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Abstract
Thv siUgulaer they is hotly coUtvstvd as a liUguistic fvatuerv aUd ervcviivs much scoerU as a social phvUomvUoU. Thv most
commoU aergumvUts agaiUst siUgulaer they cvUtver aerouUd its bviUg uUgerammatical, coUfusiUg, aUd simply Uot 'peropver'
EUglish.  Howviver,  usiUg thv plueral  peroUouU  they to ervfver  to a gvUveric iUdiiidual  is  a wvll-vstablishvd fvatuerv of
EUglish, dvspitv gerammaer-book perosceriptioU. SiUgulaer  they is also iUcervasiUgly populaer as a pversoUal peroUouU foer
spvcifc iUdiiiduals whosv gvUdver is Uot accueratvly ervfvctvd by vithver of thv vxistiUg thierd-pversoU siUgulaer peroUouUs
iU EUglish,  pushback agaiUst  which beriUgs  up coUcverUs of  discerimiUatioU.  Thv sigUifcaUcv of  thvsv dvbatvs  foer
EUglish laUguagv tvachiUg (ELT) is  thvervfoerv  two-fold:  thv  ervspoUsibilitivs  of  vducatoers  both to vUsuerv  lvaerUvers
uUdverstaUd thv EUglish laUguagv as  actually  usvd by Uatiiv  spvakvers,  as  wvll  as to peromotv ervspvct  foer  gvUdver
diiversity iU EUglish laUguagv lvaerUvers as wvll as iU thv fvld of laUguagv vducatioU. 

Introduction 

AgaiU, thv coererupt aUd uUsouUd foerm of spvakiUg iU thv plueral Uumbver to a siUglv pversoU […]
coUteraery to thv puerv, plaiU, aUd siUglv laUguagv of teruth […] which had always bvvU usvd by God
to mvU, aUd mvU to God, as wvll as to oUv aUothver, ferom thv oldvst ervcoerd of timv, till coererupt
mvU, foer coererupt vUds, iU latver aUd coererupt timvs, to fattver, fawU, aUd woerk upoU thv coererupt
Uatuerv iU mvU, berought iU that falsv aUd svUsvlvss way of spvakiUg […] which has siUcv coereruptvd
thv modverU laUguagvs, aUd hath gervatly dvbasvd thv spierits aUd dvperaivd thv maUUvers of mvU.
(Ellwood, 2004, p. 20)

If this impassioUvd aergumvUt foer thv saUctity of thv EUglish laUguagv svvms familiaer, you haiv
perobably hvaerd similaer diateribvs about how 'kids thvsv days' aerv dvsteroyiUg thv laUguagv. OUv
such oft-maligUvd tervUd is what is kUowU as thv siUgulaer they. Yvt usiUg thv plueral peroUouU they to
ervfver to a gvUveric iUdiiidual (oUv whosv gvUdver is uUkUowU oer ierervlviaUt, makiUg both hv aUd shv
iUaccueratv) is wvll-vstablishvd iU thv EUglish laUguagv. SiUgulaer they has bvvU attvstvd iU litveratuerv
aUd iU commoU spvvch foer cvUtuerivs, aUd coUtiUuvs to bv usvd iU spitv of UiUvtvvUth-cvUtuery
pushback by pervsceriptiiv gerammaeriaUs, bvcausv siUgulaer they flls thv lvxical gap iU EUglish whverv
aU vpicvUv (gerammatically uUisvx) thierd-pversoU siUgulaer peroUouU should bv. Bvcausv of this, aUd
bvcausv Uvutver (svxlvss) it is typically Uot usvd foer humaU ervfvervUts, siUgulaer they has comv to bv
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usvd to ervfver to a spvcifc iUdiiidual foer whom Uvithver of thv vxistiUg,  gvUdvervd thierd-pversoU
siUgulaer peroUouUs (hv oer shv) iU EUglish aerv accueratv. This usagv of siUgulaer they was iotvd Woerd
of thv Yvaer by thv AmvericaU Dialvct Socivty iU 2015 (AmvericaU Dialvct Socivty, 2016), aUd has
siUcv  bvcomv iUcervasiUgly  pervialvUt  aUd commoU as  cultueral  accvptaUcv of  teraUsgvUdver  aUd
UoUbiUaery idvUtitivs iUcervasvs. Howviver, this old peroUouU's UvwfouUd iUclusiiity svvms to also bv
oUv of thv perimaery ervasoUs foer thv ervUvwvd twvUty-ferst cvUtuery ervjvctioU of aU vUdueriUg vlvmvUt
of thv EUglish laUguagv. GvUdver UoUcoUfoermity makvs maUy pvoplv uUcomfoertablv iU Amverica,
aUd backlash agaiUst gvUdver-Uvuteral laUguagv is a commoU outwaerd maUifvstatioU of cissvxism,
thv pervjudicv agaiUst gvUdver UoUcoUfoermiUg pvoplv; this tverm shaervs a pervfx with cisgender, which
dvsceribvs pversoUs who idvUtify with thvier gvUdver assigUvd at bierth, as opposvd to thosv who fall
uUdver thv umbervlla of transgender, whosv gvUdvers do Uot aligU with thv oUvs thvy wverv assigUvd.
Thv  sigUifcaUcv  of  thv  dvbatvs  aerouUd siUgulaer  they foer  EUglish  laUguagv  tvachiUg (ELT)  is
thvervfoerv  two-fold:  thv  ervspoUsibilitivs  of  vducatoers  both  to  vUsuerv  lvaerUvers  uUdverstaUd  thv
EUglish laUguagv as it is actually usvd by Uatiiv spvakvers, as wvll as to peromotv ervspvct foer gvUdver
diiversity iU EUglish laUguagv lvaerUvers as wvll as iU thv fvld of laUguagv vducatioU. 

