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Abstract 

This essay investigates gender in two textbooks used for teaching English as a second language in 

schools in Sweden. Previous research has shown that teachers of English as a second language in 

Sweden rely a great deal on textbooks in their teaching (Skolverket 2006). In addition, the Curriculum 

for the compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation centre (Skolverket 2011) clearly states 

that gender should be addressed by all teachers, of all subjects, in Sweden.  

 In order to investigate gender in the textbooks, a stylistic point of view has been used, and 

adjectives describing nouns and pronouns denoting people in the textbooks have been used as data for 

the essay. Both a quantitative and qualitative method have been applied, as both the frequency of 

adjectives have been analysed, together with an analysis of the semantic domains of the adjectives 

focusing on their meaning put into context and looking at the adjective as it appears in the sentence.  

 In order to access relevant data, 113 nouns and pronouns denoting people and 125 

adjectives describing the nouns and pronouns were extracted as data. The analysis of the data revealed 

that the frequency of adjectives was spread equally between the genders. However, more nuns and 

pronouns in connection to adjectives referred to the male gender.  

Looking at the sematic domains of adjectives, this revealed a similarity between the 

genders in regards to which categories the adjectives could be placed in. However, the words within the 

categories showed differences which have been connected to gender-stereotypes.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Aim and Scope 

In Sweden, English as a second language is one of the core subjects of the national curriculum. It is 

therefore a subject which is thought to all pupils in Sweden, from that they start school and all the way 

up to A-levels. In the Swedish Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool class and the 

recreation centre (Skolverket 2011), English as a subject has its own guidelines in terms of what the 

subject should contain, for example in regards to language skills and knowledge of cultures in different 

English-speaking countries (Skolverket 2011). However, all teachers of all subjects also have to follow 

the fundamental values and tasks of the school, which are also outlined in the curriculum mentioned 

above.  

 With the above in mind, all teachers must address both the subject-specific part of the 

curriculum, as well as the fundamental values and tasks. This needs to be done at all times in the 

classroom. All teachers are of course free to address this in the way in which they prefer. However, what 

has become highlighted through research of teaching is that most teachers rely a great deal on teaching 

materials, and mostly so on textbooks. For example, the Swedish school regulating authority, 

Skolverket, has researched the importance of teaching materials in their report Läromedlens roll i 

undervisningen (Skolverket 2006) where they have been able to show this dependence of textbooks for 

English teachers in Sweden. In addition, a British study shows the same result when it comes to the 

dependence on teaching materials in general in the United Kingdom (Ofqual 2012). 

In Sweden, the content of textbooks is supposed to reflect the curriculum. Before the year 

of 1991, all teaching material was controlled by the Swedish state. This meant that all textbooks had to 

be approved before they could be used in schools in Sweden, and one of the things that was examined, 

was whether the textbooks were in line with the curriculum  (see Johnson 2009 for more details on the 

states regulations of textbooks in Sweden). Today, most publishers of textbooks claim that the textbooks 

they produce reflect the curriculum. However, the responsibility ultimately lies with the teacher, as the 

textbooks are no longer controlled by the state and the publishers of textbooks have no legal obligation 

to adhere to the curriculum. As a teacher, it is therefore of great importance that the teaching materials 

used in the classroom are frequently evaluated to establish that both the subject-specific and the 

fundamental values and tasks of the school are addressed in the classroom. As a teacher-to-be, I realise 

that this may be difficult to do frequently, as the tasks of a teacher in Sweden are many and constantly 

increasing. I also realise that this may be especially difficult in regards to the fundamental values and 

tasks of the school, as these are not included in the subject-specific curriculum for English and most 
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teachers tend to focus on the subject specifics as this section includes what should be taught in the 

classroom and how grades are to be set etc. 

As the name implies, the fundamental values and tasks of the school are the foundation of 

the curriculum, and in this section a variety of topics are discussed in relation to how schools in Sweden 

should act in regards to these topics. One of the topics discussed, is the one of gender equality of men 

and women. The fundamental values and tasks of the school points out "equality between women and 

men…no one should be subjected to discrimination on the grounds of gender" and that "such tendencies 

must be confronted with knowledge, open discussion and active measures" (Skolverket 2011, p. 9). 

Furthermore, the curriculum states that 

 

The school should actively and consciously further equal rights and opportunities for 

 women and men. The way in which girls and boys are treated and assessed in school, 

 and the demands and expectations that are placed on them, contributes to their 

 perception of gender differences. The school has a responsibility to counteract 

 traditional gender patterns. It should thus provide scope for pupils to explore and 

 develop their ability and their interests independently of gender affiliation (Skolverket 

2011, p.10).  

 

With the above in mind, together with the fact that studies show that teachers of English depend a great 

deal on textbooks, it becomes important that the textbooks used for English as a subject, contain not 

only the subject-specific goals and criteria, but also consider the statements made in the parts of the 

curriculum that outlines the fundamental values and tasks of the school. If the textbooks fail to consider 

these topics, this section of the curriculum is solely dependent on the teacher to bring these subjects up. 

In addition, as the state no longer controls the textbooks that are produced, teachers also have to 

evaluate how, for example gender, is treated in the textbooks before using it in the classroom.  

As the Swedish school has a responsibility to “counteract traditional gender patterns” 

(Skolverket 2011, p. 10), it becomes interesting to investigate how different genders are described in the 

textbooks used in schools in Sweden today. This can of course be investigated in a number of ways, 

however, as English is taught in Sweden mainly as a language, it becomes interesting to look at how the 

English language deals with gender and look at this from a linguistic point of view. When it comes to 

gender in the English language, “nouns are classified not grammatically, but semantically, according to 

their coreferential relations with personal, reflexive, and wh-pronouns” (Quirk et-al 1985, p. 314). Other 

world classes such as, for example, determiners and adjectives, have no inflectionally-marked gender 

distinctions (Quirk et-al 1985). Adjectives are the word class which is used to describe and classify 

nouns and pronouns (Estling-Vannestål 2009). In order to find the “gendered adjectives”, it is therefore 
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necessary to go through the nouns and pronouns which, as stated previously, are classified semantically 

in the English language.  

The aim of this essay is therefore to look at which adjectives that are used when describing 

men and women in textbooks used for English as a foreign language in Sweden. What is the frequency 

distribution e.g. are there more adjectives describing women than men or is it the opposite? Are the 

same types of adjectives used for describing different genders? If there are any differences in the 

frequency of adjectives and how they are used, what do these differences look like? Are there any 

differences or similarities between different textbooks used in Sweden? 

 

1.2 Background 

As this essay explores a pedagogical and a linguistic point of view, as well as a gender perspective, an 

attempt to reflect this in the background has been made. Much research has been carried out in regards 

to textbooks, however, these has been conducted not only in linguistics but also in other fields such as 

for example the literary and the pedagogical fields. The research on gender is vast and  even so in 

regards to work on gender and textbooks, and research in this field takes different approaches and uses 

different methods in order to investigate both gender in textbooks and gender in educational settings in 

general.  

 With the above in mind, some choices in regards to previous research have had to be 

made. When it comes to research on textbooks, this research has been narrowed down to research 

connected to gender. This, as mentioned above, as the field of gender in itself is vast, and the most 

relevant findings for this essay should be in regards to gender and textbooks (or similar material which 

is also used in schools, such as reading books or children’s literature). In addition, gender and language 

is another field with importance for this essay, especially so when it comes to language used in the 

classroom. This is another quite large field, and also here a selection of research has been chosen with 

focus on what should benefit the results of this study the most.  

