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1. INTRODUCTION 

This essay investigates the extent and significance of gender decisive language in the 

foreign language classroom and teachers’ attitudes concerning this issue. To me this is 

not a subject widely dealt with in schools and therefore it deserves more attention. 

Gender neutrality is conspicuously absent in the national curriculum and in the syllabi for 

English A, B or C in upper secondary school.  

I do realize that gender neutrality in language is an issue in many languages but since this 

is an exam project in English I will concentrate on the English language. There are of 

course difficulties in teaching a foreign language concerning gender neutrality because it 

very much depends on the culture in question. The Swedish language does not 

necessarily have the same value-loaded words as the English counterpart.  

 

Language is a powerful tool to demonstrate meaning and values, and we need to give our 

students information about this so that they can use this tool. If the world is reflected in 

one’s language, we need to critically examine and question this. Some students or a 

teacher may say something derogatory to a female student without meaning it or knowing 

the significance of this comment. We all speak of content with a certain set of values all 

the time but it is vital that we choose that content. If words and expressions imply that 

women are inferior to men, the inferiority tends to become part of our mindset. 

(UNESCO) 

 

The book Academic Writing written by Lennart Björk and Christine Räisänen has a 

subheading called “Avoid Sexist Language”. Here they state that “It is important to avoid 

language that stereotypes or downgrades either of the sexes, especially the traditional use 

of language that implies male superiority.”(200) This is a statement that I will explore 

and partly build my questions on for this essay. 

 

I first learned about gender differences in language at the university when I was reading 

Language in Society by Suzanne Romaine. This is a subject which should be brought up 

to all students in upper secondary school. As a future teacher, it is important to read up on 

the subject and see how this issue is treated in schools today. The Sapir-Whorf 
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Hypothesis states that our language shapes our thought process (Usingenglish.com): if 

this is so, it is vital to strive for a gender neutral language. Romaine argues that a female 

liberation requires an initial linguistic liberation. Christina Hoff Sommers, author of the 

book Who stole Feminism?, considers that the strive for a neutral language is in need for 

scrutiny and she does not like what feminism has become, in a way of feminism loosing 

its bigger perspective and concentrating on nonsense issues.  

 

The full extent of just how established the gender decisive terms are in the minds of 

people can be illustrated by the mere fact that UNESCO uses the expression “minds of 

men” in their goals for their official project against gender decisive language. 

 

In the next section, ‘Aim’, my intentions with this essay will be listed in forms of 

questions that will be answered in ‘Conclusion’. Focus will be on teachers teaching 

English as a foreign language and my method will therefore include qualitative and 

quantitative research questions. 

In ‘Background’ previous facts and findings about a gender decisive language will be 

presented. Results and findings from my questionnaire will be stated in ‘Analysis’, and 

then I will compare my results with the background in ‘Conclusions’. Here I will also 

pull the strands together and return to my aim.  
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2. AIM 

My aim is to explore the use of a gender decisive language in the foreign language 

classroom and teachers’ attitudes towards it. My aims are presented more detailed by the 

questions below.  

 

 What consequences can a gender decisive language have on our students 

according to the teachers who answered my questionnaire? 

 Do the teachers actively work towards a gender neutral language in their 

classrooms?  

 Do the teachers think it is of any significance to work towards a gender neutral 

language?  

 What knowledge do the teachers themselves have about a gender decisive 

language? 

 Do their views of how this subject should be, and is, treated coincide with reality? 
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3. METHOD 

I initially read up on the subject, and I have used around ten books and sources from the 

internet. I found it crucial to read about the two different views on the subject: Those who 

think there is of no significance to work towards a gender neutral language and those who 

do. This is to be as objective as possible throughout the essay and especially when 

creating my questions.  

Some of the books I have used to represent the view of the importance of a gender neutral 

language include Women, Men and Language by Jennifer Coates and Gender and 

Language by Lia Litossseliti. These two books represent a feminist and a non-feminist 

point-of-view but they acknowledge a gender decisive language as a problem, so to 

represent the other point of view I have used the book Who stole Feminism, How Women 

have betrayed Women written by Christina Hoff Sommers. I found that there was a lot of 

literature about gender differences in language but not specifically about a gender 

decisive language. I could find more information about gender neutrality in language 

through websites of different universities and sites providing writing help. 