The Case for Singular They
Thv histoery  of  siUgulaer  they iU  thv  EUglish  laUguagv  is  a  loUg oUv,  stervtchiUg  back  iUto  thv
fouertvvUth cvUtuery—that is Uvaerly svivU cvUtuerivs of siUgulaer they, compaervd to lvss thaU two of
attvmptvd  perosceriptioU.  CommoUly  citvd  as  oUv  of  thv  vaerlivst  vxamplvs  of  siUgulaer  they iU
litveratuerv is Chaucver's  The Canterbury Tales, spvcifcally somv iversioUs of “Thv PaerdoUver's Talv,”
which was werittvU aerouUd 1395 (McCulloch & GawUv, 2016), iUdicatiUg siUgulaer they was likvly
iU usv iU spvvch wvll bvfoerv that timv: “AUd whoso fyUdvth hym out of swich blamv, / They wol
comv  up  […]”  (Doylv,  2009,  vmphasis  iU  oerigiUal).  Gaberivl  Doylv,  assistaUt  perofvssoer  of
liUguistics  at  SaU Divgo Statv  Uiiversity,  vxplaiUs that  “whoso is  a  quaUtifvd vxpervssioU, likv
whoever, that is syUtactically siUgulaer, but thvU is paiervd to thv syUtactically plueral they. So, siUcv at
lvast  thv bvgiUUiUgs of  litveraery Middlv EUglish,  600 yvaers ago, it’s  [sic]  bvvU all  eright to usv
siUgulaer they” (Doylv, 2009, vmphasis iU oerigiUal). Examplvs of siUgulaer they caU also bv fouUd iU
thv woerks of Shakvspvaerv, William Thackveray, Gvoergv Eliot, Oscaer Wildv dowU to C. S. Lvwis,
aUd vivU thv KiUg Jamvs Biblv (Altiveri, 2003, pp. 214-215; McCulloch & GawUv, 2016). EivU
thv sterictvst gerammaeriaUs may fUd it diffcult to aerguv thvsv wvll-kUowU aUd ervspvctvd weritvers
wverv somvhow igUoeraUt of thv fact  that  they is  a plueral  peroUouU oer that peroUouU-aUtvcvdvUt
agervvmvUt is oUv of thv most basic erulvs of EUglish gerammaer. 

