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GENDER NON-CONFORMING STUDENTS
AND

THE CAMPUS OFFICER:

WORDS MATTER



• The way in which we speak influences our thinking as much as our 
thinking influences how we speak.

• How we speak and write about others within a tightly knit group, such 
as uniformed officers, can either reinforce or challenge implicit biases 
and long-held belief systems about others.



Awareness

• There are people present who will personally identify with the topics discussed and 
who may have life experiences that make participation challenging.

Agreements

• I will use care in my presentation and discussion.

• All participants will likewise use care in asking questions and making comments.

• We will allow space for mistakes and give one another the benefit of the doubt.

LEARNING SPACE



• U.S. Air Force Security Specialist

• Private sector loss prevention director

• University Medical Center Police Chief

• Private Liberal Arts College Community Safety Director

• College degrees in Criminal Justice and Psychology

MY BACKGROUND



GOALS

• Become aware of current trends in gender expression, especially in 
terms of language use, among college students.

• Identify how language is used at your institution with regard to 
students’ identity, including gender expression and compare this to 
current trends.

• Develop a list of opportunities for your institution to evolve the use of 
language to increase awareness among officers and demonstrate a 
willingness to be inclusive of gender non-conforming students.



WHAT’S TRUE FOR YOUR INSTITUTION?



How does your campus community engage with gender expression?

Self assessment questions

1) What options do students and others at your institution have for identifying their 
gender?

2) What percentage of your students identify outside of the male/female gender 
binary?

GENDER EXPRESSION



What are the norms on your campus for pronoun use?

Self assessment questions:

1) What options do students and others at your institution have for selecting a 
pronoun?

PRONOUN SELECTION



GENDER EXPRESSION AT REED

• Agender

• Genderqueer

• Man

• Non-binary, including genderfluid, 

gender nonconforming, etc.

• Questioning or unsure

• Trans man

• Trans woman

• Transgender

• Woman

• Identity or identities not listed 

• Prefer not to answer

Reed College offers the following options for self-selected gender 

within its electronic directory:



According to data from Reed College’s directory database:

• Approximately 50% of students elected to choose a gender in the database

• Approximately 15% selected a non-binary option

GENDER SELECTIONS



GENDER SELECTIONS

Reported by Reed students who participated in the NCHA (National 
College Health Assessment) survey:

• Fall 2016: 13% reported as non-binary

• Spring 2018: 27.5% reported as non-binary

Reported by Reed students on the HEDS (Higher Education Data Sharing) 
Senior Survey

• Spring 2018: 14% reported as non-binary (including 8% identifying as transgender)



PRONOUN USE AT REED

• Ey/Em/Eir

• He/Him/His

• Ne/Nem/Nir

• She/Her/Hers

• They/Them/Their

• Ve/Ver/Vis

• Xe/Xem/Xyr

• Ze/Zim/Zer

• Zie/Zim/Zir

• Prefer not to answer

Reed college offers the following options within its electronic 
directory for pronouns:



PRONOUN SELECTIONS

According to data from Reed College’s directory database:

• 28% of students selected a pronoun other than “He” or “She”

• 27% of students selected the pronoun “They”

• 1% selected a pronoun other than “He,” ”She,” or “They”

*Note on terminology: “preferred pronoun” is not universally accepted as 
appropriate. Many people do not consider their identity a “choice,” rather 
something intrinsic to who they are. Therefore, the pronouns they use are, 
likewise, not considered a “choice”: their pronouns represent their core identity.



WHY THESE WORDS MATTER

A significant number of students identify in one or more of 
the following ways:

• They identify outside of the male/female gender binary.

• They do not use the pronouns associated with the male/female 
binary or he/she.

• They use a name that is different from what appears on one or more 
“official” institutional records.

• They use a name that may not be considered gendered, and that 
may not “match” the student’s expressed gender and/or pronoun.



WHY THESE WORDS MATTER

• Using gendered language or names that are incorrect and not used by the 
person in question is likely to be perceived as careless.

• Using a pronoun or name that is incorrect, even accidentally, may be seen as 

evidence of bias, called out as a micro-aggression, or reinforce negative 

perceptions of a lack of concern or care by our teams.

• Many students, and especially those who identify outside of the traditional 

gender binary, are distrustful of authority figures and people in uniform. Use of a 

pronoun or name that is incorrect may reinforce these feelings and perceptions.



STRATEGIES

What can we do at our institutions to adapt and improve our ability to 
engage with gender non-conforming students?



LANGUAGE USE EXAMPLES

Allow officers on a voluntary basis to display their pronouns on name 
tags, uniforms, business cards, e-mails, etc.





WHY DOES INDICATING A PRONOUN 
MATTER?