  

Survey questions containing both qualitative and quantitative questions were used in this 

essay, where the quantitative questions simply are questions with a yes or no answer and 

the answers to the qualitative ones are more detailed. There are twelve quantitative and 

six qualitative questions out of thirteen questions as a whole. This is because one 

question can require both a quantitative and a qualitative answer. I created the necessary 

questions for the questionnaire based on my findings in ‘Background’.  

 

The questionnaire was sent out to thirty English teachers working at upper secondary 

school. I chose to ask teachers teaching in upper secondary school because I believe it is 

at this level and age that students start to acknowledge the problems of gender neutral 

versus gender decisive language. Perhaps younger students are not at a level in their 

language acquisition where they can comprehend when or if the teacher tries to explain a 

gender neutral language.  
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I could not base any realistic results on only asking a couple of teachers but needed at 

least around thirty to be able to draw conclusions. Not being able to have personal 

interviews with thirty teachers I decided to hand out a questionnaire. The questionnaire 

mostly contains quantitative questions which makes a questionnaire possible without 

many problems with ambiguity or misunderstandings.  

The questionnaire was sent out via email and was constructed so that the person who 

answered a quantitative question could click in a box next to the chosen answer, to make 

it as easy as possible for the teachers to answer my questions. 

 

From the thirty questionnaires that were sent out I got twenty answers back. Some of the 

teachers failed to answer all of the questions. The questionnaire was created so that the 

teachers could be anonymous to be able to get as truthful answers as possible, which I 

also mentioned in the email to the recipients. Because of this it was hard to ask them to 

complete the questionnaire.  

 

The results from the questionnaire can be found in ‘Answers from Questionnaire’ and I 

will compare this with previous research and my own personal comments in 

‘Conclusion’.  

 

I will use the term a gender decisive language throughout this essay. By using the word 

gender, I refer to the difference between masculinity and femininity, male and female. 

While sex refers to the biological and physical difference between men and women, 

gender refers to the socially constructed difference between men and women (Sida). A 

grammatical gender is when words are connected with either of the sexes, gender. I am 

going to explore words and expressions linked with primarily male genus but that 

represent both sexes. 

By using the term gender neutral language I refer to a language which minimizes the 

gender differences and replaces words such as man and chairman with words as human 

and chairperson. 
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4. BACKGROUND 

4.1. Previous research 

According to Jaana Tarakkamäki in “Manligt och kvinnligt språk” gender issues in 

language came alive as a science during the 1970s from the feminists of the day. Studies 

in the 1970s and 1980s focused on gender (bias) in language as an abstract system, with 

an emphasis on individual words, and on gender and language use with an emphasis on 

gender differences. Since then there has been many publications concerning the subject 

and the knowledge of it continues to grow. Research from the 1970s and 1980s almost 

exclusively focused on women’s language, and especially the normative woman, i.e. the 

white heterosexual middle-class women. That research also ignored women’s and men’s 

social roles and positions. The research of today includes men’s language as well as not 

only focusing on the difference between men and women but how we are constructed 

through language depending on our sex. Past approaches have assumed that people use 

language in certain ways because of who they are, discourse analysts suggest that people 

are who they are because of the way they use language. If this is true this is a way to 

maintain social and power relations, values and identities. Both men and women go into 

certain roles depending on how they are expected to use language depending on their sex 

(Litosseliti 13-14).  

 

According to Jennifer Coates, Otto Jespersen has had great influence on the early studies 

of linguistics. In 1922 he wrote Language: Its Nature, Development and Origin. In this 

book Jespersen states his findings about gender and language. Some of his findings were 

that women use more adverbs of intensity, women have less extensive vocabulary than 

men, women use more half-finished sentences and that men coin more new words (10-

13).  Language: Its Nature, Development and Origin was the first piece written about 

gender differences and it was very influential on the research that followed. Coates writes 

that men of letters revealed an assumption that women are guilty of an incorrect usage of 

grammar. Many books today, especially the emergence of the feminist linguistics, are a 

response to that kind of statements and several books question Jespersen’s statements 

concerning gender. Coates further contends that there may be some truth to his statements 
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because women did not go to school at the same extent as men during that time and were 

therefore far more illiterate.   

 

UNESCO, which is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 

made a call for the avoidance of gender specific language at the General Conference in 

1987 on the basis that language shapes our thinking. At the UNESCO homepage one can 

read that their goal is “to build peace in the minds of men”. (Consider the use of the word 

men.) Since this booklet was first issued, the term gender has come in to general use.  