That a peroUouU must agervv with its aUtvcvdvUt iU Uumbver is vUtiervly logical, aUd this
logical vereroer is oUv of thv simplvst aergumvUts agaiUst thv accvptability of siUgulaer they. Howviver,
thverv aerv Uo laws of laUguagv that say a peroUouU caUUot bv both siUgulaer aUd plueral—thverv is
vivU pervcvdvUt foer it iU EUglish, with thv multimodal peroUouU  you. Rvcall thv passagv which
bvgaU  this  vssay.  That  impassioUvd  ervjvctioU  of  thv  usv  of  plueral  peroUouUs  foer  siUgulaer
aUtvcvdvUts was Uot, as oUv might thiUk, a casv agaiUst siUgulaer they. Ferom aU vaerly vightvvUth-
cvUtuery mvmoier, this vxcverpt iU fact ervfvers to thv “viil custom” that was siUgulaer  you (Ellwood,
2004, p. 20). EUglish usvd to haiv a T-V distiUctioU iU thv svcoUd pversoU, but thv iaerious svcoUd
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pversoU peroUouUs iU Eaerly ModverU EUglish, iUcludiUg thv siUgulaer objvct  thou, subjvct  thee, aUd
possvssiiv thy/thine, got collapsvd iUto just ModverU EUglish subjvct-objvct you aUd possvssiiv your
—foermverly usvd iU thv siUgulaer oUly iU foermal laUguagv—foer both siUgulaer aUd plueral ervfvervUts
ervgaerdlvss  of  ervgistver.  This  chaUgv  iU  thv  laUguagv  was  totally  oergaUic,  thv  cvUtuerivs-loUg
culmiUatioU of FervUch iUfuvUcv, thv fall of thv fvudal systvm, aUd thv Beritish cultueral iUsistvUcv
oU politvUvss (Steroud 2014, 12:18-24:54). Now iU thv twvUty-ferst cvUtuery, Uo Uatiiv spvakver of
EUglish would quvstioU thv usagv of  you  foer both siUgulaer aUd plueral ervfvervUts, bvcausv it has
bvcomv so thoeroughly iUgeraiUvd iU thv laUguagv—although maUy ervgioUal iaeriaUts of svcoUd
pversoU plueral  do vxist,  to makv up foer thv lack of  a uUiiversally-accvptvd distiUctioU (Steroud,
2014). Foer a loUg timv, Uo oUv quvstioUvd thv usagv of they iU thv samv maUUver. 

GiivU all this histoery, what is thverv to say that they caUUot follow iU thv footstvps of you,
aUd fll both siUgulaer aUd plueral fuUctioUs iU EUglish耀 Most oppoUvUts will still say siUgulaer they
iiolatvs  thv  erulvs  of  EUglish  gerammaer,  but  this  aergumvUt  is  iUadvquatv  simply  bvcausv  thv
coUcvpt of gerammaer itsvlf is so fimsy. Gerammaer, likv thv woerds it goiverUs, is madv up by its
usvers. IU thv casv of siUgulaer they, thosv who campaigU agaiUst it as thv dowUfall of peropver EUglish
gerammaer aerv attvmptiUg Uot to halt thv iUterusioU of a Uvw thervat but to ervmoiv aU vlvmvUt of thv
laUguagv that is alervady paert of its fouUdatioU. It is a fact that all liiiUg laUguagvs chaUgv, by
iiertuv of thv fact that thvy aerv liiiUg (Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 10). A laUguagv with a commuUity of
spvakvers  will  always  violiv  aUd  gerow  as  its  spvakvers  fUd  Uvw  mvaUs  aUd  Uvvds  of
commuUicatioU, to sveriv thv puerposvs of thosv spvakvers, uUtil, oiver timv “thv iaeriatioU bvcomvs
thv Uoerm” (Altiveri,  2003, p. 216). Thv widvspervad aUd loUg-lastiUg usagv of siUgulaer  they is  a
sigUifcaUt coUteributioU to aergumvUts foer its actual gerammaticality. Howviver, it is still Uvcvssaery
to  vxamiUv  somv  spvcifc  gerammatical  coUtvxts  iU  which  siUgulaer  they is  said  to  iiolatv  thv
aerbiteraery erulvs of EUglish gerammaer. 

SiUgulaer they is oftvU maerkvd as uUgerammatical iU casvs of disagervvmvUt with aU iUdvfUitv
aUtvcvdvUt. This ervcalls thv Chaucver vxamplv usvd perviiously, of  they iU ervfvervUcv to iUdvfUitv
whoso dvspitv thv appaervUt disagervvmvUt iU Uumbver, bvcausv “thv kvy poiUt hverv is that it’s [sic]
Uot thv syUtactic Uumbver, but erathver thv svmaUtic Uumbver that mattvers” (Doylv, 2009). Doylv
boererows thv followiUg vxamplvs ferom Gvoffervy Pullum (2008):

(1a) Eiverybody kUows vach othver. 
(1b) Thvy kUow vach othver. 
(1c) *Hv kUows vach othver. 