 When it comes to adjectives and gender, the field is not as vast, especially when it comes 

to textbook related research. A number of C-essays have been written in Sweden with a similar 

approach, however, most of these research focus not only on adjectives in textbooks for English as a 

second language but also on either other linguistic features such as other word classes, or the adjectival 

role is combined with for example discourse analysis. Therefore this essay could fill a gap here as it 

focuses only on adjectives from a linguistic point of view. However, there are also some interesting 

works in regards to adjectives in textbooks internationally which have been examined and included in 

section 1.2.3 together with other relevant research in regards to adjectives and gender.  
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Another point worth mentioning here, is the choice of Swedish and international research. The main 

focus for the background section is research conducted in English, however, some of the cited works are 

Swedish in order to connect this study nationally. 

1.2.1 Textbooks, Gender and Teaching Language 

In Sweden, as mentioned above, research from the Swedish school regulating authority, Skolverket, has 

shown that teachers of English as a foreign language in Swedish schools depend greatly on teaching 

materials such as textbooks (Skolverket 2006). Research in regards to gender patterns has also been 

completed on the behalf of the Swedish school regulating authority, where a comparison between 

gender in educational settings today and the gender research carried out in 1970’s and 1980’s has been 

completed (Öhrn 2002). The conclusion of this research shows that some changes can be noticed, such 

as girls performing better in school than boys today, and that girls take more space in the classroom 

whilst boys often are portrayed as the losers of the educational system, especially internationally. 

However, the findings also point to the shift in gender research and the fact that changes of approaches 

and methods may have changed so that girls’ situations are easier to detect today (Öhrn 2002). 

Another interesting point in regards to gender in textbooks is the importance of an 

intersectional approach. Studies show that gender alone cannot explain all sides to the detected 

differences between pupils in the educational environment as aspects such as ethnicity and class often 

are needed in order to complement the gender aspect (Öhrn 2002, Eilard 2008). Eilard (2008) uses an 

intersectional approach in her research of reading books used in Swedish schools, which are analysed 

through discourse analysis from a historical perspective, gender is one of the aspects analysed. Eilard’s 

(2008) findings regarding the gender in recent years, show similar results to Öhrn (2002) where girls are 

more visible and take more space today, but where they still appear as sidekicks of male characters and 

feature only in hetero-normative situations and as a part of the white middle-class.  

Another Swedish study of textbooks in the subject Swedish for immigrants (Svenska för 

invandrare) also takes an intersectional approach, as gender is investigated together with ethnicity and 

class (Mattlar 2008). The findings show that a majority of the analysed textbooks mainly feature male 

characters and that the most marginalised characters in the analysed textbooks are non-western women.   

However, research in regards to gender in educational settings and in textbooks has not 

only been carried out in Sweden. Quite a number of studies can be found, especially in other countries 

that teach English as a foreign or second language. Studies carried out in Iran and in Uganda contain 

findings that indicate that the textbooks used for teaching English as a foreign or second language in 

these countries, still show stereotypes of masculinity and femininity (Ghorbani 2009) and an omission 

of females as male characters take up 73 % of the occupations in the textbooks (Barton 2012). However, 
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a study of turn-taking in dialogues in textbooks shows few differences between the genders when it 

comes to for example males and females playing roles in the dialogues, the number of times the 

female/male character initiated the dialogues, number of turns taken and number of words spoken (Jones 

1995).   

Another study conducted in Australia, points out the importance of how gender is 

portrayed in textbooks as “gender bias in textbooks can have an insidious influence on the cognitive and 

behavioural development of young learners” (Lee and Collins 2009, p. 355). This study also shows 

findings of omission of females in the analysed textbooks, as “males predominated in the texts 

analysed” (Lee and Collins 2009, p. 359). The results also points at how men and woman are portrayed 

differently where “men are portrayed as heroes, villains, judges and police officers engaged in physical, 

and often violent, behaviour, the women play passive roles” (Lee and Collins 2009, p. 360).  

 

1.2.2 Language and Gender 

There are various studies on how gender is done through language. As the language in textbooks is used 

by pupils in schools in Sweden, the language used is important since it affects their perception of gender 

patterns and stereotypes. Gender can therefore be considered as being “done” through language in 

educational settings (Swann 2008, p.624). Swann (2008) also points out that previous research on 

language and gender in educational settings and textbooks shows that there is a higher representation of 

male than female characters (p.625). The importance of continuing researching language and gender in 

educational settings is furthermore of importance, as gender inequalities still exist both in society today 

and in educational settings where many choices made still can be considered to be gender-stereotyped 

(Swann 2008, p. 632). This becomes important as boys’ underachievements are getting more focus (in 

Britain) and the practices of how girls and boys communicate in school and how they do gender is 

changing (Swann 2008).   

 Stereotyping is also important for Talbot (2008) as stereotyping involves “simplification, 

reduction and naturalisation” (p. 470). Also Talbot (2008), as Swann (2008), points at changes in 

gendered speech, but points out that even though women are now seen more as the “superior 

communicators” (p. 483) this view is based on gender stereotypes were women are portrayed as, for 

example, “the empty-headed  chatterer” (p.469). Talbot (2008) also points out the importance of 

researching gender and language, as she claims that there are consequences for an individual to be 

categorised into the female or male gender (p.468).  

 As above-mentioned studies illustrate, much has happened in regards to language and 

gender over time, even though some aspects seem to remain unchanged. Another change that has 

occurred when it comes to language and gender and teaching English as a second language, is the 
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change in how gender is viewed (Davies 2004). There has been a move towards a constructivist view of 

gender in research concerning Teachers of English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) as well as to 

applied linguistics and second language acquisition, where social and cultural aspects are now being 

taken into account (Davies 2004, p. 381). The previous view of gender as an individual variable left out 

the social aspects of gender (Davies 2004).  

 The importance of a cultural view of language and gender is also discussed by Hartman 

and Judd (1978) as “language learning is necessarily a culture-learning process” (p. 383) where “it is 

neither possible nor desirable to separate the linguistic aspects of a language from its surroundings” (p. 

383). As previously mentioned research, this article also discusses the problem of sexism and 

stereotyped portrayals of men and woman in texts for English as a second language (Hartman and Judd 

1978).  

 

1.2.3 Adjectives and Gender 

Research on adjectives has been carried out in connection to gender, both in regards to textbooks and in 

other material connected to children and the educational settings of reading. Research on adjectives 

describing gender has found that there are certain adjectives that are more often used for the female 

gender than for the male, and that there is also a special type of adjectives that are more commonly used 

for the female gender than for the male gender. For example, Porocca (1984) finds that the categories 

physical appearance, emotionality/state of mind, physical state/condition and environmentally 

descriptive adjectives are used more often for females in textbooks for teaching English as a second 

language. Similar results are found by Barton (2012) on textbooks used in Uganda where many of the 

adjectives used for the female gender are of the emotive type, and where many of these are connected to 

domestic or marriage situations (Barton 2012, p. 183).  

 Sveen (2005) and Hene (1985) have also researched adjectives, in connection to children’s 

fiction. Sveen (2005) uses a corpus linguistic approach in order to compare gender in Victorian fiction 

for children and contemporary children’s literature, using descriptive adjectives. The most frequent 

categories of adjectives found are age, appearance, mental qualities and sociability (Sveen 2005) which 

is similar to the categories described above. However, Sveen (2005) discovers more differences between 

the two historical points of time than between the genders in the contemporary material where the 

adjectival descriptions are more equally diverse.  

 Similar to Sveen (2005), Hene (1984) looks at children’s fiction but in Sweden, and the 

characterisation of the persons in these books. A comparison is made between books for boys and girls, 

and how adjectives are used for the characterisation of the characters in the books. The main adjective 
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and adverbial categories found in this study are mental properties and states, sociability, dress and 

appearance and pace and movements (Hene 1984), which is similar to the studies mentioned above in 

this section. Traditional sex-role patterns are in focus for this study which shows that female characters 

are described from their personal lives, whilst male characters are more often described in regards to 

their position in society (Hene 1984).  

1.2.4 Background Conclusions 

As the previous research presented above shows, there is an omission of women in many textbooks 

where men are given more space than women, even though some research shows signs of this 

improving. In addition, research in regards to adjectives points at women being described with a certain 

type of adjectives where women are described differently than men. 