 

 4.2. The Emergence of Feministic Linguistics 

According to Jennifer Coates, Robin Lakoff’s book Language and Woman’s Place is seen 

as marking the beginning of the 20th century linguistic interest in gender differences (5). 

Lakoff considers herself being a feminist and her book has been viewed as a very 

important landmark through feministic history as well as being appreciated of general 

readers and scholars. She writes extensively about gender and power which are still 

present to this day though she has been criticized of not having deep-seated sources.  

 

There are people who still argue that a gender decisive language as I describe it does not 

play a significant role in the equality of the sexes. Author Christina Hoff Sommers is 

against the theory of a gender decisive language as sexist. She has written the book Who 

stole Feminism? How women have betrayed women and claims herself to be a feminist 

who does not like what feminism has become. She argues that gender equality needs a 

bigger perspective to make a difference.  

 

Many feminists argue that assigning masculine gender to words was due to the language 

reflecting the prejudices of society and since the society is changing so should the 

language. They also believe that language and particularly wordings are powerful and are 

used to portray women in negative ways in which men are not. Some examples could be 

that women are depicted as sexual objects and on the basis of their appearance such as 

Blondie. Women are also defined based on their domestic position such as mother of 
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or that we judge women by using wordings such as career woman or woman doctor. 

(Litosseliti 15) 

 

 4.3. Gender decisive language  

People in the world become more and more aware of gender-related issues in society. 

The same concerns language where there has been research concerning the subject since 

the 1970s. There are discussions whether using a gender neutral language really matters 

when striving towards equality of the sexes.  

These are some examples of a gender decisive language 

 

 Semantic derogation, 

Where a term describing a woman initially has neutral connotations, but gradually 

acquires negative connotations, and becomes abusive or ends up as a sexual slur (e.g. 

lady, madam, mistress, queen). There are many more negative terms for women than for 

men, particularly considering sexual behavior and marking women as sexual prey. 

Compare the difference in status in lexical items such as master, bachelor, governor with 

for example the female equivalent to bachelor – spinster or weatherman to weathergirl, 

where girl often indicates immaturity. A word that is used with negative connotation is 

the female bitch: compare this with the male equivalent dog which is in many ways 

connected with something positive among the male community (Litosseliti 15).  

 

 Drawing attention to the sex, 

When someone is drawing attention to the sex due to under-representation in a certain 

occupation one diminishes the prestige of that person or sex. Examples of this could be 

saying male nurse instead of just nurse just because women most often occupy this 

profession, or saying woman doctor because of male over-representation. By using these 

expressions one is pointing out someone as not really belonging to a certain category. 

This is particularly common amongst women but also occur among men, (see male nurse) 

(Litosseliti 14) The Swedish TV channel TV4 fakta are currently airing a TV series that 

is called Women doctors. This is simply a show that follows women in their profession as 
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doctors, as if it is unusual for a woman to be a doctor, and especially pointing it out by 

calling the show: Women doctors.  

 

 Working titles 

Through history we have called occupations such as fireman, policeman and mailman a 

man’s job because these jobs were most often occupied by men and therefore include the 

word man. Times have changed, though, and these occupations are now common among 

women as well and therefore some people want to see a lingustic change as well. There 

have been some lingusitc changes and many people today use more gender-neutral words 

such as firefighter, police officer and mail carrier (Chavez). 

 

 The use of Mrs. to label only women. 

One step in fighting sexism was the introduction of the term Ms as an alternative to Mrs. 

and Miss. Ms is a female neutral title that always can be used no matter of the marital 

status, as the male equivalent Mr. The terms Mrs. and Miss works in a way that only 

labels women, and reinforce a patriarchal order where women’s marital status becomes 

important. (Litosseliti 2006) This approach does not necessarily combat sexism though 

because some people connect the term Ms as something they believe as negative, such as 

divorcees and strident feminists.   

