis, meaning “on the 
same side.”

 
Cisnormative. The social, cultural, institutional, and individual beliefs and practices that privilege cisgender 
experiences and identities as the natural, normal gender identity.

 
Demisexual. A person who only feels sexual attraction to someone with whom they have an emotional bond.

 
Gay. A person who is emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually attracted primarily to members of the same 
gender and/or sex. (Usually used by people who identify as men, though some women also use this term about 
themselves.)

 
Gender Identity. A person’s inner understanding of the gender(s) to which they belong or with which they identify. 
This is each person’s unique knowing or feeling, and is separate from a person’s physical body or appearance  
(although often related).
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Gender Non-Conforming. A gender identity used to describe people whose gender expression does not align with 
societal expectations based on their perceived gender.

 
Gender Transition. A person’s transition can look and feel varied among different people—there is not one way  
to transition. Transition includes some or all of the following: cultural, legal, and medical adjustments; telling one’s 
family, friends, and/or co-workers; changing one’s name and/or sex on legal documents; electrolysis or laser hair 
removal; hormone therapy; different forms of surgery including but not limited to chest and genital surgery.  
Gender transition is not a linear process, and is often influenced by one’s access to information, community, and 
financial resources.

 
Genderqueer. A gender identity used by a person that self-defines their gender as queer or non-normative.  
Someone whose chosen gender identity is neither man nor woman, is between or beyond gender, rejects binary 
gender, is some combination of genders.

 
Heteronormative. The social, cultural, institutional, and individual beliefs and practices that privilege  
heterosexuality as the natural, normal sexual orientation.

 
Homophobia. The irrational fear of love, affection, or sexual behavior between people of the same gender.  
Expressed as negative feelings, erasure, attitudes, actions, and institutional discrimination against those perceived  
as non-heterosexuals. Also, the fear of being perceived as non-heterosexual (internalized homophobia).

 
Homosexual. A person who is primarily emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually attracted toward 
persons of the same gender and biological sex. This term is now considered outdated and too clinical, and is not in 
wide usage when people describe their own identities.

 
Intersex. A general term used to refer to people who have atypical sexual or reproductive anatomy and biology. 
Intersex is not a single category – many forms of intersex exist and within each form, there may be substantial  
variation as well. Variations may include the reproductive organs such as the testicles, penis, vulva, clitoris, and  
ovaries, chromosomes, and hormone levels, all of which can result in additional variations in secondary sexual 
characteristics such as muscle mass, hair distribution, breast development, hip to waist ratio and stature. The term 
intersex displaced “hermaphroditism,” which is now considered offensive, as knowledge and understanding of sex 
development has increased. Intersex continues to be widely accepted as an umbrella term referring to biological 
diversity affecting sexual and reproductive anatomy.

 
Lesbian. A person who identifies as a woman, and who is emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually  
attracted primarily to members of the same gender and/or sex.

 
Orientation. A pattern of emotional, romantic, and/or sexual attractions. A sense of one’s personal and social  
identity based on attractions and the behaviors expressing them, oftentimes linked to the gender(s) of the person 
one feels these attractions towards.
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Queer. 1) An umbrella term used by some to describe lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people. 2) A term used 
to describe a sexual orientation that is not straight, without indicating the genders of the queer person or the people 
they are attracted to. Some people prefer queer because it doesn’t reference the gender binary, and some people  
prefer queer because it can expansively include attraction to people of a range of genders (used similarly to  
“pansexual” and “bisexual.” 3) Historically and currently used by some as a slur targeting those perceived to  
transgress “norms” of sexual orientation and/or gender expression, but for others, a word that has been reclaimed  
as a positive and affirmative part of their identity.

 
Pansexual. A person who is emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually attracted toward persons of all  
gender identities and biological sexes. The concept of pansexuality deliberately rejects the gender binary, the notion 
of two genders or specific sexual orientations.

 
Pronouns. An important way to respect trans people is to refer to them with their gender pronouns. Some people 
want to be referred to as he / him / his, some as she / her / hers, some as a combination. Others want to be referred 
to with alternative/gender-neutral pronouns, such as ze or xie (“zee”) / hir (“heer”), or they / them / theirs (“Max is 
doing well. I saw hir yesterday, and ze said to say hi to you”). Some prefer not to use pronouns at all and only use 
their proper name (“I saw Max yesterday in class. I thought Max gave great answers to the professor’s questions, and 
I thought Max’s questions were great, too”). It is always best to ask someone, “What is your gender pronoun?”

 
Straight. A person who is primarily emotionally, spiritually, physically, and/or sexually attracted toward persons of  
a different gender and biological sex. This is another term for heterosexual.

 
Transgender or Trans. An umbrella term for anyone who knows themselves to be a gender that is different than 
the gender they were assigned at birth. Some trans people may have an alternate gender identity that is neither male 
nor female, and for some people their gender identity may vary at different points in their lives. Some transgender 
people modify their bodies through medical means, and some do not. Common terms that people use about  
themselves are transman, transwoman, and man or woman of transgender experience.

 
Transsexual. A person who feels that his or her gender identity does not match his or her assigned biological sex. 
Some transsexuals, though not all, have sex reassignment surgery and/or take hormones to make their bodies look 
more traditionally male or female. This term, as well as male-to-female (MTF) and female-to-male (FTM), are now 
considered outdated and offensive by many and should not be used unless claimed by the individual.

 
Sex. A person’s assignment at birth, based upon primary and secondary sex characteristics (genitalia, breasts, body 
hair, chromosomes, hormones, etc.) as male, female, or intersex.

 
Transphobia. Irrational fear or hatred of people who break or blur gender roles and sex characteristics. It exists  
in both the heterosexual and gay communities. Expressed as negative feelings, erasure, attitudes, actions, and  
institutional discrimination against those perceived as transgender or gender non-conforming. Also, the fear of 
being perceived as transgender or gender non-conforming.
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