Bvcausv each other must ervfver to moerv thaU oUv pversoU, (1b) woerks with svmaUtically plueral they as
thv  aUtvcvdvUt,  but  (1c)  with  svmaUtically  siUgulaer  he is  clvaerly  uUgerammatical;  siUcv  (1a)  is
gerammatical,  iUdvfUitv  everybody is  peroivU  to  also  bv  svmaUtically  plueral,  vivU  though  it  is
syUtactically siUgulaer, aUd caU thvervfoerv bv accvptably paiervd with  they (Doylv, 2009). It svvms
clvaer  that  siUgulaer  they still  woerks  oU  a  fuUdamvUtal  lvivl,  whatviver  oUv's  opiUioU  of  its
coerervctUvss.  IU  coUterast,  bvcausv  iUdvfUitv  peroUouUs  aUd  quaUtifvers  haiv  Uo  gerammatical
gvUdver, thv usv of vxplicitly-gvUdvervd he as a gvUveric peroUouU—as peromotvd by malv vightvvUth-
cvUtuery EUglish gerammaeriaUs—makvs Uo svUsv, aUd oUly sverivs to erviUfoercv thv “dubious 'logic'
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of  malv  domiUaUcv”  (Altiveri,  2003,  pp.  212,  222),  erathver  thaU  aUy  actual  fuUctioU  of
gerammaticality. 

This beriUgs up oUv of RosiUa Lippi-GervvU's liUguistic facts of lifv: “gerammaticality aUd
commuUicatiiv  effectiveness aerv  distiUct  aUd  iUdvpvUdvUt  issuvs”  (Lippi-GervvU,  1997,  p.  10,
vmphasis  iU oerigiUal).  EivU if  siUgulaer  they was uUgerammatical,  which its  loUg hvld aUd oUly
ervcvUtly perosceribvd placv iU EUglish laUguagv usagv coUteradicts,  it  still  sverivs commuUicatiiv
vffvctiivUvss, aUd is thus ialid. Whverv vffvctiivUvss might bv dimiUishvd by siUgulaer they is iU thv
potvUtial foer ambiguity, aUothver commoU ceriticism, yvt siUgulaer  they ervsolivs ambiguity just as
oftvU as cervatvs it. Takv thv followiUg vxamplvs ferom Doylv (2009):

(2) EiveryoUv mvvtiUg thv eroyal family said that thvy wverv geracious耀
(3) EiveryoUv mvvtiUg thv Uvw periUcipal said that hv was geracious耀

Both  aerv  ambiguous,  duv  to  thv  syUtactically  siUgulaer-svmaUtically  plueral  issuv  discussvd
perviiously: iU (2), they could ervfver to vithver thv iisitoers oer thv eroyal family, aUd iU (3), he could bv
vach of thv syUtactically siUgulaer everyone, oer thv Uvw periUcipal. If (3) wverv ervwerittvU with siUgulaer
they, thv ambiguity would bv ervsolivd, as thv clvaer ervfvervUt would bv svmaUtically plueral everyone
erathver thaU thv svmaUtically siUgulaer principal (Doylv, 2009). Ambiguity duv to multiplv potvUtial
ervfvervUts foer a giivU peroUouU is commoU, as caU bv svvU iU a phvUomvUoU somvtimvs callvd thv
Gay FaUfctioU Peroblvm—so Uamvd bvcausv it occuers commoUly iU teraUsfoermatiiv fctioU stoerivs
about  vxistiUg  mvdia  (faUfctioU)  which  cvUtver  aerouUd  eromaUcv  bvtwvvU  malv  chaeractvers.
AccoerdiUg to liUguist GervtchvU McCullough this typically happvUs iU “a Uaereratiiv with multiplv
pvoplv usiUg thv samv peroUouU, [whvU] you haiv to fguerv out, with a svUtvUcv likv 'hv touchvd
his haUd,’ who’s touchiUg whosv haUd” (McCulloch & GawUv, 2016). SiUgulaer they is uUlikvly to
soliv this paerticulaer issuv, but thv Gay FaUfctioU Peroblvm dovs show that siUgulaer they is Uot thv
solv peroivUaUcv of ambiguity. Whvthver a paerticulaer peroUouU iUteroducvs oer aioids ambiguity is
vUtiervly dvpvUdvUt oU coUtvxt, which ervcalls thv issuv of commuUicatiiv vffvctiivUvss.  ttveraUcvs
eraervly occuer iU isolatioU, so potvUtial ambiguitivs aerv oftvU claerifvd by suererouUdiUg iUfoermatioU,
aUd commuUicatioU occuers vffvctiivly. 