 

 

 The use of he or she. (The pronoun problem)  

One problem many people run into when writing something is whether they should use 

the term he or she when referring to a neutral subject in a sentence. To some this may be 

of no significance and some may view this as one taking a political standpoint. One 

solution could be just acknowledging the problem at first and then using just he or she 

because always stating both he/she in the entire text can interrupt the flow of the text 

when reading. (Björk; Räisänen 2003) The first feminist attack on sex-indefinite he began 

around the 1970s (Cameron 1990) but still when not knowing the gender of a subject in a 

sentence, he is far more used concerning identification. (Coates 2004) One can also get 

around the problem in most cases by using a plural subject, (see example under 4.4.) or 
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reconstruct the sentence so that one does not have to point out a specific gender. To use 

singular they is used but can be somewhat controversial. (Cameron 1990) 

On University of Pennsylvania’s homepage, the Department of English contends that 

most people actually think of just a man when someone uses the pronoun he when 

referring to a neutral subject. Consider: "The average American needs the small routines 

of getting ready for work. As he shaves or blow-dries his hair or pulls on his panty hose, 

he is easing himself by small stages into the demands of the day." 

(www.english.upenn.edu/~cjacobso/gender.html) This statement make most people think 

of a transvestite.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Always stating the male equivalence first 

By varying the order one can show that male is not always main priority.  (APA 

Homepage) for example; male and female, husband and wife, Adam and Eve and so on 

(with the obvious exception of Ladies and gentlemen). 

 

 Man 

This is the book of the generations of Adam. In the day when God created man, he 

made him in the likeness of God. He created them male and female, and he blessed 

them and he named them Man in the day when they were created.  

(Genesis 5:1,2, www.bible-researcher.com) 

 

The word man was used to refer to all human beings but has changed in meaning through 

time. Looking the word man up in a dictionary (dictionary.com) gives you several 

different suggestions. Top one suggestion is an adult man and the second suggestion is 

man being a member of the species Homo sapiens. (University of Pennsylvania) Man is 

derived from a Proto-Indo-European root man. Sometimes the word is connected with the 
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root men which means to think. It was first in Old-English that the word first started to 

relate to the male gender, man.  

Today many words that include the word man are words representing both sexes, for 

example man or mankind. Some of these words start to have more neutral equivalences 

such as human or humanity to distinctly show the includings of both sexes. To suggest 

that using man as a representation for both sexes are sexist. (The proceedings of the 

Friesian School ) Some feminists claim that man is not truly generic, consider “man 

being a mammal that breastfeeds his young.” (Litosseliti 2006)  

UNESCO offers a booklet called Guidelines on Gender-neutral Language  where they 

give alternative words to use instead of words containing man. UNESCO write that they 

are committed to justice and avoidance of discrimination and that they seek to transform 

behavior and attitudes that legitimize and perpetuate the moral and social exclusion of 

women.  

Man is the norm and has been standard for a long time. Consider the feminine words 

based on the word man;  Woman Female etc.also think of President Thomas Jefferson’s 

famous phrase: “all men are equal”.  

 

4.4. How to avoid obvious gender decisive Language in the classroom 

People fighting for a more neutral language, concerning gender, often face ridicule. 

Some people believe that language is a trivial concern; some may claim that change 

is too difficult or impractical and some believe that it is interfering with our 

freedom of speech.  

(Litosseliti 2006)     

 

Not everyone believes that a gender decisive language is necessarily bad. Christina Hoff 

Sommers believe for example that feminism has more important issues to deal with than 

language. But if we were to strive for a gender neutral language, what could we as 

teachers do? 

 

Completely avoiding sexist language is impossible since language always carries with it a 

set of values. Chavez writes that sociolinguistic should take a part in the foreign and 
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second language classroom and that gender has been more paid attention to in the foreign 

language learning. 

 

 Academic Writing gives some suggestions to what a writer can do to “Avoid Sexist 

Language”: 

  Instead of   Write 

  Mankind   People, humanity 

  Chairman   Chair, chairperson 

  Mrs. Miss   Ms. 

  Salesman   Salesperson 

 

The University of Arkansas lists several things of how one can avoid sexist language on 

their homepage of the Online Writing LAB: 

 Of how to avoid a pronoun that denotes a single sex when the text actually convey 

both sexes they write that; 

Instead of: Each student must have his notebook with him in class. 

Use: All students must have notebooks with them in class. 

