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Abstract 

The past few decades have seen a surge in awareness of issues related to both gender and 

sexual identity, which has shaped our understanding and use of these terms. However, 

there is a lag between awareness and practical changes, which can also be seen within 

education; teaching materials and practices change slowly, and the social and linguistic 

changes that are currently taking place are only partially visible in education. In the 

present study, gender and sexuality are approached from two perspectives: by analysing 

two EFL textbooks for upper secondary school and examining inclusive language use and 

representation of non-heteronormative identities, as well as by identifying attitudes and 

ideas expressed in interviews with three EFL teachers. The results show that LGBTQ+ 

representation is still scarce in these two textbooks; even though heterosexuality is not 

overtly reinforced in lexical choices, non-heteronormative relationships are not included. 

In addition, gender is still mostly portrayed as a binary, and gender issues are largely 

linked to male-female equality. In terms of the interviews, a general finding is that the 

participants are all aware of the importance of including and giving a voice to different 

gender and sexual identities when planning their teaching. However, deeply rooted 

traditions and the gender binary still play a role in how LGBTQ+ topics are perceived 

and addressed. Overall, it appears that teachers display more awareness and active 

inclusion of non-binary and non-heteronormative identities than what can be found in the 

textbooks.  
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1. Introduction 

The past few decades have seen a surge in awareness of issues related to both gender and 

sexual identity, which has shaped our understanding and use of these terms. We have 

moved from seeing gender and sexuality as rigid constructs to perceiving them more as 

continuums where people are not assigned fixed positions but can rather reside anywhere 

on a spectrum (Motschenbacher, 2011). Terms such as pansexual and non-binary are 

frequently used to denote identities that do not fit within the traditional binary system, 

and gender-neutral pronouns, such as singular they in English and hen in Swedish, have 

become more accepted and widely used (Motschenbacher, 2011; Björkman, 2017; 

Vergoossen, Renström, Lindqvist, & Gustafsson Sendén, 2020). Furthermore, 

recognising a third gender option in legal matters is advocated for, and in several 

countries, such as Australia and New Zealand, it is already possible to mark one’s gender 

as non-binary in legal documents (Richards, Bouman, Seal, Barker, Nieder, & T’Sjoen, 

2016; Davis, 2017). In general, these developments illustrate how language and 

legislation are starting to reflect reality and the abundance of identities that exist.  

However, despite growing awareness, the shift from the binary division takes place 

slowly and is yet to be seen in many areas of society. The lag between awareness and 

practical changes can also be seen when it comes to school and teaching; teaching 

materials and practices change slowly, and the social and linguistic changes that are 

currently taking place are only partially present in education (Gray, 2013; Paiz, 2015). 

Since schools can be considered an important system of socialisation, teachers’ attitudes 

and teaching materials have an important role in moulding students’ values and norms.  

As to teaching materials, textbooks are said to impact students’ perceptions of the world 

and impose cultural meanings (Paiz, 2015). According to Paiz, they “carry … 

institutionalized and legitimized views of appropriate behaviour and acceptable 

identities” (2015, p. 83), and thus shape the reader’s understanding of what identity 

positions are acceptable and desirable. Because these materials are aimed at young people 

who are still forming their identities, critically analysing the language and content in them 

can be considered crucial. A great deal of research has focused on gender inequality and 

representation in textbooks, and while these issues have indeed improved over the years 

(Sunderland, 2000; Mustapha, 2013), the improvements have been limited when it comes 

to representation of LGBTQ+ topics and identities. For instance, Gray (2013) states that 

there has been a clear lack of non-heterosexual characters or references in English as 

foreign language (EFL) textbooks. Because of the ongoing societal and attitudinal 

changes, it is interesting to investigate whether signs of those can be seen in more recently 

published materials for EFL teaching.  

The aim of the present study is to examine two Swedish EFL textbooks for upper 

secondary school and investigate the use of inclusive language, how these textbooks 

approach topics connected to gender and sexuality, as well as how non-heteronormative 

identities have been included. The purpose is to find out how inclusive these materials 

are, and to what extent the textbooks strengthen the heteronormative ideals. In addition, 

interviews with three EFL teachers have been conducted. The interviews will be analysed 

to understand how teachers approach LGBTQ+ issues and how their ways of working 
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with different materials play a role in either reinforcing or challenging the implicit norms 

in teaching materials. The research questions that the present study intends to answer are:  

 

1. In which contexts are gendered and inclusive nouns and pronouns used, and to 

what extent is inclusive language used in topics connected to love and 

relationships in the textbooks?  

2. How are gender and sexuality related issues discursively presented, and how is 

the gender binary questioned or reinforced in the textbooks? 

3. How do English teachers work with LGBTQ+ issues, and in what way do they 

reinforce or challenge the potential heteronormativity of teaching materials? 

 

2. Background 

2.1 Language, gender, and sexuality 

The fields of language and gender as well as language and sexuality comprise an 

important part of this study. Hence, it is crucial to give definitions to terms related to these 

fields. The term sex refers to one’s biological sex, that is, whether a biological body is 

considered to be male or female (Cameron & Kulick, 2003). However, it is possible to 

have physical sexual characteristics that fall outside the male-female binary, such as in 

the case of intersex (Richards et al., 2016). On the other hand, gender is seen as a social 

construct whose realisation depends on cultural and contextual variables (Cameron & 

Kulick, 2003). Therefore, it is important to recognise that when talking about gender the 

focus is not on biological bodies, but rather on socially constructed identities. Finally, the 

notion of sexuality is often seen as synonymous for sexual orientation, but it also 

encompasses sexual behaviour (Cameron & Kulick, 2003).  

In the present study, the acronym LGBTQ+ is used to denote people identifying 

themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, or any other non-heterosexual 

or non-binary identity. LGBTQ+ is thus used to refer to both gender and sexual identities, 

where the + shows inclusion of a multitude of identities that do not fit the ones represented 

in the acronym. Furthermore, the term non-binary is used to denote identities that are 

outside of the male-female dichotomy, and thus serves as an umbrella term for various 

non-conforming gender identities (Richards et al., 2016). Overall, the inclusion and 

portrayal of LGBTQ+ identities is an integral part of the present study.  

Whether gender and sexuality should be studied together has been discussed, and there 

are different views regarding this issue (Cameron & Kulick, 2003). Sexuality and gender 

are said to “have a ‘special relationship’, a particular kind of mutual dependence which 

no analysis of either can overlook” (Cameron & Kulick, 2003, p. 7). However, scholars 

such as Foucault and Seidman have advocated for examining these two concepts 

separately to avoid conflating them (Marchia & Sommer, 2019). On the other hand, it is 

argued that the same discursive resources are often used to construct both gender and 

sexual identities, which is why one should not be examined without the other 

(Motschenbacher, 2011). In this paper, gender and sexuality will be treated as two notions 
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closely connected together, and thus the analysis will comprise an intertwined 

investigation of gender and sexuality.  

Furthermore, how gender and sexuality are indexed through language is relevant for 

understanding the connection between language use and gender issues. Indexing, or 

pointing to something, refers to particular features of language being associated with 

specific social positions, and thereby indexing an individual’s social status or identity 

(Cameron & Kulick, 2003). That is, when speakers use a particular feature, they become 

“associated with the positions that those linguistic features point to” (Cameron & Kulick, 

2003, p. 56). When it comes to indexing gender, it has been suggested that language 

indexes gender indirectly rather than directly: 

Ways of speaking are associated in the first instance with particular roles, activities and 

personality traits (e.g. ‘motherhood’. ‘gossiping’, ‘modesty’), and to the extent that these roles, 

activities and traits are culturally coded as gendered …, the ways of speaking associated with 

them become indices of gender. (Cameron & Kulick, 2003, p. 57) 

Thus, gender and sexuality are not indexed directly through language, but rather through 

certain linguistic features being associated with traits that are further associated with 

gender. In the present study, indexicality is central for understanding how gender and 

sexual identities can be indexed through indirect means in the textbooks.  

 

2.1.1 Queer theory and heteronormativity  

Queer linguistics (QL) is a subfield of linguistics that questions normative gender 

binarism and aims at deconstructing the linguistic mechanisms that contribute to the 

heteronormative status quo (Motschenbacher, 2011). QL has its roots in queer theory, 

which challenges normative gender and sexuality constructions and thereby contributes 

to LGBTQ+ inclusion and equality (Motschenbacher, 2011). In Western societies, the 

idea of two mutually exclusive sexes is said to have gained the status of a natural fact, 

which is what queer theory intends to combat (Motschenbacher, 2011).  

The notion of heteronormativity is central to the study of queer theory and also one of the 

cornerstones of this paper. Cameron and Kulick define heteronormativity as the 

“structures, institutions, relations and actions that promote and produce heterosexuality 

as natural, self-evident, desirable and privileged and necessary” (2003, p. 55). However, 

the term evokes varying definitions and has been used somewhat inconsistently over the 

years (Marchia & Sommer, 2019). In some cases, it is understood as only referring to 

sexuality, whereas in other cases it encompasses both gender and sexuality (Marchia & 

Sommer, 2019). This paper takes the position that heteronormativity is not merely “an 

intersection of gender and sexuality, but actually of the same social field that determines 

one’s placement within the sex/gender system” (Marchia & Sommer, 2019, p. 288), and 

that sexuality and gender are norms that are policed simultaneously under patriarchy. 