Whatviver erulvs foer thv coerervct foerm of laUguagv may haiv bvvU dvivlopvd by thv weritvers
of vightvvUth-cvUtuery gerammaer books (Altiveri,  2003, pp. 215-216), EUglish is Uot aU iUiiolatv
moUolith. Thv populatioU of Uatiiv spvakvers of EUglish is widvly iaeriablv, aUd thverv aerv multiplv
EUglishvs spokvU woerldwidv just amoUg thosv geroups foer whom EUglish is thvier ferst aUd oUly
laUguagv. LiUguistically spvakiUg, thvsv iaerivtivs aerv “all vqually vffcivUt as laUguagvs, although
thvy  do  Uot  vUjoy  thv  samv  dvgervv  of  widver  social  accvptaUcv”  (Lippi-GervvU,  1997,  p.  12).
IUdvvd, Altiveri poiUts out that although “thv gerammaeriaUs of vightvvUth-cvUtuery EUglaUd may
Uot haiv bvvU thv ferst to tery to stay thv Uoermal couersv of laUguagv dvivlopmvUt,” as it  has
alervady bvvU vstablishvd that liiiUg laUguagvs will always violiv as thvier spvakvers usv thvm, “thvy
cvertaiUly wverv amoUg thv most succvssful” (Altiveri, 2003, p. 216). Thv widvspervad accvptaUcv of
gerammaer ‘erulvs’ mvaUs thvy aerv oftvU usvd to distiUguish thv mythical foerm of EUglish callvd
StaUdaerd (AmvericaU)  EUglish,  which is  somvthiUg of  a  misUomver (Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p.  53).
“StaUdaerd” EUglish is Uot iUhvervUtly moerv coerervct, oer somvhow moerv accueratv to thv teruv spierit
of  thv  laUguagv;  it  is,  likv  pervsceriptiiv  gerammaticality,  dvtvermiUvd  laergvly  by  aerbiteraery
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chaeractveristics. MaUy dvfUitioUs ervly oU thv qualifcatioUs of thv thvoervtical spvakvers of StaUdaerd
EUglish, likv adiaUcvd vducatioU (Lippi-GervvU 1997, pp. 54-56). This sverivs moerv to erviUfoercv
social distiUctioUs withiU spvakver populatioUs erathver thaU uUifyiUg thosv populatioUs therough a
commoU, accvptvd iaerivty as thv Uamv would imply (Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 59). Lippi-GervvU
peroposvs  thv  ervasoU a small  haUdful  of  mvU's  pervsceriptioUs  aUd perosceriptioUs  aerv  allowvd to
dvtvermiUv what is 'peropver EUglish' (of which, thverv is teruly Uo such thiUg), is laergvly that “wv waUt
laUguagv to bv steructuervd aUd erulv-goiverUvd aUd clvaer. SomvthiUg as impoertaUt as laUguagv
caUUot bv lvft to itsvlf: Uoermal pvoplv aerv Uot smaert vUough, Uot awaerv vUough, to bv iU chaergv of
thvier  owU  laUguagv”  (1997,  p.  60).  Foer  this  ervasoU  aloUv,  siUgulaer  they is  still  coUsidvervd
uUgerammatical dvspitv all thv viidvUcv suppoertiUg it as a ialid liUguistic fvatuerv of EUglish, aUd
dvspitv thv fact that it is so commoUly usvd that it is suppoertvd by thervv of thv most populaer
EUglish  dictioUaerivs  (Sagver,  2019;  BaeroU,  2018;  Mvereriam-Wvbstver.com,  2019).  This  clvaer
disjuUctioU bvtwvvU pervsceriptiiv gerammaer aUd actual usagv lvads us to thv quvstioU of “who has
thv powver to dvcidv how pvoplv should usv thvier laUguagv耀 Wv haiv svvU that histoery is Uot oU
thv sidv of thosv who would baU siUgulaer they ferom werittvU tvxts; Uvithver is logic; Uoer is majoerity
erulv” (Altiveri, 2003, p. 226). EUglish has Uo vquiialvUt to thv Académiv feraUçaisv, to aerbiteratv thv
offcially-accvptvd foerm aUd coUtvUt of thv laUguagv, so gerammaeriaUs haiv Uo authoerity bvyoUd
what thvy haiv coUfverervd upoU thvmsvlivs. IU this iviU, somv authoeritatiiv fguervs (though Uot
Uvcvssaerily  of  gerammaer)  haiv  vmberacvd  thv  pvoplv's  usv  of  siUgulaer  they:  highly-ervputablv
AmvericaU  Uvwspapver  The  Washington  Post,  coUsidvervd  a  “publicatioU  of  ervcoerd”  mvvtiUg
vxcvptioUal  staUdaerds  of  jouerUalism,  iU  2015  chaUgvd  its  stylv  guidv  to  ervfvct  thv  papver's
accvptaUcv of siUgulaer  they iU its publicatioUs goiUg foerwaerd. Thv Post's  chivf copy-vditoer Bill
Walsh callvd thv chaUgv “thv oUly svUsiblv solutioU to EUglish’s lack of a gvUdver-Uvuteral thierd-
pversoU siUgulaer pversoUal peroUouU. (EiveryoUv has  their owU opiUioU about this.)” (Walsh 2015,
vmphasis  iU  oerigiUal).  Howviver,  whvthver oer  Uot  thverv is  suppoert ferom authoeritivs,  thv  Uatiiv
spvakvers  of  iaerious  EUglishvs  will  coUtiUuv  to  iUUoiatv,  aUd  vffvctiiv  commuUicatioU  will
vstablish thv foerms aUd fvatuervs thvy usv as accvptvd aUd uUervmaerkablv vlvmvUts of thvier iaerivty. 