Overtly displaying a pronoun has many possible benefits:

• People will not have to make assumptions about us

• It signals to others that we are aware of the changing dynamics related to gender 
expression and identity—and that we care



WHY DOES INDICATING A PRONOUN 
MATTER?

Many possible benefits (continued):

• Students who do not identify with the traditional gender binary may be more likely to 
understand that we are allies

• Students --who have experienced or observed what they believed was bias-based 
behavior related to gender expression or other identity expressions-- may be less 
likely to feel targeted when we engage with them



LANGUAGE USE EXAMPLES

During service delivery, ask students what name they use and if they 
would like specific pronouns used in conversation and documentation 
of encounters

Example:

“Hi, I’m Gary, the Community Safety Director, and I use He. How would you like me to 
address you?”

“I’m going to write a report about what happened. How would you like me to refer to 
you in the report?”



LANGUAGE USE EXAMPLES

Add explicit indications of pronouns, names, etc. into written 
communications and reports.

*Many of the reports we write are eventually read by other members of the institution, 
including the subject(s) of the report, witnesses, victims, administrators, lawyers, etc.



SAMPLE REPORT LANGUAGE

The following report was prepared by Gary Granger, He/Him/His, Reed 
College Community Safety Director.

On February 27, 2019, I met with student Taylor Swift (A12345), 
They/Them/Their, to follow up on a report of stalking by Swift. As we 
began the meeting Swift told me that They were afraid that talking with 
me would “make things worse.”



LANGUAGE USE EXAMPLES

Remove unnecessary references to gendered terms or physical 
descriptions from reports and other communications.

*Consider using physical descriptions ONLY when the person in question could not be 
positively identified, or when the physical description is ESSENTIAL to safety or required 
follow up.



SAMPLE REPORT LANGUAGE

[old language]

While walking through the Biology building on a routine building patrol, I 
saw a person not known to me looking into a locked lab area while 
attempting to pull open the door. The person was a white male, 
approximately 6’ tall, medium build, with short dark hair, and was 
wearing jeans and a gray hooded sweatshirt with “REED” written on the 
front . . . I identified the person as Wilson Walker from his student I.D.



SAMPLE REPORT LANGUAGE

[old language]

While walking through the Biology building on a routine building patrol, I saw a 
person not known to me looking into a locked lab area while attempting to 
pull open the door. The person was a white male, approximately 6’ tall, 
medium build, with short dark hair, and was wearing jeans and a gray hooded 
sweatshirt with “REED” written on the front . . . I identified the person as Wilson 
Walker from his student I.D.

[new language]

While walking through the Biology building on a routine building patrol, I saw a 
person not known to me . . . I identified the person as Wilson Walker, 
They/Them/Their, from Wilson’s student I.D. 



USE OF PHYSICAL DESCRIPTIONS

Situations when a physical description may be essential:

• An unidentified person was seen committing a crime and fled.

• An identified person poses a continuing risk to the community and is at large.

• An excluded person, not known by name to people who have been asked to be on 
the lookout for the person.



THE WORDS WE USE

We speak with and about students daily.

In many cases the students are distressed or feel compelled to engage 
with us because of our perceived and actual institutional power.

The words we choose can either reinforce or challenge implicit biases 
and long-held belief systems about others. 



THE WORDS WE USE

Students who speak with us or hear us speak about them or others will 
form opinions of us based on the words we choose and on how much 
care we express in our language.

The words we choose reflect our attitudes and beliefs, influence our 
colleagues, and have the power to reinforce our implicit biases.

We are called on to write objective, factual, descriptive reports 
documenting our observations and actions. The reports nearly always 
require the use of names and pronouns in order for us to reference the 
people involved. 



APOLOGIZING

• Mistakes and misunderstandings are inevitable.

• Apologies are not admissions of mal-intent or wrongdoing. Apologies 
are recognitions of our humanness and opportunities for repair

• ”Over apologizing” is unnecessary: simply acknowledge the 
situation, apologize sincerely, and then ask for help



REED COLLEGE’S INITIATIVES

• Relevant options from which students can select in institutional 
systems and databases

• Frequent review of survey and system data to inform up-to-date uses 
of language across the institution

• Uniformed staff given access to relevant directory information for use 
in student engagements and reporting



REED COLLEGE’S INITIATIVES

• Optional use of pronouns by uniformed staff on name tags, 
cards, etc.

• Requirement to indicate known gender, pronoun, and name 
selections according to the student’s selections and wishes in 
all written documentation

• Removal of presumptive descriptions in reports and other 
documentation, except as necessary to ensure safety



NEW IDEAS AND NEXT STEPS?

• Questions?

• Ideas?

• Examples?
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