 

2.1.2 Gendered and inclusive language 

In terms of language use, it is important to define what is meant with inclusive and 

gendered language. Gendered pronouns, such as he and she, and gendered nouns, such as 
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wife and father, denote the sex of the person that the word is referring to (Lindqvist, 

Renström, & Gustafsson Sendén, 2019). However, gender-free, or inclusive, terms such 

as partner or singular they can be used to refer to anyone regardless of their gender 

identity. Nowadays, it is common to use the paired pronoun he/she when referring to an 

imagined person or someone whose sex is unknown (Sunderland, 2000). In addition, 

using they to denote one person is becoming more accepted despite its ungrammatical 

nature (Björkman, 2017). Although the he/she construction is considered gender-fair 

since it eliminates male bias (Lindqvist et al., 2019), in this paper it is not seen as inclusive 

since it excludes identities outside of the gender binary.  

 

2.2 LGBTQ+ and education  

It can be argued that school as an institution is built on heteronormative foundations 

(Steck & Perry, 2018). Traditionally, students have been separated based on sex, which 

is reflected in separate physical spaces, such as bathrooms, as well as in differing 

expectations from teachers (Steck & Perry, 2018; Mustapha, 2013). In addition, 

heterosexuality has often been presented as the normal and desirable way of exhibiting 

sexuality (Steck & Perry, 2018). However, in recent years, the importance of making 

educational spaces and materials more inclusive has become more central, and queering 

EFL teaching can be considered an important step (Paiz, 2017). Paiz defines queering as 

“creating spaces where all sexualities and their ecosocial and cultural relevance can be 

engaged with in a manner that is both respectful of individuals and critical of all identity 

positions and subjectivities” (2017, p. 7). Queering is considered vital for the inclusion 

and visibility of LGBTQ+ identities, since practices that reinforce heteronormativity can 

have negative consequences for LGBTQ+ students (Paiz, 2019); hence, existing norms 

need to be made visible and challenged.  

In the Nordics, gender equality and inclusion of different identities are often perceived as 

important topics (Zackariasson, 2015). This is also visible in education; for example, in 

the 2013 Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school, Skolverket (The Swedish 

National Agency for Education) exhibits low tolerance for discrimination: 

The school should promote understanding of other people and the ability to empathise. No one 

in school should be subjected to discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnic affiliation, 

religion or other belief system, transgender identity or its expression, sexual orientation, age or 

functional impairment, or to other forms of degrading treatment. All tendencies to 

discrimination or degrading treatment should be actively combated. Xenophobia and intolerance 

must be confronted with knowledge, open discussion and active measures. (2013, p. 4) 

That is, schools are encouraged to actively work against discrimination, initiate 

discussions when issues emerge, and undertake appropriate measures for combating 

discriminatory behaviour. However, policies and positive attitudes do not ensure that 

inclusivity and gender awareness are brought into classroom discourse (Zackariasson, 

2015). As to the present study, it is of interest to examine whether the guidelines of the 

curriculum are put into place in the language classroom when it comes to combating 

xenophobia and intolerance.  
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2.3 Textbooks and their role in student socialisation  

When it comes to using textbooks in EFL teaching in Sweden, research about the 

prevalence of textbook use is limited. The most recent investigation by Skolverket is from 

2006, in which the focus was merely on primary and secondary school teaching 

(Skolverket, 2006). The investigation found that textbooks are used in every or every 

other English lesson, and that they are dominant in many teachers’ lessons (Skolverket, 

2006). Some reasons for this are textbooks being considered “safe” and structured, and 

teachers feeling that textbooks provide their students with aspects that correspond to the 

requirements set in steering documents (Skolverket, 2006). Even though textbook usage 

has not been investigated on upper secondary school level in Sweden, based on anecdotal 

and practical evidence from Swedish schools, it seems that textbooks are still used by 

some teachers. In addition, several textbooks, such as Blueprint and Core, are still 

produced and edited for upper secondary school courses.  

An informed choice of textbook and a critical analysis of the contents are important before 

presenting materials to the students. According to Mustapha (2013), social values and 

ideals can be transmitted through textbooks, and they are often seen as authoritative by 

learners. In addition, especially in terms of language teaching, textbooks have a crucial 

part in providing the students with information about not only the target language, but 

also the target culture. Furthermore, they “present to learners, either explicitly and/or 

implicitly, the identities and life ways that are available and/or acceptable in the target 

culture” (Paiz, 2015, p. 79). Therefore, the importance of critically examining textbooks 

cannot be underestimated.  

 

2.3.1 Heteronormativity and gender representation in EFL materials 

The role of teaching materials is important when it comes to representation of gender and 

sexuality in English teaching. In terms of gender equality, textbooks can “disseminate 

sexual bias, prejudice, and discrimination through the ways in which men and women are 

depicted in stories and from illustrations” (Mustapha, 2013, p. 496). Thus, they present 

the students with an idea of what roles and attributes men and women have, which can be 

argued to further reinforce binary gender identities. Linguistic sexism in textbooks is 

another issue that requires consideration; avoiding biased expressions and instead using 

gender-free language is said to support the acceptance of each human being (Mustapha, 

2013). 

Furthermore, language shapes our ideas and understanding of what we “take to be 

possible, what we take to be ‘normal’ and what we take to be desirable” (Cameron & 

Kulick, 2003, p. 12). Therefore, the texts and other materials we are exposed to have an 

impact on what is perceived as normal and acceptable. If teaching materials provide the 

students with a heteronormative view of the world, it can affect the students’ perception 

of desirable behaviour (Paiz, 2015). Moreover, in second language (L2) learning, students 

construct their identities through language use (Paiz, 2015). Exclusion of non-

heterosexual or non-binary identities in L2 settings contributes to the heterosexual norm 

and displays a limited picture of the target culture. In addition, having available identity 

positions in one’s L2 can impact one’s willingness to invest in the language (Paiz, 2019). 

Therefore, it can be argued that textbooks should present the reader with varying available 

positions, which is investigated in the present study. 

In terms of teaching, textbooks alone do not determine the heteronormativity of a 

classroom. Sunderland (2000) advocates for approaches where teachers’ perceptions and 



 

 6 

teaching styles are also taken into account, since teachers can either reinforce or question 

heteronormative examples that they encounter in teaching materials. Investigating teacher 

talk and the discussions that emerge in classroom settings is considered crucial. In 

addition, students’ own attitudes and views should be taken into account; as Sunderland 

(2015) states, it can be assumed that when encountering sexist or homophobic 

representations in teaching materials, students might raise the issue themselves and thus 

make problematic representations explicit. Therefore, it is important to recognise that 

despite the dominant and normative status of textbooks, the impact of them cannot be 

determined merely by looking at the language and content. Hence, this paper takes into 

account teachers’ views and attitudes in connection with textbook analysis.  

 

2.4 Previous research 

2.4.1 Research on textbooks 

Research on gender representation in EFL textbooks has been abundant, and equal 

inclusion of women in particular has visibly improved (Gray, 2013). However, although 

female representation has been focused on rather extensively, LGBTQ+ representation 

has not received as much attention (Gray, 2013). In general, Sunderland (2019) claims 

that inclusion of sexuality in both textbooks and research on textbooks has taken place 

slowly. Nonetheless, several studies connected to heteronormativity in textbooks have 

been conducted, and the most central findings are presented below.  

A common finding is that non-heteronormative identities are mostly invisible in L2 

textbooks (Smestad, 2018; Sunderland, 2019). Gray reports a “blanket avoidance of any 

representation of clearly identified LGBT characters” in UK produced EFL textbooks and 

points out that textbooks tend to construct a “monosexual community of interlocutors” 

where the only references to relationships or love are heterosexual (2013, p. 49). 

Vocabulary connected to relationships is said to be invariably connected to 

heterosexuality, and examples of romantic relationships refer to heterosexual couples 

(Gray, 2013). In addition, the textbooks analysed contained essentialised views of women 

and men that prescribe them with different interests and attributes. According to Gray 

(2013), commercial considerations contribute to LGBTQ+ invisibility and 

heteronormativity in textbooks; textbooks with explicit references to LGBTQ+ issues can 

be seen as risky and potentially less profitable. 

According to Temple (2005), ignoring LGBTQ+ issues constitutes 95% of cases where 

non-heterosexuality could be mentioned in textbooks. Furthermore, a study by Pawelczyk 

and Pakula (2015) focusing on gender representation in five Polish EFL textbooks found 

that none of the materials had characters that could be considered LGBT, and even more 

ambiguous cases were unlikely to be interpreted as other than heterosexual examples. On 

the contrary, Smestad (2018) presents a more varied picture of the topic. When studying 

Norwegian textbooks for different subjects, he found that LGBT issues had more 

visibility than previous studies would suggest. The contexts in which non-heterosexuality 

was mentioned were for the most part positive, and out of the 20 EFL textbooks that were 

analysed, LGBT issues were mentioned on 39 pages (Smestad, 2018). However, despite 

the overall positive findings, ignoring LGBT issues was found to be prevalent and non-

heterosexuality was still treated as a marked issue, unlike heterosexuality (Smestad, 

2018).  