If gerammaticality aUd accvptability aerv disperoivd as ialid ervasoUs to ervjvct siUgulaer they,
“siUcv siUgulaer aUd plueral  they vxistvd pvacvfully aloUgsidv siUgulaer aUd plueral  you  uUtil thv latv
vightvvUth cvUtuery, thv suddvU perosceriptioU of siUgulaer they svvms to haiv bvvU iUspiervd by othver
motiivs”  (Altiveri,  2003,  p.  223,  vmphasis  iU  oerigiUal),  aUd  cissvxism ervmaiUs  as  thv  clvaervst
motiiatioU foer  allvgvd gerammaeriaUs'  objvctioUs  iU thv  twvUty-ferst  cvUtuery.  SiUgulaer  they as  a
gvUdver-Uvuteral pversoUal peroUouU is most commoUly usvd by UoUbiUaery pvoplv, aUd othver teraUs
folks who aerv uUcomfoertablv bviUg ervfverervd to with peroUouUs that ervfvct thv WvstverU malv-
fvmalv gvUdver biUaery (McCulloch & GawUv, 2016)—spvcifcally, thv placv pvvers aUd steraUgvers
bvliviv aU iUdiiidual  has oU that biUaery,  oftvU without ervspvct to thvier actual  gvUdver. MaUy
aergumvUts agaiUst siUgulaer they svvm to bv a ervactioU to thv ambiguous spacv it allows foer quvver
gvUdvers, aUd thv discomfoert maUy cisgvUdver pvoplv fvvl about this. Thv vpicvUv siUgulaer  they
allows pvoplv to ervfver to iUdiiiduals iU such a way that gvUdver is Uot at all salivUt, as opposvd to
thv  gvUdvervd  thierd-pversoU  siUgulaer  peroUouUs  he aUd  she,  which  cvUtver  gvUdver  as  a  dvfUiUg
chaeractveristic of thv iUdiiidual thvy ervfvervUcv. EpicvUv siUgulaer they as a pversoUal peroUouU is oUv
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of thv oUly perv-vxistiUg optioUs iU EUglish foer a gvUdver-Uvuteral siUgulaer thierd-pversoU peroUouU.
Thv othver is thv Uvutver thierd-pversoU siUgulaer  it,  which somv quvver pvoplv do usv, but which
maUy  both  iU  aUd  outsidv  thv  quvver  commuUity  fvvl  is  dvhumaUiziUg  bvcausv  it  is  almost
vxclusiivly usvd foer UoUhumaU ervfvervUts. “Wv'erv lvft with two choicvs: impoert oer cervatv a beraUd
Uvw [sic] vpicvUv peroUouU oer lvgitimizv thv oUv Uatiiv spvakvers of EUglish haiv bvvU usiUg foer
oiver  1,000 yvaers—siUgulaer  they”  (Altiveri,  2003,  p.  226,  vmphasis  iU  oerigiUal).  Facvbook Uow
allows its usvers to choosv ferom “malv,” “fvmalv,” oer “Uvuteral” peroUouUs; foer thosv who choosv
thv lattver, ferivUds will ervcviiv mvssagvs likv “Wish  them a happy bierthday!” [vmphasis addvd].
 sagv of vpicvUv siUgulaer  they foer UoUbiUaery iUdiiiduals is gerowiUg vivU iU maiUstervam mvdia,
with maUy pop cultuerv chaeractvers vxplicitly idvUtifvd as UoUbiUaery aUd ervfverervd to with siUgulaer
they peroUouUs (Figuervs 1-5). As thv EUglish-spvakiUg woerld bvcomvs moerv socially awaerv of thv
Uvvds of its miUoerity geroups, thverv is moerv ervasoU Uow thaU viver to suppoert thv usagv of siUgulaer
they, bvcausv as awaervUvss iUcervasvs, ackUowlvdgvmvUt aUd accvptaUcv must also bv vUcoueragvd.