The previous research also shows that gender in textbooks is a topic that has been 

thoroughly explored in a number of ways and using different approaches. A pattern that can be derived 

from the background research completed for this essay is that even though some changes are presented 

when it comes to gender in textbooks, there are still problems to be found and tackled. Many works also 

emphasise the importance of keeping up the research in this area, as it is important in regards to the 

perception of gender, both in an educational environment and in society in general. Therefore, this study 

will hopefully add to how gender is portrayed in textbooks used for English as a foreign language in 

Sweden today, which can be considered important when it comes to adhering to the current curriculum 

for schools in Sweden, and for the Swedish society and educational environment. 

 

2. Material and Method 

2.1 Method 

To investigate how the male and female genders are portrayed in textbooks in Sweden, both quantitative 

and qualitative methods will be applied. The quantitative approach applies when it comes to counting 

the extracted adjectives from the chosen material. Here a word count is necessary to establish which 

adjectives that are used and how, and in regards to how many adjectives that describe each gender or are 

non-gendered. This connects to the linguistic field of stylistics and how the style of a text is analysed. 

Leech and Short (1981) argue that the style of a text comes from choices made by the author. This 

becomes important for this study, as choices made by the author, and the style of the textbooks when it 

comes to gender, affect the reader which in this case are the pupils. How the author/s choose to portray 

gender in textbooks “affects social values, behaviour and recall of material, and gendered messages 
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conveyed in textbooks have the potential to influence the development of students’ self-esteem and their 

attitudes towards the two sexes at an impressionable age” (Lee and Collins 2009, p. 356).   

The adjectives that have been chosen by the author of the text and that are featured in the 

material for this essay therefore become interesting to investigate in terms of style as this can be 

considered to affect the pupils’ perception of gender. In addition, frequency is also important in order to 

measure the style of the textbook. The result of the frequency of adjectives in the textbooks has the 

ability to support the empirical findings with frequency data, as the empirical findings otherwise can 

“appear to have no empirical status” (Leech and Short 1981, p.43).  

As textbooks contain texts from different authors and from different historical periods, the 

style may of course vary between different texts within the textbook. For this study however, the 

textbook is seen as the material and the style of the textbooks as a whole will be investigated, which as a 

result will include all chosen text that feature within the textbook. This might mean that the variation of 

style between authors and historical periods will be lost, however, as the textbooks are meant to adhere 

to the current curriculum in Sweden, all texts should be inline with the statements made within the 

curriculum.  

When it comes to studies of language and gender, another advantage of a quantitative 

approach is that such a method is considered to be a more controlled and systematic base for analysis 

since a greater number of data can be analysed (Mills 2011). Statistical analyses are “more reliable and 

valid when making generalisations about gender as a whole” (Mills 2011, p. 93).  

 However, Mills (2011) also points out the move towards mixed methods in feminist 

linguistic analysis, which becomes relevant here, as in addition to the quantitative approach and the 

advantages of frequency, a qualitative method will also be applied on the material and data. There is 

also an increasing move towards an intersectional approach to the study of gender where gender is 

studied together with ethnicity and class as these different aspects often complement each other and 

analysed together give a fuller picture (see section 1.2). For this study however, only the aspect of 

gender will be investigated, due mostly to the limited time given for the essay but also in order to focus 

solely on the aspects of gender. A further study could include an intersectional approach, especially as 

the Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation centre (Skolverket 2011) 

includes guidelines in regards to ethnicity and multicultural aspects as well. Furthermore, the way in 

which decisions are made by the publishers and authors of textbooks in regards to how different texts 

are chosen to feature in a textbook, or other aspects that may be of importance when producing a 

textbook, have not been investigated for this study. 

The qualitative analysis will come into place when the adjectives are organised, 

categorised and put in context in order to investigate the meaning of the word. Had only a quantitative 
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method been applied, there would have been a risk that, as Mills (2011) puts it “a quantitative approach 

on its own struggled to produce refined, context-sensitive analyses” (p.93) which has been a problem in 

studies of gender and language where generalisations regarding gender become problematic as they 

focused too much on differences between the genders.  

 To conclude, the methods chosen for the analysis of the material and data for this essay, 

are a mix of both quantitative and qualitative methods in order to catch both the style patterns of the 

text, which should reveal which adjectives that are used and how, and the meaning of these choices in a 

closer analysis of the extracted adjectives where the words are put into context.  

 

2.2 Material 

As this essay aims at investigating how gender is portrayed in textbooks for English as a foreign 

language taught in Sweden, the material for analysis consist of textbooks that are marketed and used in 

schools in Sweden today. Two different textbooks from two different publishers of textbooks have been 

chosen for analysis: 

 Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) 

 Focus on English 8 (Jones 2013) 

It should be pointed out here, that an attempt to find the most popular textbooks has been made. An 

inquiry was made to one of the bigger publishers in Sweden in order to collect statistics of which 

textbook that was the most popular amongst schools in Sweden. However, they were reluctant to share 

this information and kindly pointed out that most publishers would be reluctant to share this data. The 

advice given was to look at the textbooks promoted on the websites. As a result, the websites of 

publishers have been researched, and in addition, own experience in which textbooks that are used has 

been taken into account.  

Focus on English (Jones 2013) is interesting since it is marketed by the publisher Liber, as 

a new textbook which especially has been formed with the new curriculum (Skolverket 2011) in mind 

(see www.liber.se for further details).  

 Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) is published by Natur & Kultur and is a popular book, used in 

schools in Sweden today. The version under scrutiny is from 2010, the year before the new curriculum 

was put in place. The book is marketed today as containing new tests that are in line with the new 

curriculum, however, no other remarks have been found in regards to whether this textbook adheres to 

the new curriculum in other ways. This makes it interesting when it comes to comparing the two 

textbooks, as they have different marketing profiles when it comes to the new curriculum. Also, Wings 9 

(Mellerby 2010) was produced before the new curriculum was released, which should imply that it has 

http://www.liber.se/
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not been formed with this particular curriculum in mind. In addition, it is likely that schools that bought 

the book in 2010 have not replaced it as of yet, as textbooks are expensive and are in general not 

replaced on a regular basis if they are not worn out.  

 To conclude, the choice of textbooks are two textbooks that can be considered to be used 

in schools in Sweden today. Both textbooks are geared towards secondary school (year 7-9) and 

produced recently. One of the books is produced 2013 and marketed as in line with the new curriculum 

from 2011, whilst the other book has no such profile and is produced before the new curriculum was 

released and put in place.  

 

2.3 Material Selection 

With the aim of the essay in mind, it is foremost a data-driven essay where the chosen textbooks are the 

main focus. However, due to the nature of this essay and to how textbooks are formed, not all content of 

the chosen material has been considered. The selection of material has been collected in two steps. In 

the first step of the material selection, it was noted that the chosen textbooks (and textbooks in general) 

include different types of text. There is a mix between literary texts that are extracts from novels, for 

example “The Hound of the Baskerville” in Focus on English (Jones 2013), dialogues, and texts that 

contain facts about a specific topic, for example “A good life” in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) which lists 

different facts that make out a good life. As this essay aims at looking at adjectives describing gender, 

the first selection was made to include only text that are about people and therefore could be thought to 

include different genders and where different genders where somehow included and described in the 

text. Therefore, the texts containing facts about various topics in both textbooks were excluded. In 

addition, some of the dialogues that had the function for the pupils to take turns and practice dialogue 

were also excluded from the selection, as these texts, like the texts containing facts about a topic, were 

not very (gender) descriptive. The chosen text are mostly of the nature described above, e.g. extracts 

from novels, but some are also short stories or returning serials, which are stories that are returned to 

throughout the book and follow a specific person, or group of people. The page numbers that have been 

analysed can be found in Appendix 1. 