Whether EFL materials can be expected to include non-heteronormative identities is 

debated. According to Sunderland (2015), it could be considered unrealistic to expect 
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publishers to include more explicit portrayals of LGBTQ+ topics in textbooks because of 

their rather controversial implications. Instead, textbooks could be expected to display 

lower degrees of heteronormativity and thus exclude fewer students. In addition, 

commercial concerns play a role when creating new teaching materials, which further 

complicates inclusion of characters and topics that challenge the heterosexual norm 

(Gray, 2013). Nevertheless, it can be argued that LGBTQ+ representation in materials 

can be advocated for; as Paiz (2019) states, materials that provide opportunities for 

different identity positions and portray a multitude of identities and ways of living are 

vital in making education more inclusive.  

 

2.4.2 Research on teachers’ attitudes and classroom practices 

As to classroom practices related to LGBTQ+ issues and non-heteronormative identities, 

teachers have varying thoughts and ideas about including students and breaking 

heteronormative practices. To begin with, LGBTQ+ issues are often surrounded by a 

culture of silence within education (DePalma & Atkinson, 2006). Instead of actively 

exposing and challenging the norms that support heteronormativity, non-heterosexuality 

is often quietly accepted without further investigations of the topic: 

Many of our teachers’ narratives in interviews discursively sustained fears, motivations and 

silences that have a significant impact on children, teachers and schools, comprising a web of 

perceptions and histories that serve to support heteronormativity, but which also hold the 

potential to disrupt it. (DePalma & Atkinson, 2009, p. 841) 

DePalma and Atkinson describe this kind of acceptance as “passive and disingenuous 

tolerance” and advocate for teachers incorporating discussions about gender and sexuality 

topics into their teaching (2009, p. 839). 

Moreover, Meyer and Leonardi (2018) have investigated teachers’ ways of supporting 

and including LGBTQ+ youth. One method that is often mentioned is “pedagogies of 

exposure”, since it is commonly believed that mere exposure or contact with non-binary 

people contributes to understanding or acceptance (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018). 

Furthermore, the teachers expressed thoughts connected to the need to know if their 

students “deviate” from the gender binary to be able to include them. However, Mayer 

and Leonardi (2018) state that educators should adopt an approach that includes all 

students whether or not they explicitly display their identities, which entails assuming 

that “gender, sexual and family diversity are always present and therefore [making] 

efforts to recognise and affirm a diverse population of students and families through 

curriculum, norms and everyday practices” (2018, p. 455). Educators should also move 

towards “culture of conversation” and thereby use courageous conversations and self-

reflection as tools to become more aware of their own biases and deeply rooted normative 

assumptions (Meyer & Leonardi, 2018). In general, conscious and critical ways of 

working are needed to challenge the heteronormativity that can be argued to be inherently 

embedded in school settings and practices.  
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3. Method and material 

In this section, the method and primary materials that are the focus of this paper are 

presented. The study falls under qualitative research, since it intends to describe and 

explore a certain phenomenon thoroughly with a small sample size and with the aim to 

understand it better (Leavy, 2014). However, some quantitative instances have been 

incorporated when examining frequencies of certain terms. In terms of method choice, 

triangulation is a useful way of gaining a better understanding of an issue (Leavy, 2014). 

Hence, the study looks at the topic of LGTBQ+ and teaching materials from two 

perspectives: by analysing two EFL textbooks for upper secondary school and examining 

the use of inclusive language and representation of non-heteronormative identities, as 

well as by identifying the attitudes and ideas connected to LGBTQ+ topics that were 

expressed in interviews with three EFL teachers. What follows is a presentation of the 

material and the analytical methods used for both the textbooks and interviews.  

 

3.1 Content analysis 

The analytical method used in this study is content analysis. Content analysis is a research 

technique for analysing and making inferences from texts, either by looking at only 

manifest content or also incorporating interpretations of latent content (Drisko & Maschi, 

2015). It can focus on “words, sentences, grammatical structures, tenses, clauses, ratios 

(of say, nouns to verbs), or even ‘themes’” (Prior, 2014, p. 361). In this study, both basic 

and interpretive content analysis were employed to analyse the textbooks. Basic content 

analysis is usually used to analyse existing materials and often incorporates frequency 

counts of items that are explicitly manifested in the texts (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). Thus, 

this technique was used when documenting linguistic aspects and finding distinct 

references to non-heterosexual or non-binary instances. Furthermore, interpretive and 

qualitative content analysis were used for sections where gender and sexuality issues were 

discussed and where interpretation was required to be able to describe the issues at hand 

(Drisko & Maschi, 2015).  

As to the interviews, qualitative content analysis was also utilised to find emerging 

themes and views that could be seen in the transcriptions (Prior, 2014). In this case the 

focus was not on frequencies, but rather on documenting how the participants approach 

these issues and how their ways of working interact with the views exhibited in the 

materials they are using. In addition, the interviews were analysed to find out what the 

participants’ answers might be indicative of when it comes to their understanding of 

teachers’ responsibility to ensure the inclusiveness of their teaching. Thus, qualitative 

content analysis was used to interpret the themes and ideas manifested in the 

transcriptions (Prior, 2014). 
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3.2 Textbook analysis 

3.2.1 Material 

Two textbooks aimed at students taking the course English 5 in Swedish upper secondary 

school were chosen for the analysis: Blueprint A 3.0 (Lundfall & Nyström, 2017), 

hereafter referred to as Blueprint, and Viewpoints 1 (Gustafsson & Wivast, 2017), 

hereafter referred to as Viewpoints. As there are no statistics about textbook use in 

Sweden, the textbooks were chosen mostly because newest editions of these textbooks 

were published in 2017, and since they have been revised recently, they could be expected 

to display more accurate views on the topics that are discussed in this paper. Due to the 

qualitative nature and limited scope of the study, the focus was on analysing these two 

textbooks thoroughly instead of making a more quantitative comparison between several 

books.  

Both textbooks are divided into units focusing on a certain theme, and these units are 

further divided into chapters. Viewpoints has a specific unit focused on love, which is 

where most references to relationships and sexuality could be found. Blueprint has no 

section that is specifically about love or relationships, but both relationship and gender 

issues are discussed within other units. In addition to the main chapters, at the end of each 

book there is a section focusing on grammar and writing. In the present study, only the 

main units were chosen for the analysis, since that is where the main themes are discussed 

and would therefore provide the richest material for the analysis.  

 

3.2.2 Carrying out the analysis 

Research questions 1 and 2 were investigated using content analysis, which can have both 

quantitative and qualitative elements and be used in connection with other analysis 

methods (Prior, 2014). The textbooks were coded in order to examine language use and 

to find passages where gender or sexuality issues are mentioned or present either 

implicitly or explicitly. According to Sunderland (2015), it is imperative to document in 

which sections of the textbooks the items are found, which was employed in the present 

study. Examples of such sections are literature excerpts, example sentences, and gap 

filling exercises. Furthermore, when examining linguistic aspects, use of gendered and 

inclusive pronouns and nouns in different contexts can be documented to investigate the 

inclusiveness of a text (Sunderland, 2015). Because there are several different ways and 

methods of analysing texts when focusing on gender and sexuality, the framework used 

in this paper does not follow an existing model but has rather been compiled by combining 

methods from existing studies to suit the research aim of the study (Mustapha, 2013). In 

addition to text analysis, illustrations were examined when relevant for the analysis. 

Finally, because of lack of access to digital access to the textbooks, the analysis was done 

manually. 

Research question 1, “In which contexts are gendered and inclusive nouns and pronouns 

used, and to what extent is inclusive language used in topics connected to love and 

relationships in the textbooks?”, focuses on the lexical level of the textbooks. Pronoun 

use in the textbooks was examined in passages and discussion questions directed at the 
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reader and use of gendered and inclusive pronouns was documented. In passages or 

chapters about love or relationships, lexical choices were coded, and it was investigated 

whether language use could be considered inclusive so that non-heterosexual 

relationships or identities can be included as well. Some examples are using the words 

partner or person instead of gendered nouns. Finally, it was investigated whether there 

are any formulations that presuppose students’ gender or sexuality in different discussion 

questions or exercises.  

Furthermore, research question 2, “How are gender and sexuality related issues 

discursively presented, and how is the gender binary questioned or reinforced in the 

textbooks?”, focuses on the discourse level of the textbooks. Thus, some elements more 

closely related to discourse analysis are present. Sections connected to gender and 

relationship topics were investigated, and it was examined what gender issues appear to 

be associated with, and which identities are included in topics about love and 

relationships. Additionally, exercises and information surrounding these texts were 

examined to find out if they could be considered inclusive. In addition, passages where 

the male-female binary and differences between men and women were either 

strengthened or questioned were documented.  

When coding the data, certain decisions about categorising gender and sexuality had to 

be made. Instead of making claims about characters’ identities, the focus is on the images 

that may be evoked in the reader’s mind when reading the textbooks. This is connected 

to indexicality, i.e. certain attributes pointing towards a certain identity (Cameron & 

Kulick, 2003). This is also linked to marked and unmarked structures (Brekhus, 1998); 

because heterosexuality and binary gender identities are the norms and thus socially 

neutral, they are considered unmarked and therefore obvious unless stated otherwise. 

Therefore, it is presumable that the reader would lean towards an unmarked interpretation 

in situations where two interpretations are possible. 

