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Pronouns

Pronouns refer back to nouns or take the place of nouns; therefore, they have to agree with the nouns that they represent.  For example, if the noun is singular, the pronoun has to be singular as well.

►Use a singular pronoun to refer to the following indefinite pronouns:  anybody, 

    anyone, anything, each, either, everybody, everyone, everything, neither, 

    nobody, none, no one, somebody, someone, and something.

Incorrect:
Everyone must show their ID at the door.


Correct:
Everyone must show his or her ID at the door.

Sometimes writers use plural pronouns to avoid using sexist language.  In the second example above, the writer could have avoided using ‘his or her’ by making the noun in the sentence plural.


Correct:
Students must show their ID at the door.

►Use a singular pronoun to refer to two singular nouns that are joined by the words or or 

nor. Please note that this rule does not apply to cases where one of the proper nouns refers to a female.


Incorrect:
Neither Bill nor Ted showed his ID.


Correct:
Neither Bill nor Ted showed his ID.

Absurd:
Neither Bill nor Karen showed his ID.

Solution:
Re-word the sentence!


►Use a plural pronoun to refer to two nouns that are joined by the word and. 


Incorrect:
Paul and Ringo had his picture taken with the fan.


Correct:
Paul and Ringo had their picture taken with the fan.

►Use a plural pronoun to refer to a singular and a plural noun joined by the word and, 

     or, or nor. In cases such as this, place the singular noun before the plural one.


Incorrect:
The dog and the cats ate its dinner.


Correct:
The dog and the cats ate their dinner.

►Use a singular pronoun to refer to collective nouns unless the noun is clearly used in 

     the plural sense.


Incorrect:  
The group does not understand their purpose.


Correct:
The group does not understand its purpose.

In these examples, we know that the group is singular because the writer used the third person singular form of the verb to do.


Incorrect:  
The group do not understand its purpose.


Correct:
The group do not understand their purpose.

In these examples, we know that the group is plural because the writer used the third person plural form of the verb to do.

Practice Exercise

Rewrite the following sentences so that the pronouns agree with the nouns to which they refer.

1. No one with any sense wants to see themselves gain forty pounds.

2. Do you think that any one of these people will admit that they saw a UFO?

3. One of the boys had a vampire bite on their neck.

4. Everyone must ask themselves if they really want to buy an ant farm.
5. A TV evangelist makes his money by asking for donations from the public.
6. The Royal Order Of Hyenas wants to hold their meetings at the zoo.
7. Adrian, Dave, and Yannick tuned his guitars before the show.
8. Any self-respecting coyote orders his dynamite from Acme.
9. As the politician rambled on, the people in the crowd rolled its eyes.
10. Neither Bruce nor Steve could make their own sandwiches.

Answers

1. No one with any sense wants to see himself or herself gain forty pounds.

2. Do you think that any one will admit that he or she saw a UFO?

3. One of the boys had a vampire bite on his neck.

4. Everyone must ask himself or herself if he or she really wants to buy an ant farm. 
5. A TV evangelist is someone who makes his or her money by asking for donations from the public.
6. The Royal Order Of Hyenas wants to hold its meetings at the zoo.
7. Adrian, Dave, and Yannick tuned their guitars before the show.
8. Any self-respecting coyote orders his or her dynamite from Acme.
9. As the politician rambled on, the people in the crowd rolled their eyes.
10.  Neither Bruce nor Steve could make his own sandwiches.
� Some of these sentences are adapted from Put it in Writing, Prentice-Hall pp.85-86