 After the first step of selection, the selected material consisted of 36 pages in Focus on 

English (Jones 2013) and 55 pages in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). As the number of pages differed 

between the two textbooks, and they were too many to go through manually in the time assigned for this 

essay, a decision was made to select approximately 20 pages from each textbook. In the second step, an 

effort was made in regards to limiting any effect from personal views or opinions in regards to which 

texts that would be suitable, and a decision was made to look at random at every two pages in Focus on 

English (Jones 2013), and every three pages in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010).  
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Consequently, the material selected for this essay consists of 22 pages in Focus on English (Jones 2013) 

and 20 pages in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). As a result of the first selection made, the pages include only 

text that is considered to feature characters that are likely to be described. The second selection being 

made at random, should have had little effect on either aspects of gender or adjectives as it was made 

only in order to limit the amount of material in order for the material to be suitable for the time given to 

produce this essay. The material selection forms the base for the collection of data, which will be 

described in the following section.  

 

2.4 Data and Data Classification 

From the selected material as described above, data was collected to be analysed. As the aim of this 

essay is to look at adjectives describing men and women, the data collection consists of adjectives that 

describe men and women. However, some adjectives refer to non-gendered nouns and pronouns 

denoting people, and these have also been taken into account as a point of comparison. From the 

selected material, adjectives that describe nouns and pronouns related to people/persons have been 

extracted manually (see Appendix 2). They have been extracted manually as the textbooks are not part 

of any corpora and to make sure that the adjectives forming the data are relevant for the aim of this 

essay, which only include adjectives referring to gender.  

 

2.4.1 Nouns and Pronouns 

To extract the relevant adjectives, as mentioned above, adjectives related to nouns and pronouns 

denoting people have been selected. Here nouns such as boy, girl, woman etc. have been considered, as 

well as proper nouns that give specific names to people, see example (1). 

(1) Pandora looked luscious today, she was wearing a split skirt which showed her legs, 

see appendix 2.  

 Collective nouns referring to a group of people have also been included (see Estling Vannestål 2009), 

see example (2). 

(2) The company fell silent, see appendix 2. 

In regards to pronouns, pronouns denoting people have also been counted in. Personal pronouns such as 

I, you, he, she, it, we, they (Estling Vannestål 2009, p. 291) have been considered, as well as possessive 

pronouns such as my, your, her/s, his etc. (Estling Vannestål 2009, p.299). With the possessive 

pronouns, the gender of the speaker has sometimes been found in the context of the text. In other cases, 
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possessive pronouns are the words that give clues in regards to the gender of the character, for example 

when his/hers are used. 

Gender-neutral noun phrases have also been analysed, and have functioned as a category 

to place nouns denoting people were the gender is unknown to the reader. Gender neutral noun phrases 

are for example anybody, somebody, everybody, students etc. (Estling Vannestål 2009, p. 331). As a 

result, words that are used to refer back to gender neutral noun phrases have also been of interest, even 

though not that many occurred in the selected material. Such words are for example they, their and 

themselves (Estling Vannestål 2009, p. 331). 

 

2.4.2 Adjectives 

The data collected for this essay consist of the word class adjectives. As mentioned in previous sections, 

the choice of analysing adjectives from a gender perspective derives from the adjectival role of 

describing and classifying nouns and pronouns (Estling Vannestål 2009). In addition, adjectives are 

interesting to look at in regards to how personal qualities are appointed (Hene 1984, p. 22).  

 An adjective is a word which describes a quality, state or an origin of a noun or a pronoun 

referring to a person, thing, phenomena or event (Estling Vannestål 2009, p.219). It is not always 

possible to determine whether a word is an adjective or not just by looking at the word out of its context 

(Quirk et-al 1985). For this study, the adjectives have been looked upon in the sentence in which they 

appear, and two steps have been used in order to test whether a word is an adjective or not (see for 

example Quirk et-al). The first step is whether the word can be premodified by the intensifier very (see 

example (3) 

 

(3) Sometimes they are messy and push the cake into each other’s faces for fun (see 

appendix 2) 

Sometimes they are very messy and push the cake into each other’s faces for fun  

 

In the second step, a test to replace the predicative verb be with the verb seem has been completed, see 

example (4).  

 

(4) I’m sorry if I was angry with you, Jed said (see appendix 2) 

I’m sorry if I seemed angry with you, Jed said.   
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For this essay, and as mentioned above, only adjectives describing nouns and pronouns denoting people 

will be considered. Adjectives referring to physical attributes, colour, physical states, 

psychological/mental properties and emotions and feelings have been considered for this study. 

The two main functions of adjectives are the attribute function and the predicative function 

and both of these functions have been considered for this study. In the attribute function, the adjective 

function as a modifier and in this function the adjective is usually a pre modifier in a noun phrase, see 

example (5).  

 

(5) Phil gets on the bus and sees this stunning girl (see Appendix 2) 

 

The other main function of an adjective, is in combination with words as be, become, go, turn, etc. and 

this function is called the predicative function (Estling Vannestål 2009). In this function, the adjective 

says something about either the subject or the object, see example (6). 

 

(6) Glyndwr was jealous (Appendix 2) 

 

An adjective can also appear in postpositive function, which mean that they immediately follow the 

noun or the pronoun that they modify (Quirk et-al 1985, p.418). However, no adjectives appearing in 

this function were detected in this study. Adjectives can also refer to a group of people in a generic 

sense, so-called nominalised adjectives, see example (7). These types of adjective have not been 

included in this study.   

 

(7) the beautiful, the homeless etc. (Estling Vannestål 2009, p.234).  

 

For this essay, adjectives that describes persons, body parts of persons or professions, including both 

physical and mental descriptions has been considered. Both objective and evaluative descriptions have 

been considered and both the attributive and the predicative function have been analysed. The collected 

data has then been processed as follows: 

 The frequency of adjectives 

 To what kinds of attribute the adjectives refer to 

 

The results of these findings are presented below.  
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3 Results 

The result of the data analysis has been organised into three different sections below. First, the findings 

of the frequency of the nouns and pronouns denoting people together with the frequency of the 

adjectives describing the extracted nouns and pronouns, will be presented. Another section has been 

dedicated to the nouns and pronouns to show which type of nouns and pronouns that were found in the 

material. Lastly, the semantic domains of the analysed adjectives will be presented and put into context.  

 The data for this study is not vast, as this study has been conducted within a limited time 

frame and decision has had to be made with regards to this fact. The little amount of data and the fact 

that the data has not been tested for statistical significance could mean that the results may be 

inconclusive. 

3.1 Frequency 

In order to find the relevant adjectives for this study, and as mentioned above, nouns and pronouns 

denoting people are the reference point for the collected data. In total, 112 nouns and pronouns denoting 

people have been extracted from the material and used in order to find the relevant adjectives for this 

study. The nouns and pronouns are equally spread between the two textbooks, where 54 nouns and 

pronouns were found in Focus on English (Jones 2013) and 58 nouns and pronouns were found in 

Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). The two textbooks show a similar division of nouns and pronouns between 

the genders, as well as the number of non-gendered nouns and pronouns (see table 1). Both textbooks 

show a higher frequency of nouns and pronouns referring to the male gender where this category 

represents over 50 % in both textbooks (see table 2). 

 

Table 1. 

Nouns and Pronouns 

Nouns and Pronouns Focus on English Wings 9 Total 

Female 13 15 28 
Male 33 30 63 
Non-gendered  8 13 21 

Totalt 54 58 112 

 

Table 2. 

Nouns and Pronouns in % 

Nouns and Pronouns Focus on English Wings 9 Total 

Female 24 % 26 % 25 % 
Male  61 % 52 % 56 % 
Non-gendered 15 % 22 % 19 % 
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Total 100 % 100 % 100 % 

 

The remaining nouns and pronouns are divided between nouns and pronouns denoting the female gender 

and the non-gendered nouns and pronouns (see table 2). The fact that there is a higher frequency of 

nouns and pronouns referring to the male gender is in line with previous research on gender in 

textbooks, which indicates an omission of women in textbooks (Barton 2012, Mattlar 2008, Lee and 

Collins 2009, Swann 2008).  