 

3.3 Interviews 

3.3.1 Participants 

When looking for participants for the interview, posts were made in several Facebook 

groups aimed at English teachers in Sweden. Because these posts did not attract any 

participants, contacts at schools in Stockholm were approached via email. The 

requirements for being able to participate in the study were twofold: currently working or 

having worked at an upper secondary school, and prior experience from working with 

textbooks.  

Three EFL teachers agreed to participate in an interview. The aim of the interviews was 

to explore the teachers’ understanding of textbook representation as well as to discuss 

their thoughts on inclusive teaching and discussing LGBTQ+ topics with students. The 

participants are all experienced English teachers, have been in the profession for a long 

time, and work at upper secondary schools in Stockholm. To ensure the anonymity of the 

participants, they have been assigned names and no specific information about them will 

be presented. Information about the participants’ teaching experience and experience 

from using textbooks is presented in the table below.  



 

 11 

Table 1. Participants. 

Participant Nina Elena Alexia 

Teaching 

experience 

9 years in Sweden 22 years, out of which 8 

years in Sweden 

29 years, out of which 26 

years in Sweden 

Experience 

from using 

textbooks 

Fairly little, but 

experience from 

working with some 

upper secondary school 

books that include 

Blueprint, Core and 

Viewpoints. 

A lot of experience 

outside of Sweden. 

Experience from using 

textbooks in elementary 

schools in Sweden; 

however, no experience 

from upper secondary 

school textbooks in 

Sweden. 

A lot of experience from 

outside of Sweden and other 

Swedish schools. Not so 

much recently at her current 

school, but sections from 

Blueprint are used 

occasionally. 

Using 

textbooks 

today 

No No Occasionally by taking 

certain sections of the 

textbook 

 

3.3.2 Conducting and analysing the interviews 

The interviews followed a semi-structured format, since it allows for follow-up questions 

and gives the interviewees a possibility to elaborate on the issues they are discussing 

(Dörnyei, 2007). In addition, using semi-structured interviews ensures that all participants 

answer the same questions, while still having a possibility to bring up issues that were not 

included in the original questions (Dörnyei, 2007). The interview questions (See 

Appendix A) were organised so that the participants could first answer straightforward 

background questions and give their views on general changes in the school world 

regarding LGBTQ+ topics, before discussing textbooks and their personal views and 

ways of bringing up LGBTQ+ issues. This way they could feel more comfortable when 

discussing more difficult or imposing questions, since the topic can be considered 

somewhat challenging by many (Dörnyei, 2007). Before the interviews, the questions 

were tested in a pilot interview to ensure that they would yield the desired results and to 

see if they were interpreted the right way (Dörnyei, 2007). The questions were then 

modified and clarified based on the interviewee’s answers.  

After the pilot interview, interviews with the participants were conducted. The research 

question that the interviews help to answer is question 3, “How do English teachers work 

with LGBTQ+ issues and in what way do they reinforce or challenge the potential 

heteronormativity of teaching materials?”. The interviews took place at the participants’ 

respective schools in Stockholm and took approximately 30 minutes each. The interviews 

were recorded and transcribed, after which the transcriptions were coded to find emerging 

patterns and themes in the teachers’ answers. Qualitative content analysis was thus 

employed to categorise and organise the topics and ideas that were expressed in the 

interviews (Prior, 2014). Furthermore, concerning the results derived from these 

interviews, it is important to consider to what extent the respondents have expressed their 

actual opinions and views. It is possible that respondents attempt to give a more idealised 
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picture of themselves and answer in a way that is expected of a “good” teacher (Codó, 

2009). Thus, the opinions and thoughts expressed in the interviews have to be understood 

as something the interviewees shared with the interviewer in that particular situation. 

 

3.3.3 Ethical considerations 

Following ethical guidelines was a central part of the interview process. Prior to the 

interviews, all teachers received an information sheet (See Appendix B) that further 

explained the aim of the study and emphasised the voluntary nature of their participation. 

They were also encouraged to ask questions if they were to have any. This ensures that 

the participants are aware of the scope of the project and know that they are taking part 

in research (Dörnyei, 2007). In addition, they were asked to sign a consent form (See 

Appendix C) before starting the interview to state that they are willing to participate. The 

participants were informed about all data being handled confidentially and that they could 

terminate their participation at any point during the interview. Furthermore, it was stated 

that their answers would be anonymised so they would not be traceable or identifiable to 

protect their identities (Dörnyei, 2007). However, although no personal information about 

the participants is disclosed, it is still possible that certain answers might show traces of 

their identity to those familiar with the participant.  

 

4. Results 

In this section, results from both the textbook analysis and the interviews are presented. 

Sections 4.1 and 4.2 present results connected to the textbook analysis, while section 4.3 

includes results from the interviews.  

 

4.1 Lexical choices and inclusive language in the textbooks 

This section includes results connected to the use of gendered and inclusive nouns and 

pronouns, as well as the use of inclusive language in topics connected to love and 

relationships in the textbooks. 

 

4.1.1 Gendered and inclusive use of pronouns  

As to pronoun use, a general finding is that the third-person pronouns he/she, him/her and 

his/her are used in both Viewpoints and Blueprint when the gender of a person is 

unknown. This includes referring to an imagined person, the reader of the book or another 

student, or to an anonymous author. However, these constructions are utilised more in 

Blueprint, where the paired pronoun is used extensively. Conversely, Viewpoints has 

fewer instances where any pronoun is needed, and plural constructions are utilised 

instead. The only case of a singular they can be found in Blueprint, where their is used as 

a possessive pronoun for the collective noun everybody. Examples of pronoun use are 

presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Pronoun use. 

Pronoun use 
Examples 

Imagined person 
What would you say to parents sending their kid to camp 

against his or her will? (Blueprint, p. 40) 

Reader and/or reader’s partner 
Everyone explains what he or she thinks the poem is 

about. (Viewpoints, p. 45) 

Author of a text 
What words does the writer use to signal his/her 

opinion? (Blueprint, p. 87) 

Use of singular they 
You firmly believe that everybody must have the right to 

decide about their own bodies, their own life, regardless of 

authorities and religious beliefs. (Blueprint, p. 148) 

Plural constructions 
Tell each other your choices and discuss any similarities 

or differences. (Viewpoints, p. 65) 

 

As can be deduced from these results, pronoun use is gender-inclusive when it comes to 

men and women, since using the paired pronoun he/she appears to be the accepted way 

of referring to a person whose gender is not known. However, readers not identifying as 

he or she are excluded, and no inclusive pronouns that could be used instead of the 

gendered third-person pronouns are introduced.  

 

4.1.2 Lexical choices in passages connected to love and relationships 

While Blueprint incorporates certain love-related stories, there are no general discussions 

about love or relationships. In Viewpoints, there are two chapters that discuss love and 

relationships in general. In “The Enigma of Love”, love is discussed from different 

perspectives. Throughout the chapter, language use can be considered inclusive and 

gender free, and terms such as partner, person and long-term couple are used without 

referring to a certain gender. Similar language use can be found in “The First Cut”, which 

discusses feelings of first love. Instead of gendered nouns or pronouns, plural 

constructions such as teenagers and children are used. Examples of such constructions 

are presented in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Inclusive language. 

Word 
Example 

Partner 
Discussion: To go out every now and then without your 

partner (Viewpoints, p. 65) 

Person 
Text excerpt: But it is possibly unrealistic to expect to 

experience all six types with only one person. (Viewpoints, p. 

48) 

People Discussion: What do people in relationships typically argue 

about? (Viewpoints, p. 55) 

Somebody/someone Text excerpt: Parents of adolescents need to understand that 

breaking up with someone is quite devastating because for 

them that is their whole life. (Viewpoints, p. 66) 

 

However, as illustrations can either support or diminish the inclusive nature of the 

chapters, an illustration at the end of “The First Cut” (p. 66) can be argued to change the 

inclusive message of the text somewhat. In the illustration with the title “Teen love”, 

teenage crushes are demonstrated with gendered puzzle pieces, with every other being 

blue, and every other red with eyelashes and bows on their heads (See Appendix D). Thus, 

the picture can be said to reinforce the idea of teen love as something between girls and 

boys.  

Overall, for the most part these chapters present love and relationships as belonging to 

anyone, not merely couples consisting of men and women. In addition, by being 

introduced to the word partner the reader is equipped with an inclusive term when talking 

about relationships. However, use of the he/she construction in discussion questions can 

result in students having to reveal which gender they are attracted to. For instance, the 

readers are asked what the most important thing is when they meet somebody, and the 

alternatives are: “The way he/she dresses, what he/she says, what he/she doesn’t say” 

(Viewpoints, p. 44). This entails that the students might have to reveal whether that 

somebody is male or female when answering the question, unless they use another 

pronoun or noun, such as that person. 

 

4.2 Discursive presentation of issues related to gender and 

sexuality   

This section includes results about in which contexts gender issues are discussed, how the 

gender binary is questioned or reinforced in the textbooks, as well as results related to 

inclusion of non-heterosexual identities in topics connected to love and relationships.  
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4.2.1 Gender (in)equality  

As can be seen from Table 4, there is an extensive focus on gender issues and women’s 

rights in Blueprint. Gender inequality is mostly associated with women’s inequality 

compared to men, and gender issues are portrayed primarily as a women’s issue, instead 

of a discussion of other gender identities. Gender inequality discussions can be seen to 

focus on two aspects: gender equality in working life, and women’s and girls’ rights. The 

topic is recurring and visible in main texts, discussions and vocabulary exercises. 