 About the single-sex job titles they suggest for the following; 

Fireman – fireperson is awkward, but firefighter is not 

Policeman – policeperson sounds silly, but police officer sounds                         

natural 

Mailman – mailperson seems awkward, postal worker does not 

APA - Committee on the Status of Women in the Profession has recommendations on 

their home page concerning sexist language; 

 Eliminate sexism when addressing persons formally by:  

 using Ms instead of Miss or Mrs., even when a woman's marital status is known 
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 using a married woman's first name instead of her husband's (e.g., Ms. Annabelle 

Lee not Mrs. Herman Lee)  

 using the corresponding title for females (Ms., Dr., Prof.) whenever a title is 

appropriate for males  

 using Dear Colleague or Editor or Professor, etc. in letters to unknown persons 

(instead of Dear Sir, Gentlemen)  

APA also gives the advice to sometimes start with stating the female gender when saying 

both genders in a context, for example female and male instead of male and female or 

wife and husband instead of husband and wife or man and wife. By varying the order we 

do not implicate the men are superior to women, and avoid a cliché.  

 

Using the book Egalias daughters written by Gerd Brantenberg in the foreign language 

classroom could be a good way of working with a gender decisive language. Egalias 

Daughters is a book that satirizes the sexes. In the land of Egalia it is the men who takes 

birth control pills, squeeze themselves in to too tight dresses and wears a bra. The men 

are getting tired of being considered less competent, powerless and of sexual harassment. 

They start a masculine movement that revolts the women oppression. In this book the 

women are called wim and the men menwim which means that the male word is based 

and build on the female equivalent. This book can be a useful tool to awaken the students 

to gender issues in language. 
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5. ANSWERS FROM QUESTIONNAIRE 

5.1. Questionnaire 

In this section results from my questionnaire will be presented. I sent out thirty 

questionnaires to English teachers working at upper secondary school and received 

twenty answers back, which gives an answer rate of 66%. Every question is divided into 

different subheadings in the same order as in the questionnaire, which means that the 

quantitative and qualitative questions will be mixed. In addition I will use both text and 

diagrams. The full questionnaire can be found in Appendix.  

 

5.2. Do you consider yourself using a gender neutral language in your 

classroom?  E.g. not only using one gender term representing both sexes. 

3/20

17/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No
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5.3. Do you use gender determined titles such as; nurse/male nurse, woman 

doctor/doctor for traditional female and male occupations? 

19/20

1/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No

 

5.4. Do you use gender neutral work titles to your students such as firefighter 

instead of fireman, police officer instead of policeman and so on? 

1/20
8/20

11/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No Don't know

 

Eleven teachers answered that they do use gender neutral work titles and eight answered 

that they did not. Some of the teachers who wrote that they did not added some 

comments. In the question about the importance of using gender neutral titles the answers 

were fairly equally divided between those who thought that it is of no importance, those 

who had been taught the gender decisive titles and those who have not really given it a lot 

of thought. Besides from this, one also answered that the context will reveal the gender of 
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the referent person. Only a couple of teachers who answered yes added comments and 

those were that they try to use the gender neutral titles but that it can vary.  

 

5.5. Do you know of any substitute to the female titles Miss and Mrs.? 

    If yes, which and would you rather use this than the other two mentioned? 

3/20
5/205/20

7/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes, Ms Yes, Other No No answer

 

The question was constructed not giving any alternatives to choose from to get as truthful 

answers as possible. The answers could still be divided into the four different categories 

stated above.  

The five teachers who answered that they did know a substitute for Miss and Mrs. which 

was not Ms. gave examples of Madam, Mam, Dr, Mrs.(?) and using full first and last 

name. These five other examples from teachers who did not know about Ms. among with 

the five who did not know a substitute at all makes ten teachers out of twenty unaware of 

the neutral title Ms.  

Comments from the seven teachers who did know of Ms. Included that they felt that Miss 

and Mrs. was discriminating but that they still did use the titles Miss and Mrs. if they 

knew of a particular woman’s marital status, but if they did not know, they used Ms. One 

teacher asked about the importance of knowing the marital status of the woman when 

there is no male equivalent. Only two teachers wrote that they use Ms. all the time in 

their classroom.  

 

5.6. What of the following do you think is generally used when people write or speak 

of a gender neutral grammatical subject? 
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16/20

0/204/20
0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Only He Only She He/She (both
together)

 

 

5.7. Is it okay to use chairman if you know that the person in question is a woman? 

5/20

15/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No

 

 

 

5.8. Do you think you might as well use words such as man and mankind as human 

beings and humanity? 

6/20

14/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No
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Eight of the teachers who answered yes wrote that they perceive the words man and 

mankind as neutral and that man has lost its original meaning. Two of the teachers who 

answered no wrote that human beings and humanity sound more inclusive and that that 

they did not want to use words that are so clearly connected to a patriarchal society but 

that one can use man and mankind due to habit.  