 Looking at the frequency, it shows that Focus on English (Jones 2013) has a 61 % higher 

occurrence of nouns and pronouns for the male gender and where this number is 52 % in Wings 9 

(Mellerby 2010). Focus on English (Jones 2009) is, as previously explained, marketed as in line with the 

new curriculum of 2011, and should therefore “counteract traditional gender patterns”  and where there 

should be an equality between men and women (Skolverket 2011, p. 10) which could be argued that the 

textbook does not do by the omission of women in this particular textbook.   

In connection to the nouns and pronouns, a total of 125 adjectives related to nouns and 

pronouns denoting people have been found in the analysed data. As with the nouns and pronouns, the 

frequency of the adjectives are almost equally divided between the two textbooks, as 58 adjectives were 

found in Focus on English (Jones 2013) and 67 adjectives were found in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). The 

division between the genders was also similar between the books (see table 3 and table 4). Looking at 

the ratio, the same amount of adjectives per noun and pronoun were used for both the male and the 

female gender. Adjectives that were non-gendered and referring to either pronouns such as they, you or 

non-gendered professions, were also similar between the textbooks, with Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) 

having just a few more.  

 

Table 3. 

Adjectives 

Adjectives Focus on English Wings 9 Total 

Female 14 18 32 

Male 36 34 70 

Non-gendered  8 15 23 

Total 58 67 125 
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Table 4. 

Adjectives in % 

Adjectives Focus on English Wings 9 

Female Adjectives 24 % 27 % 

Male Adjectives 61 % 51 % 

Non-gendered Adjectives  15 % 22 % 

Total 100 % 100 % 

 

The result of a count of the adjectives in the material therefore indicates that the two textbooks show a 

similar pattern to how frequently adjectives are used. When comparing the frequency, it shows that 

Focus on English (Jones 2013) has a slighter higher frequency of adjectives relating to the male gender 

than Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) as 61% of the adjectives in Focus on English (Jones 2013) describe male 

characters and the number in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) is 51% (see table 4). However, the nouns and 

pronouns are equally much described by adjectives, but more nouns and pronouns in connection to 

adjectives were found for the male gender. When the Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool 

class and the recreation centre (Skolverket 2011) states that there should be “equality between women 

and men” (Skolverket 2001, p. 9) one could argue that there should be an equal spread of women and 

men in the textbooks used in schools in Sweden. When the textbooks fail to have an equal representation 

of the genders, this also adds on to the omission of women, which could be viewed as discrimination as 

women are not given as much space as men. In the curriculum mentioned above, Skolverket (2011) 

clearly states that no discrimination “on the grounds of gender” (p. 9) should be allowed. 

It is interesting to note that more nouns and pronouns connected to adjectival descriptions 

were found for the male gender. This could indicate that more characters of the male gender is portrayed 

throughout the textbooks, and as a result more nouns and pronouns referring to the male gender were 

found in this study. However, a count of the total amount of nouns and pronouns denoting each gender 

has not been conducted for this study which means that there may be accidental that more males than 

females occur in connection to adjectival descriptions. But which type of nouns and pronouns are used 

for the different genders, and which type of adjectives? This will be explored below.  

 

3.2  Nouns and Pronouns 

Nouns and pronouns denoting people have been investigated for this study and the frequency of their 

occurrence can be found in the previous section. In addition to the frequency of the occurring nouns and 

pronouns, they have been divided into different categories based on their function and in accordance to 
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which gender they represent or whether they are gender-neutral. The categories that have been used are 

proper nouns, nouns referring to people and personal pronouns, both in subject form and in object 

form. Moreover, possessive pronouns also form a category (see section 2.4.1) and in addition to the 

categories mentioned previously, the non-gendered nouns also include the category of collective nouns, 

which refer to a group of people. No gendered nouns have been found that could be placed in this 

category and no non-gendered nouns or pronouns have been placed in the category of possessive 

pronouns. The categories for the nouns and pronouns are presented below in table 5.  

Table 5. 

Nouns and Pronouns. 

Textbooks Proper Nouns Nouns Personal 
Pronouns 

Possessive 
Pronouns 

Other 

Focus on English (female) 15 % 15 % 54 % 8 % 8 % 
Wings 9 (female) 40 % 33 % 20 % 7 % 0 % 
      
Focus on English (male) 15  % 43 % 39 % 3 % 0 % 
Wings 9 (male) 6,5 % 39 % 48 % 6,5 % 0 % 

 

The female nouns and pronouns found in Focus on English (Jones 2013) consist of mainly personal 

pronouns. In Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) the biggest category referring to the female gender is proper 

nouns. For the male nouns and pronouns, the largest categories are nouns and personal pronouns but 

also here there are differences between the two textbooks (see table 5). There are also differences in 

regards to which words that appear in the different categories which is illustrated in the table below (see 

table 6). 

Table 6. 

Categories for Nouns and Pronouns. 

 Proper 

Nouns 

Nouns Collective 

Nouns 

Personal 

Pronouns 

Possessive 

Pronouns, 

Ownership 

Possessive 

Pronouns, 

Bodyparts 

Other 

Focus on 

English, 

Female 

Names x 

2 

Girl x 2  I x 3 

She 

Me x 2 

You 

 

My  Somebody 

Wings 9, Names x Body parts  She x 3  Body parts  
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Female 6 x 3 

Receptionist 

Woman 

 x 1 

Focus on 

English, 

Male 

Names x 

5 

Boy/s x 4 

Driver 

Man of 

Science 

Body parts 

x 4 

Man/men x 

4 

 He x 5 

I x 5 

You x 3 

 Body parts 

x 1 

 

Wings 9, 

Male 

 President 

Fireman 

Man/men x 

4 

Boys 

Kid 

Figure 

Dad 

Guy 

Granddad 

 Him 

He x 4 

Me x 2 

I x 8 

 Body parts 

x 2 

 

Focus on 

English, 

Non-

gendered 

Surname Student 

Profession x 

2 

Students I x 2   Anybody 

Wings 9, 

Non-

gendered 

 Profession 

A couple 

Population 

The 

company 

(Most of) 

us 

You x 4 

They x 3 

We 
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Looking at the categories presented above in table 5 and in table 6, this result shows great variation. The 

personal pronouns which form the largest category for the female gender in Focus on English (Jones 

2013), contain the words I, she, me and my whilst the personal pronouns in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) 

consist of the one word she which occurs on three occasions. An interesting similarity between the 

genders is however, how the noun man/men and boy/boys (and guy) in the male category represent a 

large part of the occurring nouns, whilst the nouns woman/women and girl/girls do the same in the 

female categories in both textbooks (see table 6). This is interesting as these gendered nouns and 

pronouns should be the easiest to tackle for the publishers as they are so obvious. Nouns and pronouns 

denoting body parts or gendered professions may be easier to overlook, but these very clear examples of 

gender should at least show quite quickly how many characters of each gender that occur in the 

textbooks. However, as previous research shows, male characters are often in majority in textbooks 

which indicates the difficulty in dealing with such issues when it comes to gendered words. In Focus on 

English (Jones 2013) the only occurring noun is the word girl, whilst 1 of 5 nouns in Wings 9 (Mellerby 

2010) is the word woman for the female gender. For the male gender, Focus on English (Jones 2013) 8 

of 14 nouns the words boy/boys or man/men and 6 of 12 words in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) are the 

words boys, man/men, guy.  

As mentioned above, the non-gendered nouns and pronouns have been categorised 

according to the same categories as the gendered nouns and pronouns, however, with the addition of the 

category of collective nouns which are nouns referring to a group of people, for example a family (see 

table 7). However, in regards to the non-gendered nouns and pronouns, no possessive pronouns have 

been found. 