However, in chapters where gender roles and expectations are made explicit, there are 

instances where attention is brought to inequalities that can affect both women and men. 

Nevertheless, there are few instances in Blueprint where gender issues are not explicitly 

connected to male-female equality, such as “You believe in … taking into account gender 

issues and unfair treatment of minority groups” (Blueprint, p. 85). However, even in those 

cases it might be implied that gender issues are connected to unfair treatment of women 

or men, such as in the case of students having to explain a specific unfair gender inequality 

and how to come to terms with it. Thus, although women and men are not mentioned, it 

seems that even these instances refer to male-female inequality while other gender 

identities are excluded.  

On the other hand, Viewpoints does not incorporate gender topics as extensively. As Table 

4 shows, gender issues are merely discussed as unfair treatment of women and girls. In 

“The Power of the Pen”, Malala’s life in Pakistan is discussed and the oppression of 

women is mentioned, but primarily as limited to girls’ rights in other countries. In 

addition, the chapter “Freedom Fighter or Terrorist” discusses militant suffragettes, but 

places more focus on civil disobedience and the question of whether their actions were 

acceptable than women’s rights or gender equality in general. In the chapter, there is a 

speaking exercise where students are asked to choose between two viewpoints: “Today’s 

society needs to get much better when it comes to equality between men and women” and 

“Total equality is an unreachable dream and society needs to focus on other more 

important issues” (Viewpoints, p. 42). This is the only instance where gender issues are 

discussed, but the term gender is not mentioned, and the discussion is limited to male-

female equality. 
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Table 4.  Passages where gender issues are discussed. 

Type Text excerpts Discussion / 

writing / 

speaking 

Vocabulary 

exercises 

Sum Example 

Women’s 

rights 

Blueprint: 2 

Viewpoints: 2 

4 

3 

6 

0 

12 

5 

Now most people 

[embrace] the idea of 

equal representation of 

women on company 

boards. (Blueprint, p. 

48) 

Gender 

issues in 

general 

Blueprint: 0 

Viewpoints: 0 

3 

0 

0 

0 

3 

0 

You believe in saving 

customers from 

unhealthy and harmful 

products, as well as 

taking into account 

gender issues and 

unfair treatment of 

minority groups. 

(Blueprint, p. 85) 

Gender 

discussions 

within the 

binary 

Blueprint: 2 

Viewpoints: 0 

7 

0 

2 

0 

11 

0 

We mustn’t tell our 

kids that their gender 

defines their talents. 

The scholar boy versus 

social butterfly girl 

only [reinforces] a high 

street trend where girls 

are [excluded] from all 

science-themed 

clothing. (Blueprint, p. 

74) 

Gender 

identities 

outside of 

the binary 

Blueprint: 1 

Viewpoints: 0 

2 

0 

0 

0 

3 

0 

 

 “Gender identity is in 

the core of our beings. 

We’re all assigned 

gender at birth. But 

sometimes gender 

assignment doesn’t 

match.” Can this 

statement be true for 

other aspects or 

qualities assigns to us? 

(Blueprint, p. 189) 
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4.2.2 The gender binary and gender differences 

In this section, passages where the textbooks either reinforce or challenge the gender 

binary and gender differences are presented. Some examples can be found in Table 5. As 

previously shown in Table 4, there are several instances where gender roles or stereotypes 

are explicitly discussed within the binary in Blueprint. However, in Viewpoints, such 

discussions are not included; there are certain sections where a difference between men 

and women is assumed, such as “discuss which seven roles men and women go through 

today” (Viewpoints, p. 206), but gender roles are not explicitly challenged. Therefore, 

Viewpoints can be argued to strengthen the male-female binary and leave the reader with 

a normative view on gender.  

In Blueprint, this issue is more complex. On one hand, gender roles and stereotypes are 

questioned, and gender is presented as a social construction, but on the other hand, the 

gender binary is strengthened in several ways. In some passages the purpose is to 

challenge traditional gender roles and stereotypes, while in others a difference seems to 

be assumed without further reflection. For example, readers are asked to reflect on how 

the language of men and women is different, but also on types of behaviour that men and 

women learn (See Table 5). Use of dichotomous phrases such as men and women can be 

argued to reinforce the gender binary in these examples. The only instance where another 

aspect of gender identity is presented is a listening task about a transgender model.  

Table 5. Constructions discussing gender differences within the binary. 

Type 
Example 

Reinforcing male-female differences 
Discussion: Do you think there is a difference between 

men’s and women’s spending habits? What do they spend 

their money on? Who spends more? (Viewpoints, p. 165) 

Reflect and share: Individually, make a list of the 

advantages and disadvantages of being a woman or a man, 

respectively (Blueprint, p. 179) 

Questioning gender roles/stereotypes Discussion: ”The behaviour of a man or a woman, is 

something we learn, not a biological fate we have to 

succumb to,” Norah Vincent writes and exemplifies with 

the confidence and authority that some men learn to 

project. Try to give examples of other types of behaviour 

that men and women learn (Blueprint, p. 185) 

Other 
Discussion: Dino and Jackie argue about sex. Dino badly 

wants to have sex but Jackie doesn’t think it feels right. Is 

this the way it usually is, that boys want sex, but girls 

don’t? Or is this a cliché when describing boy-girl 

relationships? (Viewpoints, p. 59) 

 



 

 18 

In general, it can be argued that while Blueprint places emphasis on making gender 

stereotypes and expectations explicit and thus questions differences between men and 

women, it still strengthens the notion of two genders. This is illustrated in a chapter called 

“Making sex”, which is specifically devoted to discussions about gender as a 

construction. The text excerpt is about a woman named Norah Vincent pretending to be 

a man for an extended period of time, in order to experience life from a male perspective. 

The chapter attempts to problematise the notion of gender and gender roles by presenting 

gender as a social construction, but it still appears to promote a view of two mutually 

exclusive sexes instead of a wider understanding of the gender spectrum. Passages such 

as “the rules by which women and men behave” and “both sexes profit from that which 

gives them a sense of security and comfort” (Blueprint, pp. 182-184) can be said to 

reinforce the idea of gender as a binary, since they presuppose the existence of two sexes. 

In addition, as a pre-reading task, the readers are asked if they have ever wished to be 

another gender, to be able to do things that are not expected of them. Here, “changing 

gender” is presented as something one can try on, instead of a process that some people 

actually undergo. Thus, despite its progressive aim, this chapter can be seen to reinforce 

the notion of the gender binary, while expanding the roles men and women can take 

within the binary. 

Nevertheless, a listening exercise “Why I must come out”, which is a TED talk by 

transgender model Geena Rocero, offers a different perspective to the gender discussion. 

This section provides transgender representation and introduces the students to the idea 

of identifying with a gender that does not match one’s biological sex, but mostly as 

transitioning from one gender to another. Thus, the diversity of gender identities outside 

of male-female is not discussed further. In a similar vein, gender and sexual identities are 

discussed in a talk show exercise connected to the unit: 

Michael/Monica 

You have a friend/sister/brother who seems to be at odds with his/her gender identity. You have 

noticed that lately he/she has shown more and more stress and anxiety, even some signs of 

depression … All this makes it hard for him/her to embrace his/her identity and come out as the 

person he/she really is (be it gay, lesbian, transgender, or simply someone wanting to challenge 

traditional male/female gender roles). (Blueprint, p. 198) 

Here, certain non-heteronormative identities are recognised, but gender and sexual 

diversity is not extended outside of gay/transgender. In addition, the paired pronouns 

he/she, him/her and his/her as well as offering feminine and masculine names for the talk 

show characters can be seen as strengthening the idea of two genders.  

 

4.2.3 Presentation of non-heterosexual identities  

When it comes to presentation of sexuality and relationships, non-heterosexual inclusion 

is scarce. Both textbooks include three chapters where romantic relationships can be 

considered to be the main topic, and almost all of these exclusively portray heterosexual 

love. Thus, no non-heterosexual identities are included in main stories or references to 

couples. Although non-heterosexuality as a concept is mentioned in passing in certain 

passages in Blueprint, the only explicit reference to a non-heterosexual relationship can 
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be found in a gap-filling exercise in Viewpoints: “My brother, [whose] boyfriend works 

abroad, lives in Canterbury” (p. 52). In some cases, such as in the poem “How do I love 

thee?” in Viewpoints, no references to a certain gender are made, but since it is mentioned 

that the author wrote it to her husband, the poem is portrayed as an expression of 

heterosexual love. This shows the impact of surrounding information and exercises. 

Furthermore, both textbooks incorporate chapters about teenage love, which focus solely 

on heterosexual relationships and even require the reader to imagine being in a 

heterosexual relationship to be able to do certain exercises. However, some of the 

discussion questions are inclusive and do not concern heterosexual love, such as a 

question about what people in relationships typically argue about (Viewpoints). The 

chapter “What I learned from great books” in Blueprint can be considered an exception. 

The gender of the first-person narrator is unknown, and the only character who is referred 

to with a gendered pronoun is the narrator’s crush Stella. In questions about the chapter, 

the narrator is only referred to as “the narrator” and the reader is asked to reflect on 

whether the story is gender-specific and find indications for the sex of the narrator.  