 

5.9. Which of the following phrases are you most familiar with? 

A. The philosopher uses his reason to guide him. 

B. The philosopher uses reason as a guide. 

13/20

1/206/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

A B No answer

 

 

A. Consider what the ordinary man thinks about justice. 

B. Consider what ordinary people think about justice. 

18/20

1/201/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

A B No answer

 

A. Male and Female 

B. Female and Male 
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0/20 1/20

19/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

A B No answer

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.10. Have you given any information about gender differences in language to your 

students? 

9/20

2/20

9/20

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18
20

Yes No No answer

 

It was overall very poor information about gender differences in language that the nine 

teachers who answered yes had given, for example handed out some articles to their 

students. Two teachers wrote that they had gone through the issue of work titles (see 5.4.) 

on an elementary level. I also received comments about that they had gone through Mrs. 

and Miss (see 5.5.) with their students. One of the teachers who answered no had not 

given any information because he/she could not find anything about this in the objectives 

of the curriculum for the course.  
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5.11. To what extent do you believe language determines our view of ourselves and 

the world around us? 

 

All of the teachers who answered this question wrote similar answers about language 

being powerful and that it does determine the view of the world around us. The majority 

of the answers stated that language is important to a great extent and more than we think 

for those who can use it. One also mentioned that it is difficult to use the gender neutral 

language all the time and that you spontaneously use words that could belong to the 

gender decisive ones. One teacher wrote that the way we talk about something is just as 

important as what we say about something and that language certainly is a way of 

wielding authority over others. Another also wrote that denying the value of gender is to 

stick one’s head in the sand. I also received an answer declaring that there are gender 

issues in language of different importance. This teacher thought it was less important to 

use ‘he’ when you mean something gender neutral than terms that are linked with a 

negative connotation to a particular sex, e.g. bitch, where the male equivalence dog has a 

positive connotation.   

One teacher answered from another point of view, that other people judge you from your 

way of using language. By changing words such as policeman into more proper ones, we 

can become more aware of the fact that we need to work with gender equality issues. 

Finally, one teacher summed it up by saying that ascribing labels to phenomena around 

us does influence our and perhaps other people’s perceptions. 

 

5.12. Do you think that words can be powerful?  

Do you in that case believe it is of great importance which word you use 

in a certain context? 

 

All twenty teachers answering this questionnaire wrote that words can be powerful. A 

couple of teachers wrote that you have to be conscious about your choice of words. They 

answered that words have certain values attached to them and that the words they use will 

affect the students they teach. Two of the teachers also wrote that it is far easier to control 

and be conscious about gender when you write but when you speak it is often 
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spontaneous and because it is usually not planned, one uses a more gender decisive 

approach in their choice of words.  

 

5.13. Do you actively work towards a gender neutral language in your classroom? 

11/20
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The majority of the teachers who answered yes wrote that they try to have a gender 

neutral approach but it is sometimes hard due to old habits. A couple of teachers also 

answered that they should work with it more in their classrooms. One teacher answered 

that the thought of a gender neutral language have not occurred before reading the 

questionnaire.  

One of the comments from the teachers who answered no is that it is irrelevant to work 

with this issue and that their primary goals is to teach the students to read, write, listen 

and speak English and that dealing with this just has to come later.  

 

 

 

 

5.14. Do you think it is of any importance or relevance to work against gender 

decisive words in your classroom? E.g. using firefighter instead of fireman. 
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6. ANALYSIS 

My aim was to explore the use of a gender decisive language in the foreign language 

classroom and teachers attitudes towards it. I will go through the questions stated in the 

aim, compare my findings in the questionnaire and with the background.  

 

6.1. Consequences 

As for the questions about what consequences a gender decisive language can have the 

answers were synonymous. All of the teachers thought that language is powerful and 

determine the view of the world around us. Fifteen teachers out of twenty answered that 

they believe it is of importance to work against a gender decisive language (5.14.) but 

only eight actively worked with this in their classrooms (5.13.). Six teachers are currently 

using the gender decisive sentence structure (5.9). Still all of the teachers believed that 

language in different ways shapes us and the way we think. The answers from the 

teachers were conclusive: a gender decisive language has great impact on how their 

students think. With this in mind it appears to be rather strange that twelve of those still 

chose not to actively work with the subject of gender neutrality in language in their 

classrooms. This, by the definition agreed on by the teachers themselves, could result in 

very bad consequences such as discrimination and lack of equality. As Litosseliti 

mentions, some discourse analysts suggests that people (students) are who they are 

because of they way they use language and teacher’s language are reflected upon the 

students. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis also concludes that our language shapes our 

thought process. I believe that we as teachers should, and probably do, work as role-

models to many students and it is therefore vital to take our responsibility. There are 

definitely more talk than action concerning this issue.  