Table 7. 

Non-gendered Nouns and Pronouns 

 Proper Nouns Nouns Collective 
Nouns 

Personal 
Pronouns 

Other 

Focus on English 12,5 % 37,5 % 12, 5 % 25 % 12,5 % 
Wings 9 0 % 15 % 15 % 70 % 0 % 

 

The results of categorising the non-gendered nouns and pronouns do not show a similar pattern between 

the analysed textbooks. In Focus on English (Jones 2013), nouns are the largest categories and the nouns 

used are mainly nouns referring to professions and where one noun is the word student. The personal 

pronoun used is the word I, where the gender of the referent could not be found out in the context of the 



22 
 

text. What should be pointed out here, is of course the fact that not many non-gendered nouns or 

pronouns where found in this textbook (8).  

 In Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) the largest category is by far the category of personal 

pronouns. The personal pronouns that occur are us, you, they and we. Collective nouns show a similar 

pattern, and this category is different, as it cannot as easily be gendered as the other categories. A group 

of people most often contain people of both genders or does not specify which gender the members 

actually have. There could of course be groups that were stated to be only men or women, however, no 

such cases have been found in data relevant for this study.  

3.3 Semantic Domains of Adjectives 

In addition to the frequency of adjectives described above, a semantic analysis was conducted. This was 

completed in order to investigate which type of adjectives that are used in the textbooks in order to 

describe the nouns and pronouns denoting people. The adjectives have been categorised in regards to 

what kinds of attributes they refer to and the categories have been duplicated from Porocca (1984, 

p.713); 

 Physical appearance (tall, beautiful) 

 Intellect/Education (bright, stupid) 

 Emotionality/State of mind (sad, calm) 

 Physical state/Condition (strong, tired) 

 Personality Traits (friendly, disagreeable) 

 Age (young, old) 

 Environmentally Descriptive (rich, poor) 

 Rapport/Reputation (great, unpopular) 

 Normality/Deviance (normal, strange) 

 Ability (capable, incapable) 

 Environmentally Induced (lucky, restricted) 

These lexical/semantic categories are used in order to find out how the adjectives create different types 

of meaning (see Leech and Short 1981, Sveen 2005). This becomes interesting both when it comes to 

comparing the two textbooks, as well as in regards to whether different types of adjectives are used for 

different genders and whether this has any effect on how meaning is created in regards to gender.  

 Classifying the adjectives into the above mentioned categories, has been done in a 

qualitative manner and the whole sentence containing the adjective has been taken into account in order 



23 
 

to place the adjective in regards to its meaning in the sentence. This means that the same word could be 

categorised differently depending on its meaning in the sentence. In addition, it may be of importance to 

point out that even though the categorisation has been conducted in a qualitative manner, it is sometimes 

difficult to categorise adjectives semantically even though the categorisation has been carried out as 

strictly as possible, and as mentioned above, the meaning of the whole sentence has been taken into 

account. Adjectives appearing in terms of colours have been categorised in the category of physical 

appearance, as the colours found in this data refer to physical appearance of nouns and pronouns 

denoting people or body parts.  

 Adjectives for all above mentioned categorises were detected, however, some of the 

categories contain only a few adjectives whilst other categories contain a larger amount of adjectives. 

For both genders, the largest categories were Physical State/Condition, Physical Appearance and 

Emotionality/State of mind, which also were the largest categories found for females in Porocca’s (1984) 

research. For the non-gendered adjectives, the adjectives were spread over a few categories, and the two 

textbooks differed in how the adjectives were spread (see table 8).  

Table 8. 

 Categories for Adjectives. 

Category Focus on English Wings 9 Total 

 
Physical Appearance 
Intellect/ Education 
Emotionality/State of Mind 
Physical state/ Condition 
Personality Traits 
Age 
Environmentally Descriptive 

Male 
5 
0 

11 
11 

4 
0 
0 

Male 
6 
0 
8 
8 
0 
6 
1 

 
11 

0 
19 
19 

4 
6 
1 

Rapport/ Reputation 
Normality/ Deviance 
Ability 
Environmentally Induced 
Total: 

4 
1 
0 
0 

36 
 

2 
0 
1 
2 

34 

6 
1 
1 
2 

70 

 Female Female  
Physical Appearance 
Intellect/ Education 
Emotionality/State of Mind 
Physical state/ Condition 
Personality Traits 
Age 
Environmentally Descriptive 

3 
0 
3 
6 
1 
0 
0 

8 
0 
7 
0 
0 
1 
2 

11 
0 

10 
6 
1 
1 
2 

Rapport/ Reputation 
Normality/ Deviance 

0 
1 

0 
0 

0 
1 
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Ability 
Environmentally Induced 
Total: 
 

0 
0 

14 
 

Non-gendered 

0 
0 

18 
 

Non-gendered 

0 
0 

32 

Physical Appearance 
Intellect/ Education 
Emotinality/State of Mind 
Physical state/ Condition 
Personality Traits 
Age 
Environmentally Descriptive 

1 
2 
1 
1 
0 
0 
1 

2 
1 
3 
2 
1 
1 
2 

3 
3 
4 
3 
1 
1 
3 

Rapport/ Reputation 
Normality/ Deviance 
Ability 
Environmentally Induced 
Total: 

0 
0 
0 
2 
8 

2 
0 
0 
1 

15 

2 
0 
0 
3 

23 
    

Total 58 68 125 
 

It is interesting to note that both the female and the male genders, and both textbooks, show a similar 

pattern in regards to which category most adjectives belong to. In terms of style, it seems as these 

categories are the most common ones to use in regards to describing nouns and pronouns denoting 

people using adjectives. However, it is also interesting to look at which kind of adjectives that are 

placed into the above mentioned categories and the words that appear in this result is presented in the 

table below (table 9). Even though the categories for both genders and textbooks are similar, differences 

can of course appear in regards to which words that are used for different genders. The similarities 

and/or differences are interesting to look at, especially in regards to stereotyping, which for example 

Ghorbani (2009) points at in her research.  

Table 9. 

Words appearing in the adjective categories 

Textbook/ Category Physical Appearance Emotionality/ State of 

mind 

Physical State/ 

Condition 

Focus on English 

Male  

Dark (x2) 

Sinister 

Spider-web-scarred 

White 

 

 

Jealous 

Safe 

Amazed 

Not happy 

Devastated 

Interested (x2) 

Fascinated 

Tired 

Strong 

Silent 

Weak 

Starving 

Stuffed (x2) 

Hungry 
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Concerned 

Sorry 

Angry 

 

Big 

Thirsty (x2) 

 

Focus on English 

Female 

Stunning (x2) 

Terrible 

Surprised 

Sorry 

Careful 

 

Largest 

Fat 

Big  

Strong 

Ill 

Hoarse 

Wings 9 

Male 

Black 

Half-grey 

White 

Grey 

Shadowy 

Twinkling 

Cosy 

Afraid (x2) 

Worry 

Rigid 

Sorry (x2) 

Dead (x5) 

Allergic 

Dying 

Wings 9 

Female 

Blue 

Black 

Mad 

Wet 

Dry 

Pale 

Luscious 

All red 

Resilient 

Petrified 

Not afraid 

Happy 

Frightened 

Scared 

Not scared 

 

 

In Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) the words forming the category of Physical Appearance in regards to the 

male gender are the words black, half-grey, white, grey, shadowy and twinkling. These words are mainly 

colours referring both to body parts and to persons. In Focus on English (Jones 2013) the physical 

appearance of the male gender is described with the words dark, sinister, spider-web-scarred and white. 