However, it is more likely that the narrator would be interpreted to be male, since the 

author of the text is called Chris Anderson, and Stella kisses the narrator although she 

was interested in “Sam Misseldine, the captain of the swimming team”. Furthermore, 

there is a sentence in a gap filling exercise after the text where the pronoun he is used: 

“He had a … on the new girl in his class” (Blueprint, pp. 46-48). Thus, despite its 

ambiguity, even this text excerpt is most likely read as a heterosexual story. 

 

4.3 Teachers’ views and classroom practices 

In this section, findings from the interviews are presented with focus on how EFL teachers 

work with LGBTQ+ issues and in what way they reinforce or challenge the potential 

heteronormativity of teaching materials. The findings are grouped under different 

categories: language use and changes in the school world, teacher’s role and 

responsibilities, challenges, as well as textbook representation.  

 

4.3.1 Language use and changes in the school world 

According to the participants, changes in attitudes and language use are slowly emerging 

in education. However, there are still deeply rooted traditions that hinder inclusion of 

different gender and sexual identities, such as having separate toilets and changing rooms 

for boys and girls, and only mentioning two genders in legal documents. As to teacher 

attitudes, Alexia described a workshop about LGBTQ+ issues that took place at her 

school, where the atmosphere had been somewhat tense and awkward, since not all 

teachers felt comfortable discussing these issues. Both Alexia and Nina have noticed a 

difference between different generations and recognise a difference between how adults 

and students understand gender and sexual identities. According to Nina, it is adults who 

have had to change their thinking and correct their understanding of gender. However, 

this change is only just happening.  

All participants appear to be very aware of how they use certain terms and the linguistic 

aspects they struggle with. According to all three participants, it is challenging to change 

old habits connected to pronoun use and avoid using terms such as boys and girls. For 
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instance, Nina mentions that she often corrects herself after using those expressions. 

Using gendered pronouns is deeply rooted, and a call for a gender-neutral pronoun such 

as the Swedish hen is made by both Alexia and Elena: 

(1) So, in Swedish they have found this new word like hen, but in English, what should I say? 

… I think that it would sound strange for the rest of the class to say “THEY said” and then 

point at that person. They would ask me “Who is they?” … So there should be something 

equivalent to hen. (Elena) 

As English teachers, the participants struggle with finding alternatives for gendered 

pronouns. In addition, Alexia voiced the importance of teachers being educated on 

different terms and being given instructions from the school as to how they could be more 

inclusive in their language use.  

It can be interpreted that the participants are aware of the importance of avoiding 

gendered expressions and challenging old habits that reinforce the gender binary. Self-

reflection and critical examination of one’s own language use were central in Nina’s 

comments about how to include all students: 

(2) You have to self-reflect all the time. Every day, every lesson, you have to leave reflecting 

over what you said and how you said it … You have to be very observant and listen even 

to when they seem to be joking about something you said that offended them. You have to 

reflect over how else could I have said it. And it's actually reflecting over how to have done 

it better. Every single day. 

In terms of including all students, all participants voice the difficulties of including 

everyone when not knowing how students identify themselves. Alexia wishes that her 

students let her know which pronoun they would like her to use, and Elena emphasises 

the difficulty of knowing which terms to use with a new group of students. Students who 

do not “dress according to their gender” or exhibit their identities appear to cause issues, 

which shows how deep conventional ideas about gender are embedded. The gender binary 

has been such a natural way of sorting and referring to students for such a long time, that 

it is challenging to find different ways of handling these issues in the classroom. 

Therefore, knowing the students’ gender and sexual identities seems to be a prerequisite 

for inclusion: 

(3) I try not to exclude but I can't include when I don't know who's in my classroom. I can’t 

include trans when I don't know if I have any trans or you know, and there are a bunch of 

categories I don't even know myself. (Nina) 

 

4.3.2 Teacher’s role and responsibilities 

All participants emphasise their own inclusive attitudes and views when it comes to 

LGBTQ+ students. Elena expresses her sadness when getting a student’s gender identity 

wrong, since she does not “discriminate people” or “judge people from what they are, 

from what they were, what they look like”. Additionally, Nina repeatedly emphasised 

how her thinking is more “who cares, be what you want to be”. When it comes to what 

responsibilities teachers have as educators in terms of LGBTQ+ topics, there are differing 
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views. While Nina does not see it as imperative to be aware of different terminology, as 

long as you are accepting and respectful, Alexia emphasises the importance of 

understanding and educating oneself about different identities to be able to include 

everyone: 

(4) I think if you as a teacher don't know about a culture, it's your job to go and start reading. 

See films, read novels, you know there's great stories out there that you can open up the 

discussion. But you have to be willing and secure enough to take the discussion … You just 

have to constantly put yourself current, and read, see more, educate ourselves more. That's 

all you can do. But it's your job, because the student populations are changing. 

Furthermore, in what way LGBTQ+ topics or discussions should be included in English 

teaching is seen in different ways. Elena underlines the anti-discrimination plan that each 

school has, where it is stated that teachers should treat everyone equally regardless of 

their gender or sexual identity, and Nina mentions the curriculum that emphasises 

teachers’ responsibility in combating xenophobia and discrimination. However, when 

asked whether she actively brings up these topics, Nina questions how much it is her 

responsibility and how much focus such issues should have within English lessons:  

(5) I feel like the English courses may be not, it can be part of the discussion, but it shouldn't 

be the main focus. It shouldn't be the only thing we talk about or English course in every 

project, maybe one project … But all teachers could say that, except for maybe mentors … 

But we do have, you know, läroplan where it says that it's our responsibility as well … So 

it is my responsibility. 

Overall, two different aims can be seen in the participants’ ways of introducing LGBTQ+ 

topics. For both Nina and Elena, LGBTQ+ topics seem to be associated with working 

against discrimination and educating the students about different identities. A certain 

tolerance rhetoric can be interpreted based on these answers:  

(6) I think that discussions are most likely those that can bring up thoughts to the students and 

that can bring up things to talk about, so that they get used to it. So that they don't find 

things strange later on. So that … They should perceive all people as they are. (Elena) 

(7) I think, so do I have to teach that there's gay and there's trans and there's categories I don't 

even know? … I know that they have to respect them, and to respect is to first understand, 

but do they have to know all types, do I have to teach that? Or is it enough for me to just 

tell them to respect all sorts of different people who don't fit in whatever box they have in 

their head? (Nina) 

Conversely, in Alexia’s teaching, literature and film are central when discussing 

LGBTQ+ topics, and LGBTQ+ inclusion appears to be about introducing stories and 

giving a voice to people representing different populations: 

(8) I just think that more stories need to be told on that aspect. It's a poor, poor representation 

right now … We just have to bring more inclusiveness into that aspect and also be willing 

to fill the gap of those stories, because there's thousands of stories out here, but it's the 

teacher's task if Skolverket isn't mandating anything. 
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The word stories appears often in Alexia’s answers, and it seems that the term is strongly 

associated with contributing to inclusion and equal representation. 

 

4.3.3 Challenges 

One of the biggest challenges in bringing up LGBTQ+ topics appears to be student 

attitudes. Elena mentions cultural differences as one source of difficulties, since students 

might have different views regarding LGBTQ+ identities. Some students might find it 

awkward to discuss sexuality issues, and express it by giggling or going silent. In addition, 

it is emphasised that it takes a strong teacher to be able to take on different discussions 

and opinions. Both Nina and Alexia discuss the importance of knowing one’s limitations 

and knowing what kind of discussions they are ready to prompt. Furthermore, the chance 

of potentially offending students in the classroom is considered a challenge: 

(9) In English, it's a problem because you feel like okay, how much do I need to talk about it 

here? … There's a lot of those issues, like when you want to bring it up you don't know who 

you are offending in the room, and I just feel like it's just a hard thing to change, because 

we still have so much of it in place. (Alexia) 

However, according to Nina, situations where the students disagree on these issues can 

be seen as opportunities for discussion, growth and understanding. Finally, Alexia 

mentions parents potentially questioning why LGBTQ+ topics are discussed in the 

classroom. According to her, teachers need to be prepared to justify their choice of 

materials each time, and stress that it is important to understand what our world is like 

today. 

 

4.3.4 Textbook representation 

None of the participants recalled instances where LGBTQ+ issues would have been 

included in textbooks. According to Alexia, issues deviating from the norm are rarely 

discussed in EFL textbooks, which makes it logical that issues connected to sexuality are 

not included either. In addition, since sexuality can still be considered a taboo, it can be 

a difficult topic to include. Nina underlines the problem with textbooks that were first 

created a long time ago; even if they have been edited recently, the original books cannot 

be changed considerably. All participants expressed their wish to see more representation 

in textbooks:  

(10) No, I don't remember any of this. I mean, I don't think that there were at all. I haven't noticed 

anything on these materials that I have been using. Then again, in the world that we live in 

now, it's something that we should include in teaching. And then give the opportunity to 

students to express themselves about such matters. (Elena) 

(11) I do think that this blank open space of "where are these stories", is very much open and 

problematic. I think feminism is much more tolerable to find materials and materials and 

talk about openly in the classroom than sexuality … There's just so many stories that aren't 

being told. (Alexia) 
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When asked if textbooks might strengthen the male-female binary or the norm of 

heterosexuality, the answers were varying. According to Alexia, the issue is more about 

LGBTQ+ invisibility and lack of stories than textbooks strengthening the male-female 

norms. For Nina, textbook illustrations can often be considered normative, as they tend 

to present the reader with images of “classic” looking boys and girls. In Elena’s 

experience, textbooks would often have characters doing conventionally masculine or 

feminine activities, such as boys playing football and mothers cooking. Their answers 

show critical reflection in terms of hidden normativity in textbooks. 

