
Handout on Gender Sensitive 
Online Teaching

The acronym TIN is short for trans*, in-
ter* and non-binary and acts as a col-
lective term for people whose gender 
identity does not fit into our binary 
gender order. TIN encompasses a broad 
spectrum of gender identities and gender 
expressions, all of which suffer marginali-
zation in our heteronormative society. Insti-
tutions of higher education also reproduce 
the marginalisation of TIN students, both 
on a structural and an interpersonal level. 
The current move towards digital and online 
learning has only reinforced such marginal-
isation. The path to changing their name 
and gender in the university records is long, 
exhausting and fraught with bureaucratic 
pitfalls. Only occasionally are students able 
to achieve having their names and gender 
identity changed in the system.

As a consequence, many TIN students are 
enrolled at their university under a name 
that does not reflect how they self-identi-
fy. Those affected either have to hide their 
identity or are constantly forced to commu-
nicate and explain the difference between 
their self-presentation and what is saved in 
the university records. Over and over they 
have to explain themselves and their ex-
istence. The university hence structurally 
forces its TIN students to out themselves to 
both lecturers and other students.

In the digital context of distance learn-
ing, these structural effects are even more 
pronounced, as many of the learning and 
teaching platforms used at Bielefeld Uni-
versity are linked to and make use of the 
data saved in students’ university records, 
data which cannot be changed by the stu-
dents – like, for example, how their name is 
displayed.

Which teaching platforms are used/what specific issues 
does that lead to? 
As of now only Zoom offers students the opportunity to easily change their names. Teachers 
cannot remedy the structural issue of the university not letting students autonomously change 
their eKVV information, which determines the displays of most teaching and learning platforms. 
It is thus all the more important that teachers deal with the issue in a sensitive and informed 
manner.

Options Lernraum LernraumPlus Panopto Zoom
Students can change 
their own name

no (centralised 
by  eKVV)

no (centralised 
by  eKVV)

no (centralised 
by  eKVV)

yes

It is possible to display
pronouns

no no no yes 
(name display
changeable)

Participant list is visi-
ble to all participants

no yes / yes, meetings
no, online
seminars

Name is displayed in
extended communica-
tion

yes
(chat function,
forum posts)

yes
(chat function,
forum posts)

/ yes
(chat function)

Recommendations for a TIN-sensitive 
approach to digital teaching
• If you are using the participant list from eKVV, rather than 
calling roll, instead have students do a round of introductions. 
Ask participants to introduce themselves using their preferred 
pronouns. Use this information for the duration of the course. 
Do not put it into question. If there is a name you cannot find on 
your list, ask the student to give you their matriculation num-
ber privately. You can use this number when booking student 
achievements.

• We recommend you create a questionnaire for all participants 
to complete prior to the start of the course. In addition to field-
ing general information to help you design and implement your 
online course, you can also ask participants about their lev-
el of identification or dis/comfort with the name saved in the 
university system. Please see the example course survey at-
tached.

• Zoom is a TIN-friendly platform. Let your students know they 
can change their names in Zoom, encourage them to use the 
names they feel most comfortable with, and invite students to 
also include their preferred pronouns. Set a good example by 
doing the same.

• Given that the university email address is linked to personal 
data entered during the university enrollment process and can-
not be changed by students, please allow students to email you 
from external addresses unaffiliated with Bielefeld University.

• Make sure that you use gender-sensitive language in your com-
munication. This also applies, for example, to email greetings. 
A further step towards normalizing the acceptance of the pro-
noun preference of others is to include your own pronoun pref-
erence in your email signature.

• Due to not being reliant on the university’s master data, exter-
nal platforms offer more protection from outing to students. 
However, the use of external platforms can lead to difficulties 
(e.g. contractual issues, licensing conditions, data protection, 
data security). Consult with other faculty and administration
and make use of the platforms you have experience with.

Structural conditions make it near impossible for you as 
a teacher to prevent outings from happening. What you 
can do, however, is create a learning environment that is 
open and safe for TIN students and work around existing 
marginalizing platforms as much as possible. We strongly 
encourage you to do so!

Contact persons for queries, comments and 
cooperation:

Siân Birkner: 
Universität Bielefeld, Equal Opportunities Office
Universität Bielefeld, Section 8 
- Gender Sociology, AG König
sian.birkner@uni-bielefeld.de

Annika Spill:
Universität Bielefeld, Section 8 
- Gender Sociology, AG Lengersdorf
annika.spill@uni-bielefeld.de
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