Here, colours are not as much in focus, however, it is interesting to note that appearances are described 

mainly with words which are not connected to beauty but more to a dark look overall; see example (8)  

(8) In every dream Lennie’s spider-web-scarred face was staring like a demon at John 

while driving straight towards a monstrous tree (see Appendix 2). 
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The female gender in Focus on English (Jones 2013) is on the other hand relating only to looks in terms 

of beauty (or lack of beauty) were the words forming the category of Physical Appearance are stunning, 

which is used twice, and terrible, see example (9). 

(9) I looked terrible – tears and mascara everywhere (see Appendix 2).  

The female gender in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) is described in regards to the category of Physical 

Appearance with the words blue, black, mad, wet, dry, pale, luscious and all red. As for the male 

gender, colours form a large group of words in this category. However, the other words are similar to 

the words describing the female gender in Focus on English (Jones 2013) as they mainly focus on 

beauty, see example (10) 

(10) Pandora looked luscious today, she was wearing a split skirt which showed her 

legs (see Appendix 2).  

The words describing the male genders in both textbooks, feel very different from the words stunning 

and luscious which describes the female gender. The male gender is not described in this way referring 

to beauty or looks. When describing the physical appearance of the male gender, it seems as other 

aspects are highlighted and that they refer more to a darker, more negative way of looks and appearance. 

However, not enough words for the adjectival categories are included in this study in order to draw any 

certain conclusions in regards to physical appearance.  

 In regards to the category of Emotionality/ State of mind, it is interesting to note the words 

referring to the female gender in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). Most of the words are referring to fear in 

some way, which is similar to the results discussed in Hartman and Judd (1978). The same results 

cannot be found in the male categories in any of the textbooks, or in the female category in Focus on 

English (Jones 2013). There are only three words in the category of Emotionality/ State of mind  in 

Focus on English (Jones 2013); surprised, sorry and careful which makes it difficult to say much at all 

in regards to Emotionality/ State of mind for the female gender in this textbook. The same goes for the 

category of Physical State/ Condition for the female gender in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) as no adjectives 

were placed in this category.  

 No pattern between the textbooks or the genders can be detected in the category of 

Physical State/ Condition, however, it is interesting to note that words referring to death (see table 8) 

can be found for the adjectives describing the male gender in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010). These findings 

are inline with what Lee and Collins’ (2009) descriptions of how the male gender is more often 

portrayed and depicted as having a violent behaviour.  In Focus on English (Jones 2013) another theme 
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can be found, which includes adjectives connected to eating and drinking; starving, stuffed, hungry and 

thirsty. None of these types of words represents the female adjectives in Focus on English (Jones 2013) 

as these words refer to conditions that are more connected to appearance, such as for example big, large 

and fat. Again, the appearance of these words in the above mentioned categories should be seen as 

indicators that point in the same direction as the previous research, as more words in each category 

would have been needed in order to draw any genuine conclusions.  

4 Discussion 

4.1 Frequency 

The frequency of both nouns and pronouns denoting people, and the adjectives connected to these, show 

that nouns, pronouns are used more frequently for the male gender than for the female gender. There is a 

difference between the genders, as a count of nouns and pronouns denoting people show that 61 % of 

the nouns and pronouns found in Focus on English (Jones 2013) refer to the male gender whilst only 24 

% refer to the female gender. Similar results were found in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) as nouns and 

pronouns referring to the male gender show a frequency of 53 % against only 25 % for the female 

gender. Even when looking at the textbooks combined, the male gender represents 56 % of all the nouns 

and pronouns denoting people, whilst the number for the female gender is only 25 % (see table 2).  

 When looking at the frequency of adjectives, the same amount of adjectives per noun and 

pronoun is used for both genders. However, more nouns and pronouns denoting the male gender with 

adjectival descriptions were found in the data. Even though a total count of nouns and pronouns 

throughout the textbooks has not been conducted for this essay, it is interesting to note this fact. 

Especially as the omission of women in textbooks is something that is evident in previous research in 

regards to gender in textbooks (see e.g. Barton 2012, Mattlar 2008, Lee and Collins 2009, Swann 2008). 

The results found for this essay indicates a similarity to the findings of the previous research, as the 

textbooks analysed show that there is a higher frequency of both nouns and pronouns denoting people 

that refer to the male gender. This could suggest that these textbooks feature more male characters, or 

that the male characters appear more often in the texts, or are described more often using adjectives. 

However, as pointed out above, a total count of nouns and pronouns representing each gender has not 

been carried out for this study, as only nouns and pronouns denoting people described by adjectives 

have been investigated.  

Öhrn (2002) finds in her research for Skolverket, that girls today take more space in the 

classroom, which can be considered positive. The performance of girls in educational settings is another 

positive finding (Öhrn 2002) where they are in fact performing better than boys. However, these 
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phenomenon are not reflected in the textbooks analysed for the present essay as the female gender is not 

represented in the same way as the male gender, which is also the case for some of the textbooks 

analysed by others (see for example Barton 2012). Considering Skolverkets’ (2006) findings in regards 

to the dependence of textbooks for teachers of English in Sweden, an omission of women become 

problematic in regards to the Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation 

centre (Skolverket 2011), as the curriculum clearly states the importance of "equality between women 

and men" ( p. 9) and further, that “[t]he way in which girls and boys are treated and assessed in school, 

and the demands and expectations that are placed on them, contributes to their perception of gender 

differences” (p.9).  

 The omission of women in textbooks cannot be looked upon as inline with Skolverket’s 

(2011) statement of equality between the genders, nor can it be considered as giving a satisfactory 

perception of gender, which Skolverket (2011) also points out as important. Swann (2008) also brings 

up the importance of gender perception as gender can be considered done through language. The 

perception of gender in regards to the textbooks analysed for this essay, would then be that there are 

more males than females (in society and in educational settings) and/or that the male gender should be 

given more space and reference than the female gender, and that there is in fact this difference between 

the genders. It is of course difficult to evaluate the full picture only on the basis of this study, as the 

teacher is also of importance in regards to how the teacher’s handle the material in connection to gender. 

However, if the teacher does not reflect upon these issues, or for the pupil’s that read these textbooks 

alone at home, it becomes problematic with the omission of women in the textbooks.  

4.2 The Use of Adjectives – Which Adjectives are Used and How? 
As previous section has discussed, the adjectives used describe the male and female gender to the same 

ratio. The result also shows that the same categories are used when describing both genders – Physical 

State/ Condition, Physical Appearance and Emotionality/State of mind. This indicates a certain way of 

style (see Leech and Short 1981) when it comes to which types of adjectives that are used in order to 

describe nouns and pronouns denoting people. An exception is the female gender in Wings 9 (Mellerby 

2010) as no words were categorised as Physical State/ Condition. However, this textbook had more 

words in the categories Physical Appearance and Emotionality/ State of mind than Focus on English 

(Jones 2013) for the female gender.  

 As the same categories were used for both the male and the female gender, it became very 

interesting to compare which words that were used for each gender. The results of this study show that 

there are differences in regards to which type of words that are used for the male and female genders, 
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even within the same categories. These findings are interesting to connect to gender stereotypes, as they 

portray men and women differently. Talbot (2008), Swann (2008) and Hartmann and Judd (1978) all 

bring up problems connected to gender stereotyping and how this is done through language and how 

men and women are portrayed differently. Signs of stereotyped portrayals can be found in the results of 

this essay. As mentioned above, the majority of the adjectives for both men and women could be 

categorised into the three major categories - Physical State/ Condition, Physical Appearance and 

Emotionality/State of mind. However, variation within these categories was detected. For example, the 

male adjectives in Wing 9 (Mellerby 2010) showed a majority of words that referred to death were the 

word dead appeared 5 times and dying appeared once. Death could of course be connected to old age, 

however, looking at the sentences in which these word occur, it becomes evident that not all of the 

references are made in regards to death due to age. In a few of the sentences, the word is used in 

connection to violence, see examples (11 and 12). 

(11) The President was immediately taken to hospital but was dead on arrival (see 

appendix 2) 

(12) Here we were, with a dead man in the car and suppose we couldn’t tip it over? (see 

appendix 2).  