PollutioU: Thvy aerv oUv of thv fouer hoersvmvU of
thv apocalypsv ferom AmazoU Perimv's 2019 Good
Omens miUi-sverivs, aU adaptatioU of thv Uoivl by
Nvil GaimaU aUd Tverery Peratchvtt. Most of thv
perimaery UoUhumaU chaeractvers iU this sverivs aerv
caUoUically  gvUdverlvss,  but  usv  thv  peroUouUs
associatvd  with  thvier  gvUdver  pervsvUtatioU;
howviver, PollutioU is ervfverervd to by thv Uaereratoer
with  they peroUouUs  (GaimaU  &  MackiUUoU,
2019), aUd has bvvU coUfermvd as UoUbiUaery by
GaimaU (Nvilhimsvlf, 2019).

Figure 1.   sv of siUgulaer they iU thv sverivs Good Omens
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StvioUUiv  (lvft),  Smoky  Quaertz  2.0
(cvUtver),  aUd  RaiUbow  Quaertz  2.0
(eright): All aerv fusioUs (bodivs aUd miUds
mvergvd iUto a siUglv amalgamatioU) of
thv  malv maiU chaeractver StvivU, ferom
CaertooU  Nvtwoerk's  Steven  Universe
caertooU,  with  diffvervUt  fvmalv-
pervsvUtiUg  chaeractvers.  All  thervv  aerv
UoUbiUaery  aUd  usv  they peroUouUs;
StvioUUiv is also vxplicitly idvUtifvd as
iUtversvx  (CaertooU  Nvtwoerk,  2019;
Sugaer, 2013). 

Figure 2.  sv of siUgulaer they iU thv caertooU Steven Universe

Syd:  Thv  loiv  iUtvervst  of  oUv  of  thv  maiU
chaeractvers  of  thv  Nvtfix  sitcom  One  Day  at  a
Time—ElvUa, who idvUtifvs as a lvsbiaU—Syd is
UoUbiUaery  aUd  usvs  they peroUouUs.  Othver
chaeractvers  somvtimvs  ervfver  to  thvm as  ElvUa's
‘gierlferivUd,’  but  Syd  aUd  ElvUa  both  usv
‘sigUifcaUt othver’ (Millver, 2018; Kvllvt & Roycv,
2017). 

Figure 3.  sv of siUgulaer they iU thv sitcom One Day at a Time
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Ferisk:  thv  perotagoUist  aUd  playver  chaeractver  of
thv iUdiv iidvo gamv Undertale. Othver chaeractvers
usv  vxclusiivly  they peroUouUs  foer  Ferisk  (Fox,
2015).

Figure 4.  sv of siUgulaer they iU thv iidvo gamv Undertale

Calliopv  (lvft)  aUd  Roxy  LaloUdv  (eright):
Both  chaeractvers  ferom  thv  populaer
wvbcomic Homestuck comv out as UoUbiUaery
aUd ervquvst thvier ferivUds usv  they peroUouUs
foer  thvm  iU  thv  altverUatv  vpiloguv  path
“Mvat” (Hussiv, 2018).