 

6.2. Insufficient work with gender neutrality  

Nine teachers stated that they have given information about gender differences in 

language to their students (5.10). Those who answered that they had done so provided 

very poor information to their students about it. Most of the eight teachers who answered 

that they do work actively towards a gender neutral language do in fact not, because 

mentioning it once or twice are not to work actively with something. All of the teachers 
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wrote that they sometimes mention it when appropriate. I got the impression that no one 

had given it more than an hour or two in their classrooms. With this in mind, the 

questions if teachers actively work towards a gender neutral language can only be 

answered with; no.  

As I stated in ‘background’ there is a lot of information to give concerning the subject 

and many ways to work with this. The University of Arkansas and APA have a lot of 

information about gender neutrality on their homepages, accessible to everyone. Gerd 

Brantenberg’s Egalias Daughters is also an excellent way to raise the awareness in the 

teacher’s classroom. It did not take me a lot of effort to find this information. 

By not giving the issue a lot of room in their schedule the teachers give the impression 

that this is not an important issue but at the same time they declare how powerful 

language is and that using gender decisive words is discriminating. 

 

 

6.3. Teachers’ attitudes 

As for the question about if the teachers think it is of any significance to work towards a 

gender neutral language, I found another interesting fact. Fifteen teachers answered that it 

is important to work towards a gender neutral language and use gender neutral words but 

only nine has given some information about this to their students. No one has really given 

it any considerable amount of time. One teacher answered that working with these issues 

is not important but still answered that language is powerful and value loaded on another 

question. The teacher meant that primary goals such as reading, writing, listening and 

speaking English have to come first. But I believe working towards a gender neutral 

language is something that is supposed to permeate the ordinary teaching, that you learn a 

neutral language from the beginning. The problem is that many of these teachers were 

taught the gender decisive words themselves in school and that is why it is so hard for 

them to change. Many of them answered that they try to use neutral words but caught 

themselves using gender decisive words due to habits. It is the habits that need to be 

changed. The students should not be taught any other language than the gender neutral 

one from the beginning. 
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One teacher who had not given any information to her students about this did not because 

this is not mentioned in the curriculum for English A, B and C. This is exactly why I 

believe we need to put in a new paragraph about this imperative issue. Even UNESCO 

has recommendations that everyone should use a gender neutral language to build peace. 

Education and schools are very important tools to build this peace and to avoid 

discrimination and strive towards equality. Our schools need to take that responsibility 

and the government by taking a standpoint and acknowledging the matter by mentioning 

it in the national curriculum. 

I got an answer from a teacher that had not given this type of language any thought 

before my questionnaire which made me feel good, contributing.   

 

6.4. Contradictions 

Many of the teachers contradict themselves. In question 5.2 seventeen teachers out of 

twenty answered that they use a gender neutral language in their classroom e.g. not only 

using one gender term representing both sexes. Then in question 5.4 only eleven out of 

twenty state that they use, according to Chavez, gender neutral words such as firefighter 

instead of fireman. Fifteen also believed that it is okay to use the gender decisive 

chairman when the person in question is in fact a woman. Fourteen teachers also thought 

that you might as well use man or mankind as human beings and humanity.  

This is clearly evidence that the answer on the question on whether teachers’ views 

coincide with reality is; no.  

 

6.5. Lacking knowledge 

Perhaps the contradictions are a result of lacking knowledge about gender neutrality. In 

my aim I ask the question of the extent of the teachers’ knowledge about this issue. At 

first one believe everyone have knowledge to some extent when seventeen answer that 

they use a gender neutral approach. Later in the questionnaire I ask if they know any 

substitute to Mrs. and Miss (5.5), only seven know of the neutral title Ms, which 

Litosseliti suggests as an essential substitute to Mrs. And Miss. This information gives us 

clear evidence that there is a great lack in their knowledge concerning gender neutrality. 

How is it possible that I can receive answers that seventeen out of twenty teachers believe 

 28



themselves to use a gender neutral language when in fact only seven knows about the title 

Ms?! 