Furthermore, tackling negative LGBTQ+ representation was considered important by all 

participants. Elena and Alexia emphasise teachers’ responsibility of checking their 

materials beforehand and making sure they do not offend anyone, as well as discussing 

and taking up problematic examples if they are deliberately chosen to start a discussion. 

Alexia stresses the role of discussing derogatory language, such as nigger or faggot, in 

literature. Students should be made aware of the offensive nature of these words, and 

teachers need to be ready to discuss any issues that may emerge.  

 

5. Discussion 

In this section, results related to each research question are discussed and connected to 

the relevant theories and studies presented in the literature review. In general, it appears 

that teachers display more awareness and active inclusion of non-binary and non-

heterosexual identities than what can be found in the textbooks. Inclusion of LGBTQ+ 

identities and topics is scarce in both Viewpoints and Blueprint, which is in alignment 

with findings from other studies (Gray, 2013; Sunderland, 2019). Furthermore, the impact 

of conventional views and perceptions is still visible both in the textbooks and in the 

participants’ answers, which is illustrated in the ambivalence that is present in the way 

gender and sexuality issues are understood and discussed.  

In terms of the first research question related to inclusive and gendered language use, the 

textbooks are consistent. Both Viewpoints and Blueprint utilise the he/she construction 

when referring to an unknown person, and it appears that singular they or other gender-

neutral pronouns have not yet made it into writing. However, as singular they has become 

more accepted among younger speakers and its ungrammatical nature is slowly becoming 

less important (Björkman, 2017), it could be expected to become more widely used in the 

future. Since introduction of new gender-neutral terms often faces resistance, as was the 

case when moving from male generics to he/she constructions, the change can be 

expected to happen slowly (Vergoossen et al., 2020). As to language use in topics 

connected to love and relationships in the textbooks, a general conclusion is that love and 

relationships are not presented in an overtly heteronormative way when it comes to lexical 

choices. However, as gendered pronouns are used throughout the textbooks when 

referring to the reader or their partner, active inclusion of non-binary identities is still 

scarce. 

Furthermore, regarding the second research question about discursive presentation of 

gender and sexuality issues, gender-related topics are mostly discussed as women’s issues 
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and within the gender binary. The present study aligns with findings from Gray (2013) 

and Sunderland (2000), who state that women’s visibility and focus on gender equality 

has improved considerably in textbooks. This was expressed in the interview with Alexia 

as well, who feels that feminism is an easier topic to include in textbooks than LGBTQ+ 

issues. However, this focus on gender is not extended to other gender identities. Since 

there are still several improvements to be made in female-male equality, it could be 

assumed that including non-binary gender identities becomes a more complicated issue. 

In addition, it can be argued that this heavy focus on women’s equality might even hinder 

non-binary inclusion. For instance, while using the paired pronoun he/she in the textbooks 

ensures inclusion of both females and males, readers who do not identify as he or she are 

excluded (Vergoossen et al., 2020). In general, both textbooks can be said to reinforce the 

male-female binary by including passages where differences between women and men 

are emphasised. Although gender roles and expectations are problematised in Blueprint, 

the idea of two mutually exclusive genders is still present. Strengthening the binary is 

even more prevalent in Viewpoints, where differences between men and women are 

highlighted and not questioned. Finally, while including a transgender character in 

Blueprint can be considered an improvement, it could be argued that the diversity of 

gender is ignored if transgenderism is presented as merely a mismatch of gender identity. 

Overall, it can be argued that while Blueprint in particular tries to deconstruct certain 

assumptions about gender and appear as inclusive, this attempt suffers from ignoring the 

diversity of gender outside the binary.  

As language shapes our understanding of the world and constructs our ideas of what is 

acceptable and desirable (Cameron & Kulick, 2003; Paiz, 2015), it can be considered 

problematic that these textbooks offer such a limited view on gender and sexuality. The 

gender discussions in Blueprint could serve as grounds for a more diverse understanding 

of the issue, but this potential is not utilised. In terms of sexuality, similar increase in 

representation is needed. Despite inclusive lexical choices, relationships are discursively 

presented as something between women and men. Since all romantic relationships 

included in the textbooks are either depictions of heterosexual couples or narratives 

without gender references, none of these stories give a voice to non-heterosexual 

identities. This can be seen as reinforcing a heteronormative view on sexuality 

(Motschenbacher, 2011). These chapters could, however, be used as a basis for discussion 

about other types of relationships, but it would require teacher initiative. In addition, 

exclusion of non-heterosexuality further limits the potential identity positions L2 learners 

can occupy and presents the reader with a limited picture of the target culture (Paiz, 2015). 

Nevertheless, as surrounding exercises often offered more room for other identities, these 

findings can be considered a slight improvement compared to Gray’s (2013) study where 

topics about love and relationship vocabulary were exclusively heterosexual.  

To answer the third research question related to teachers’ ways of working with these 

issues, the findings show that the participants actively include LGBTQ+ topics and are 

mindful of students’ identities. Their ways of working comply with the curriculum’s 

requirement for confronting xenophobia and intolerance (Skolverket, 2013). The 

tolerance rhetoric in Elena and Nina’s answers can be considered interesting; while they 

recognise that they have students in their classrooms who identify as LGBTQ+, it can be 

argued that they still present LGBTQ+ issues as something only existing outside of the 
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classroom. In both of their answers, including LGBTQ+ topics entailed talking about 

discrimination and respecting everyone, which could be connected to Meyer and 

Leonardi’s (2018) “pedagogies of exposure”. Contrarily, Alexia appears to emphasise 

giving a voice to and representing different populations, instead of presenting LGBTQ+ 

identities as something the students need to get accustomed to. Furthermore, although all 

participants work with these topics, they recognise the challenges related to such 

discussions.  

As to language use, it can be argued that while the participants are aware of different 

linguistic challenges and strive for an inclusive classroom, they still see their students 

through the lens of the gender binary. This can be connected to indexicality, i.e., certain 

traits indexing, or being associated with, a certain identity (Cameron & Kulick, 2003). 

Students who deviate from traditional ways of being female or male have to explicitly 

mark their identity to be included by the teacher, for example to be able to be called with 

the correct pronoun. However, as Mayer and Leonardi state, educators should always 

assume that there are students that are non-heterosexual or non-binary to be able to 

“recognise and affirm a diverse population of students and families through curriculum, 

norms and everyday practices” (2018, p. 455). However, it appears to be challenging for 

teachers to find ways around gendered expressions, which can hinder queering of the 

language classroom (Paiz, 2017). Overall, the participants’ answers show signs of 

ambivalence towards the issue; while understanding the importance of inclusion and 

representation, they still consider it difficult to approach these topics in practice and resort 

to using the gender binary as a way of making sense of students’ identities. 

As Sunderland (2015) states, teachers’ awareness and critical thinking can challenge the 

impact of heteronormative textbook content. In terms of reinforcing or challenging 

heteronormativity, the participants can be argued to exhibit some sensitivity and 

awareness when providing students with different materials and be ready to discuss 

different topics that might come up. They all consider it worrying that gender and sexual 

diversity are almost never included in materials, which is why they rely on literature and 

film to bring up LGBTQ+ topics. In addition, the teachers’ answers show sensitivity to 

representations that might be considered problematic, which can be seen as a sign of them 

reflecting on these issues. However, even though overtly offensive or problematic 

presentations are avoided and the teachers seem critical of traditional female-male 

presentations in textbooks, it can be questioned whether they would actively combat more 

subtle messages that promote heteronormative views in materials.  

 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has examined language use and discursive presentation of LGBTQ+ topics in 

two EFL textbooks as well as looked into teacher perceptions and practices regarding 

textbook content and inclusion of different gender and sexual identities. The findings 

show that the linguistic and social changes that have occurred recently are not yet visible 

in the two textbooks that were analysed; however, the interviews show that these issues 

are reflected on in the school world. Improving LGBTQ+ inclusion and visibility appears 

to be a challenging task in terms of both teaching materials and classroom practices, as 
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old traditions and assumptions are difficult to combat. This is visible in the participants’ 

conflicting feelings and attitudes towards the issue. Since inclusion of LGBTQ+ identities 

is important to ensure equal treatment of all students, it can be considered problematic 

that representation is still scarce within teaching materials, and that the gender binary is 

still reinforced. Considering that teachers can find it challenging to introduce topics 

connected to LGBTQ+ and therefore potentially avoid taking initiative in introducing 

them, having these issues included in textbooks could improve the likelihood of students 

being introduced to LGBTQ+ discussions.  