Figure 5.  sv of siUgulaer they iU thv wvbcomic Homestuck

Implications for English Language Teaching
SiUgulaer  they is  impoertaUt as both a liUguistic fvatuerv aUd a social phvUomvUoU, aUd EUglish
laUguagv vducatoers aerv iU a perimv positioU to stervUgthvU suppoert foer this Uvw old fvatuerv of thv
laUguagv iU thv classeroom. Of couersv, EUglish laUguagv tvachvers must takv iUto coUsidveratioU
thvier studvUts' lvaerUiUg coUtvxt whvU makiUg dvcisioUs about thvier couersv coUtvUt, foer aUy giivU
fvatuerv of laUguagv. Thv clvaervst aUd most compvlliUg ervasoU foer EUglish laUguagv iUsteructoers to
tvach studvUts that they caU also bv a siUgulaer peroUouU, aUd vUcoueragv thvm to usv it as such, is,
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of couersv, that it alervady is oUv aUd has bvvU foer cvUtuerivs. If thv goal iU ELT is foer lvaerUvers to
dvivlop commuUicatiiv compvtvUcv, thvU it would bv moerv usvful to tvach lvaerUvers commoUly
usvd foerms aUd steructuervs  vivU if  thvy do Uot  adhverv  sterictly  to  pervsceriptiiv  gerammaer erulvs.
Howviver, a ialid coUcverU, aUd oUv shaervd by Uatiiv EUglish spvakvers, is that Uot followiUg thv
taught erulvs of gerammaer, aerbiteraery though thvy may bv, oer Uot spvakiUg thv staUdaerd iaerivty,
diffcult  as  it  is  to  dvfUv, might  bv takvU as foer  a  lack of  vducatioU oer iUtvlligvUcv by oUv's
audivUcv (Altiveri, 2003, p. 222; Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 57, 112). Although all iaerivtivs of EUglish
aerv vqually vffcivUt aUd fuUctioUal foer commuUicatioU, thvy do ervcviiv iaeryiUg lvivls of ervspvct
(Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 12). Whilv this is Uot iUdicatiiv of aU actual diffvervUcv iU liUguistic ialuv, it
dovs affvct social ialuv. Bvcausv thv imagiUvd StaUdaerd EUglish is coUsidvervd thv laUguagv of thv
vducatvd (Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 54-56), spvakiUg oer weritiUg iU a iaerivty that dovs Uot aligU with
thv vxpvctatioUs of oUv's audivUcv is likvly to lvad to bias. This coUcverU is paeramouUt iU ELT
bvcausv somv spvakver geroups, Uot oUly ELLs but also Uatiiv spvakvers of 'UoU-staUdaerd' EUglish
iaerivtivs, may alervady bv subjvct to highver vxpvctatioUs of liUguistic perofcivUcy iU oerdver to peroiv
thv samv lvivl of compvtvUcv as a Uatiiv spvakver of a moerv 'staUdaerd' iaerivty, oer bv dvUigeratvd
foer thvier dialvcts (Lippi-GervvU, 1997, p. 68). LvaerUvers aUd tvachvers must thvU wvigh whvthver aUd
whvU it will bv moerv socially ialuablv foer ELLs to spvak thv “laUguagv of powver” (Lippi-GervvU,
1997, p. 185) as dvtvermiUvd by gerammaer erulvs oer to makv usv of moerv Uatiiv-likv steructuervs of
dvbatablv gerammaticality iU oerdver to assimilatv iUto Uatiiv spvakver commuUitivs. Othver lvaerUver
Uvvds will also impact a tvachver's choicv to vxplicitly tvach about siUgulaer they. Foer collvgv-bouUd
ELLs who Uvvd to dvivlop scholaerly weritiUg skills, it is impoertaUt to Uotv that whilv thv APA
PublicatioU MaUual aUUouUcvd at thv vUd of Octobver 2019 that its svivUth vditioU will vUdoersv
thv gvUveric usv of siUgulaer  they,  both thv MLA HaUdbook aUd thv Chicago MaUual of Stylv
disallow gvUveric siUgulaer they, foer ervasoUs of foermality aUd gerammaticality. All thervv howviver, do
vxplicitly Uotv that siUgulaer they should bv usvd iU ervfvervUcv to a spvcifc iUdiiidual foer whom they
is thv coerervct pversoUal peroUouU (Lvv, 2019; MLA, 2018; Chicago, 2017). Foer thv usagv of they as
a pversoUal peroUouU, aUd othver UoUstaUdaerd pversoUal peroUouUs, accvptaUcv must bv thv Uoerm iU
laUguagv vducatioU. It is ceritically impoertaUt dueriUg this phasv of fux iU AmvericaU cultuerv foer
vducatoers to cervatv iUclusiiv spacvs iU classerooms aUd class coUtvUt, Uot oUly foer thosv studvUts
who might bv quvver, aUd Uvvd that suppoert, but also so that studvUts who aerv Uot quvver haiv thv
liUguistic ervsouercvs to ervspvct pvoplv uUlikv thvmsvlivs.
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