Lee and Collins (2009) brings up violence as a stereotype which is often connected to the male gender, 

and in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) this seem to be a way in which the male gender is described in terms of 

Physical state/ Condition. However, as this study does not contain that many words in each category, 

which is also the case for the category of Physical State/Condition, the occurrence of words referring to 

death can only be looked upon as indicators of a similarity to Lee and Collins (2009) results, as no 

conclusions can be made in full with so few words.  

 Another category that could be considered gender-stereotyped, is the category of Physical 

Appearance. In this category, the female gender is described with adjectives referring to beauty, with 

words such as stunning and luscious referring to good looks, and the words terrible, mad and pale 

referring to looking bad, or not beautiful (see table 8). The physical appearance of the male gender is not 

described with adjectives referring to beauty in the same way, as words referring to dark colours are 

used frequently together with words such as sinister and spider-web-scarred. The differences in how the 

genders are portrayed in regards to physical appearance show that in the textbooks analysed, different 

stereotypes in regards to looks seem to be in place. The physical appearance of women are portrayed as 

connected to beauty with words such as stunning and luscious, or to not looking beautiful with the 

words terrible, mad or pale, whilst dark colours are used in order to describe the male gender together 
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with words that denote a darker, more violent look in the use of the words sinister and spider-web-

scarred. Again, it is important to point out that these findings refer to only a small amount of words and 

the findings can only be viewed as indicators of the occurrence of stereotypes. A bigger study would be 

able to present a certain conclusion in regards to gender-stereotypes. 

 In Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010) the female gender could be considered depicted as, what 

Hartman and Judd (1978) calls “the overemotional female” where “they are easily frightened” (p. 386). 

In the category of Emotionality/ State of mind, words referring to fear - petrified, not afraid, frightened, 

scared, not scared (see table 8) are the most frequently used in this category. The same frequency of 

words relating to fear cannot be found for the male genders in the category of Emotionality/ State of 

mind. Here a range of other words are used in order to express male emotions (see table 8).  

 Gender-stereotyping could also be considered a problem in the textbooks as “sex-linked 

words are tools for keeping all of us, men and women, in our places” (Hartman and Judd 1978, p. 390). 

The stereotypes which are indicated through the use of different type of adjectives when describing 

different genders in the analysed textbooks can therefore be seen as problematic, even though this is 

only a small study where the conclusions are only indicators of the occurrence of gender-stereotypes. 

When men are portrayed or put in contexts that are mainly violent, and when women are described in 

relation to the emotion of fear, and to the physical attributes of beauty, this creates or reinforces gender-

stereotypes, both in the educational settings as well as in society in general. As Talbot (2008) points out 

– there are consequences of being categorised by gender and many of the decisions taken by both men 

and women in education and in society as a whole reflect their gender. In Sweden, we have a curriculum 

that aims at creating equality between men and women, and it can therefore be argued that it is both 

problematic and sad that these gender-stereotypes still make their way into the classroom through the 

textbooks used for teaching English.  

4.3 The Textbooks 
The textbooks analysed for this study show both similarities and differences. With only two textbooks 

any conclusions can of course not be considered as typical for all textbooks used teaching English in 

Sweden. However, it is still interesting to look at how they differ and what they have in common, as this 

will indicate which problem areas that may be more spread amongst textbooks in general, and which 

issues that seem more isolated to one of the specific textbooks. Nevertheless, the fact that both textbooks 

are popular textbooks and used in schools in Sweden today should be kept in mind. 

 The types of nouns and pronouns varied a lot both between the genders and between the 

textbooks (see table 5 and 6). But in regards to the frequency of nouns and pronouns, both textbooks 
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show a similar pattern as the nouns and pronouns found were almost equally spread between the 

textbooks (see table 1). Both textbooks show a higher frequency of nouns and pronouns referring to the 

male gender, which can be considered as problematic if this is a general theme in textbooks used for 

teaching English in Sweden as discussed above. A similar pattern was detected in regards to the 

adjectives, where the adjectives were also equally spread between the textbooks, but where the 

frequency between the genders was similar. A difference is that Focus on English (Jones 2013) has a 

slightly higher frequency of adjectives related to the male gender (61 %) in comparison to Wings 9 

(Mellerby 2010) (51%).   

 When comparing the findings in Focus on English (Jones 2013) and Wings 9 (Mellerby 

2010) with the findings in other research conducted on textbooks for teaching English as a 

second/foreign language and on other material connected to children’s’ literature and/or educational 

materials, some similarities could be considered. For example, the omission of women and the findings 

of gender-stereotypes are common in other works (Barton 2012, Ghorbani 2009, Lee & Collins 2009). 

Also, the most common categories for placing adjectives are similar to the findings of other research 

(Barton 2012, Hene 1984, Porocca 1984, Sveen 2005).  

 

5 Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to investigate which adjectives that were used when describing men and 

women in textbooks used for teaching English in Sweden and to look at the frequency of adjectives, 

which adjectives that were used and how they were used. Both the interest of how English as a language 

deals with gender and the Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation 

centre (Skolverket 2011) formed the basis of the interest in this topic. English as a language is what we 

are supposed to teach in Sweden, and the gender-aspects within the English language are therefore 

important, both for teachers and for pupils in Sweden. Teachers are also obligated to follow the above 

mentioned curriculum, which has very specific guidelines when it comes to gender and how this should 

be taught.  

 In addition, Skolverket (2006) also found that teachers of English in Sweden rely a great 

deal on textbooks in their teaching. Therefore it becomes important to investigate how textbooks for 

English taught in Sweden as a second language deal with gender, especially as the states former 

regulation of textbooks produced in Sweden is no longer in place. As a teacher to be, I also recognise 

that, due to the workload of teachers in Sweden today, it may be so that teachers do not have the time or 
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make the effort to control the textbooks they use, or think to bring up the gender-aspect when teaching 

English, as this is not an area which is brought up in the subject-specific section of the curriculum.  

 The findings of this essay show an omission of women in the analysed textbooks, which 

does not go well together with Skolverkets’ (2011) statements in regards to how gender should be 

addressed in the classroom. Also, the findings in regards to which adjectives that are used in order to 

describe men and women in the textbooks are not satisfactory from a gender perspective, as many of the 

used adjectives indicates a reinforcement of gender-stereotypes. These findings suggest that a lot of 

responsibility falls on the teacher to address gender in the manner of the Curriculum for the compulsory 

school, preschool class and the recreation centre (Skolverket 2011).  

 The findings could be seen as upsetting in themselves, as one could argue that the 

textbooks should be inline with the curriculum, especially so as one of the textbooks also claims to do 

so. However, as the study is not large enough, e.g. the amount of words in for example the categories for 

adjectives are not that many, together with the fact that the perception of gender would of course also be 

affected by how the teacher uses the textbooks in the classroom, the study does not give a full picture of 

how gender is treated overall in the classroom or appear in the textbooks. Further studies could include a 

larger amount of data and also investigate how the analysed textbooks are used in the classroom by the 

teacher and which consequences the use of the textbooks has regarding gender. Further research could 

also focus on the pupils and how they perceive gender in the analysed textbooks, or other textbooks used 

for teaching English as a second language in Sweden. It would also be interesting to look at more 

textbooks in order to establish whether the findings in the analysed textbooks for this study are repeated 

in other textbooks, or if there are differences and/or other issues in regards to gender and style.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Pages analysed in Wings 9 (Mellerby 2010): Pages analysed in Focus on English (Jones 2013): 

12 

15 

18 

24 

35 

38 

41 

66 

69 

72 

75 

88 

93 

96 

99 

102 

105 

108 

111 
 

10 

27 

37 

40 

50 

57 

59 

61 

71 

75 

77 

89 

91 

93 

95 

123 

125 

127 

129 

131 

133 

 

 