 

In the future, it would be valuable to investigate if newly produced textbooks have moved 

away from the gender binary and offer more diverse representation of LGBTQ+ topics, 

since language changes constantly and attitudes towards gender and sexual diversity 

become more accepting. In addition, since the present study only included two textbooks, 

a more quantitatively oriented analysis could provide more generalisable insights into the 

topic. As to the interviews, it could be beneficial to investigate views of a more diverse 

sample of teachers with more extensive experience from textbooks, since the participants 

of this study represent a somewhat homogenous group and have limited experience from 

recently published textbooks. Finally, another focus point could be materials distributed 

online, as they are more malleable and might exhibit more recent views. Thus, there are 

several research opportunities that could be utilised in the future to ensure the inclusivity 

of EFL teaching.  

 

  



 

 27 

References 

Primary sources 

Gustafsson, L., & Wivast, U. (2017). Viewpoints 1. Malmö: Gleerups. 

Lundfall, C., & Nyström, R. (2017). Blueprint 3.0 A. Stockholm: Liber.  

 

Secondary sources 

Björkman, B. M. (2017). Singular they and the syntactic representation of gender in English. 

Glossa: A Journal Of General Linguistics, 2(1), 1–13. doi:10.5334/gjgl.374 

Brekhus, W. (1998). A sociology of the unmarked. Redirecting our focus. Sociological Theory, 

16(1), 34-51. doi:10.1111/0735-2751.00041 

Cameron, D., & Kulick, D. (2003). Language and sexuality. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Codó, E. (2009). Interviews and questionnaires. In L. Wei & M.G. Moyer (Eds.). The Blackwell 

guide to research methods in bilingualism and multilingualism (pp. 158-176). Malden: 

Blackwell. 

Davis, D. (2017). The normativity of recognition: Non-binary gender markers in Australian law 

and policy. In V. Demos & M. Segal (Eds.), Gender panic, gender policy (pp. 227-250). 

Emerald Publishing Limited.  

DePalma, R., & Atkinson, E. (2009). ‘No Outsiders’: Moving beyond a discourse of tolerance to 

challenge heteronormativity in primary schools. British Educational Research Journal, 35(6), 

837-855. doi:10.1080/01411920802688705 

DePalma, R., & Atkinson, E. (2006). The sound of silence: Talking about sexual orientation and 

schooling. Sex Education, 6(4), 333-349. doi:10.1080/14681810600981848 

Drisko, J., & Maschi, T. (2015). Content analysis. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Dörnyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Gray, J., (2013). LGBT invisibility and heteronormativity in ELT Materials. In J. Gray (Ed.), 

Critical perspectives on language teaching materials (pp. 40-63). London: Palgrave 

Macmillan.  

Leavy, P. (2014). Introduction. In P. Leavy (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of qualitative research 

(pp. 1-13). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Lindquist, A., Renström, E.A., & Gustafsson Sendén, M. (2018). Reducing a male bias in 
language? Establishing the efficiency of three different gender-fair language strategies. Sex 

Roles, 81, 109-117. doi:10.1007/s11199-018-0974-9 

Marchia, J., & Sommer, J. M. (2019). (Re)defining heteronormativity. Sexualities, 22(3), 267–

295. doi:10.1177/1363460717741801 

Meyer, E. J., & Leonardi, B. (2018). Teachers’ professional learning to affirm transgender, non-

binary, and gender-creative youth: Experiences and recommendations from the field. Sex 

Education, 18(4), 449-463. doi:10.1080/14681811.2017.1411254 

Motschenbacher, H. (2011). Taking queer linguistics further: sociolinguistics and critical 

heteronormativity research. International Journal of the Sociology of Language, 212, 159-

179. doi:10.1515/IJSL.2011.050 



 

 28 

Mustapha, A. S. (2013). Gender and language education research: A review. Journal of Language 

Teaching and Research, 4(3), 454-463. doi:10.4304/jltr.4.3.454-463 

Paiz, J. M. (2015). Over the monochrome rainbow: Heteronormativity in ESL reading texts and 

textbooks. Journal of Language and Sexuality, 4(1), 77-101. doi:10.1075/jls.4.1.03pai 

Paiz, J. M. (2017). Queering ESL teaching: Pedagogical and material creation issues. TESOL 

Journal, 9(2), 348-367. doi:10.1002/tesj.329 

Paiz, J. M. (2019). Queering Practice: LGBTQ+ diversity and inclusion in English language 

teaching. Journal of Language, Identity & Education, 18(4), 266-275. 

doi:10.1080/15348458.2019.1629933 

Pawelczyk, J., & Pakula, L. (2015). Constructing gender and sexuality in the EFL classroom in 

Poland: Textbook construction and classroom negotiation? In S. Mills, & A. Mustapha (Eds.), 

Gender representation in learning materials (p. 193–211). New York: Routledge. 

Richards, C., Bouman, W. P., Seal, L., Barker, M. J., Nieder, T. O., & T’Sjoen, G. (2016). Non-

binary or genderqueer genders. International Review of Psychiatry, 28(1), 95–102. doi: 

10.3109/09540261.2015.1106446 

Prior, L. (2014). Content analysis. In P. Leavy (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of qualitative research 

(pp. 359-379). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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Appendix A 

Interview questions  

 

Background:  

• How long have you worked in the profession? Where? (in Sweden/elsewhere) 

• How much experience do you have from working with textbooks? (Which textbooks do you 

use/have you used?) 

• Do you use textbooks today? If yes, in what way? 

 

1. During the past few years we have seen many developments when it comes to the visibility and 

rights of people who identify as LGBTQ+, which is also visible in language use. In your view, 

have there been any changes in LGBTQ+ representation or language use in recent years in the 

school world, for example when it comes to steering documents and teaching materials? (e.g. in 

textbooks, other materials that are meant for upper secondary school, curricula, teacher training 

courses etc.)  

 

2. At your school, are there any general policies connected to using inclusive language or bringing 

up LGBTQ+ topics?  

- e.g. using the pronoun hen, not calling students boys/girls 

 

Questions regarding materials 

 

3. In general, would you say that non-binary or non-heterosexual identities are included in the 

textbooks you have used? For example, can you remember any references to non-heterosexual 

couples or characters who are not clearly male or female?  

• If you feel that there is a lack of representation, is that something that you personally consider 

problematic? 

 

4. Are there any explicit topics connected to LGBTQ+ or gender issues in the textbooks you 

use/have used? 

 

5. If you remember such examples, would you say that the examples in textbooks or other 

materials (films, novels, listening tasks) present LGBTQ+ identities in a positive light? 

• On the other hand, have you run into problematic examples in textbooks or other materials 

that present LGBTQ+ identities in a negative light? How would you tackle such situations 

with your students?  

 

6. Do you remember any instances where textbooks or other materials that you have used would 

strengthen the idea of there only being men and women, or heterosexuality as the “normal” type 

of sexuality? 

 



 

 30 

Questions regarding teaching 

 

7. Are LGBTQ+ (gender/sexuality) issues something you actively bring up or have discussions 

about with your students? 

• Can you think of some important aspects to consider or issues that we should be aware of 

when bringing up LGBTQ+ topics? 

 

8. Do you have any thoughts on how teachers can increase their use of inclusive language in the 

classroom to better include students who do identify as other than heterosexual or other than 

male/female?  

- How about when it comes to choosing suitable materials? 

 

9. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix B 

Heteronormativity and Gender Representation in EFL 

Textbooks: Inclusion of Non-heteronormative Identities in 

Swedish Upper Secondary School Textbooks 

 

 

Emma Leinonen 

Magister student (Teacher candidate) 

Department of English, Stockholm University 

Phone: 0762610992 

Email:  emmaleinonen@gmail.com 

Supervisor: Josep Soler (Associate prof.) 

Research conducted as part of the degree project 

 

 

This degree project is written within English linguistics and will focus on LGBTQ+ and gender 

representation in EFL textbooks. The purpose of the study is to investigate whether and in what 

way non-binary gender and sexual identities are included in recently published materials for upper 

secondary school. In this case, the term ‘non-binary’ refers to people who either do not identify 

as male or female or who identify as other than heterosexual. I am also interested in how English 

teachers perceive the inclusivity of the textbooks they have used and what kind of reflections they 

have about issues connected to LGBTQ+ topics in general when it comes to teaching. 

 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary, and if you wish to you can decide to withdraw 

from the study at any point. By participating in the interview, you give consent to your answers 

being used in the research. 

 

The interview will be conducted anonymously, and the answers cannot be traced back to the 

participants. Any personal information will be handled confidentially and according to the 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The answers will be used for research purposes 

only. Upon participation you will be asked to sign a consent form to state that your participation 

is voluntary and that you have been informed about the purpose of the interview.  
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Appendix C 

Heteronormativity and Gender Representation in EFL 

Textbooks: The Inclusion of Non-heteronormative Identities 

in Swedish Upper Secondary School Textbooks 
 

Emma Leinonen 

Magister student (Teacher candidate) 

Department of English, Stockholm University 

Phone: 0762610992 

Email:  emmaleinonen@gmail.com 

Supervisor: Josep Soler (Associate prof.) 

Research conducted as part of the degree project 

 

 

 

Consent Form 
 

 

I have read the information sheet, and any questions that I have asked have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I agree to participate in the research, on the understanding that I can withdraw from 

the research at any time and without consequence. 

 

I have been given a copy of this form. 

 

 

Name of participant:____________________________________  

 

Place and Date: _______________________________ 

 

Signature: _______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Name of Investigator: Emma Leinonen 

 

Place and Date: _______________________________ 

 

Investigator’s Signature: _______________________________ 
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