 

6.6. Teachers vs. reality? 

Another question in my aim concerned the teachers views of how this subject should be, 

and is, treated coincide with reality. Again the answer is; no. 

They are taught in their Teachers Education to have a gender neutral approach in 

language and so they automatically believe they actively use it when in fact to do not. 

Both UNESCO and the teachers seem to have a great exterior in many ways. UNESCO 

states that they are against sexist wordings and a gender decisive language because it is 

discriminating and at the same time use sexist wordings on their homepage! The same 

double-standard can be found among the teachers who claim using a gender-neutral 

language but still use gender decisive wordings! This makes me wonder if they answer in 

this way because they are trained to say the right things and be politically correct. 

 

One of the two most disturbing answers I received was that one teacher uses terms 

drawing attention to the sex. That only one teacher is doing this is disturbing enough. The 

teacher uses the terms woman doctor and male nurse pointing out the under- 

representation of the sex in that particular occupation which diminishes the prestige of 

that person or sex according to Litosseliti.  

 

 29



7. CONCLUSION 

As I have mentioned before I believe that we need to scrutinize our behaviour concerning 

this questions. Do teachers actually teach with a gender neutral approach or do they just 

think they do because they have been told to do so? From my survey I can conclude that 

they only think they do. The teachers from my survey, which are supposed to be 

representative, are lacking self-criticism and awareness.  

 

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis suggests that language shapes our thinking process and the 

teachers seems to agree with that fact. If this is the case we need to reform the language 

and make it as neutral as possible. Me, myself started to think about gender in language at 

an early stage. The first time was when we learned the titles Mrs., Miss and Mr at school. 

At once I raised my hand asking why we as girls have two and boys only one? Why do 

they need to know the status for girls but not for boys?  

With this in mind I believe that it is something more people have thought about when 

growing up. Students are not supposed to acknowledge this problem in school because 

the problem should not be there from the beginning, making girls feel repressed or 

different; we need to teach our student that they are equal, in all aspects.  

To be able to do this we need to provide the right information to teachers as well as 

students. From this survey, conclusions can be drawn that this is an issue not dealt with 

enough. Both teachers and students are far too unaware about the facts concerning this 

question. It is time start working with this in schools and at the Teachers’ Education at an 

early stage.  

Another essential matter is to put a paragraph about gender neutrality into the national 

curriculum forcing all teachers to teach and acknowledge gender neutrality.  

 

Number of words: 7729 
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APPENDIX 

 

Survey  

1. Do you consider yourself using a gender neutral language in your 

classroom? 

E.g. not only using one gender term representing both sexes.  

Yes: No:  

 

2. Do you use gender determined titles such as;  

nurse/male nurse, woman doctor/doctor for traditional female and 

male occupations?  

Yes: No:  

 

3. Do you use gender neutral work titles to your students such as; 

firefighter instead of fireman, police officer instead of policeman 

and so on?  

Yes: No:  

Why? 
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4. Do you know of any substitute to the female titles Miss and Mrs.? 

If yes, which and would you rather use this than the other two 

mentioned?  

  

 

 

5. What of the following do you think is generally used when people 

write or speak of a gender neutral grammatical subject?  

A. Only he  

B. Only she  

C. He/She (both of them together)  

 

6. Is it okay to use chairman if you know that the person in question 

is a woman?  

Yes: No:  

 

7. Do you think you might as well use words such as man and 

mankind as human beings and humanity?  

Yes: No:  
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Please explain: 

  

 

 

8. Which of the following phrases are you most familiar with?  

A. The philosopher uses his reason to guide him.  

B. The philosopher uses reason as a guide  

A. Consider what the ordinary man thinks about justice.  

B. Consider what ordinary people think about justice  

A. Male and Female  

B. Female and Male  

 

9. Have you given any information about gender differences in 

language to your students?  

Yes: No:  

If yes, what kind of information and if no, why not? 
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10. To what extent do you believe language determines our view 

of ourselves and the world around us?  

  

 

 

11. Do you think that words can be powerful? 

Do you in that case believe it is of great importance which word you 

use in a certain context?  

  

 

 

12. Do you actively work towards a gender neutral language in 

your classroom?  
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Yes: No:  

Why? 

  

 

 

13. Do you think it is of any importance or relevance to work 

against gender decisive 

words in your classroom? E.g. using firefighter instead of fireman.  

Yes: No:  

 

Skicka
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