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ABSTRACT   
 
Keywords: English teaching books, gender, equality, education, texts, illustrations, 

occupations, verbs, names. 

 

As texts have a great effect on readers, this c-essay analysed how English teaching books in 

upper secondary schools (the second year) present gender to the students. The aim of this 

study was to examine if the teaching material is biased and stereotypical regarding the issue of 

equality. The result was compared to a survey made in 1985. The study focused on the 

teaching books Blueprint and Read & Proceed as they are widely used in schools today. To 

fulfil the aim of this paper, texts and illustrations were analysed from a gender perspective in 

terms of writers, illustrations, dialogues, narrators and characters. Occupations, verbs and 

names associated with females and males were also examined. The conclusion was that some 

steps towards equality have been taken since 1985. These changes are surprisingly small 

however. Many more changes are needed before English teaching books will be judged as not 

being biased and stereotypical.  
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1   INTRODUCTION 

1.1   BACKGROUND 

Teachers and researches have been concerned about imbalances in children’s reading materials because of 
their potential immediate and local effects: they may affect the way pupils respond to a particular book and 
the subject with which it is associated; they may also affect pupils’ performance on assessment tasks. There 
is further concern that, in the longer term, such imbalances may help to reinforce gender differences and 
inequalities; they may influence children’s perceptions of what are appropriate attributes, activities, 
occupations, and so forth for females and males. 

(Swann 1992:113) 

 

The above quote is one of many amongst those who state that women and men are given 

different chances in life due to their biological sex. Some researches however, claim that we 

are not that different from the beginning. Gibbon, for example, describes how transsexuals 

have to learn “how to speak, walk, dress, act, make-up and sit…Clearly changing one’s 

genitals by surgery is insufficient to pass as a woman: gender is learned.” (1999:9).  

 

In the past century there have been changes in society regarding our attitudes and our 

traditional roles. In Sweden for example, women can now vote and men are not laughed at 

when staying at home taking care of their children. Yet, women and men are still not on an 

equal footing in society and there are still changes to be made in order to achieve equality. 

One area to start with is the school. 

 

In school, teaching aids constitute a great source of information for students, and as Larsson 

stresses, the teaching book is the most important device of them all (1991:66). Teaching 

books are supposed to follow the national curriculum and the Swedish one1 makes a clear 

stand in several places that equality between girls/women and boys/men is of immense 

importance. The Swedish National Curriculum states that schools should work in an active 

way for equal rights and possibilities for women and men (Lpf 94:38).  

 

Equality in teaching books has not always been a natural phenomenon as Carin Beckius, the 

Director General at Statens Institut för Läromedel2, found when she examined 110 books 

from 9 different publishers in 1985. Beckius discovered that there was a great scarcity 

regarding gender equality when analysing the texts and the pictures. The board responsible for 

                                                 
1 Läroplan för de frivilliga skolformerna (Lpf94) 
2 A state institution responsible for teaching material. 
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teaching materials alleged that many books were remarkably biased and stereotypical 

concerning gender and gender roles. The board considered this fact hindering for discussions 

about equality (Pettersson 1991:117). 

 

One tool to increase equality between girls and boys in school would be to prescribe 

language. It has been suggested, among others by Sapir and Whorf, that language has an 

enormous impact on how we feel, plan, act and understand the world (Linell 1982:64). 

However, critics argue that as a linguist one should describe language and not prescribe it. 

Pauwels refers to Robin Lakoff’s theory which claims that society must change before one 

changes the language, admitting however that language changes might have an influence on 

social changes (1998:85). Personally I agree with Lakoff’s theory and believe in the freedom 

of speech. To prescribe language would accordingly not be the solution. Another tool would 

instead be customer demand. Schools can refuse to buy materials that present a biased and 

stereotypical society. In doing so they would follow the guidelines on equality of the national 

curriculum, which all Swedish schools are obliged to follow. In this way, publishers would be 

forced choose other texts in order to sell their material.  

 

1.2   AIM  

The purpose of this essay is to examine what students in upper secondary school3 are exposed 

to when reading their English teaching books in terms of gender. What messages concerning 

gender roles and equality are conveyed in those books? Can we still state that teaching books 

are remarkably biased and stereotypical regarding the issue of equality or has the situation 

changed since Beckius’ survey of 1985?    

 

1.3   MATERIAL 

To make this essay manageable, it is delimited to the two most common4 English teaching 

books at the second year of the upper secondary schools in the municipality of Luleå, Sweden. 

The books are Read & Proceed – New interactive Edition  (2004) written by Håkan Plith, 

John Whitlam and Kjell Weinius and Blueprint B (2003) written by Christer Lundfall, Ralf 

Nyström, Nadine Röhlk Cotting and Jeanette Clayton.  

                                                 
3 The school referred to in this study is gymnasieskolan which is the Swedish equivalent of the upper secondary school, i.e. the 
continuation of a nine-year compulsory school. Gymnasieskolan equals the open-access sixth form in the UK and the senior 
high school in the US.  
4 For a complete list, please see appendix I. 
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The main secondary source used in this survey is Girls, boys, and language (1992) by Joan 

Swann. All secondary sources have been used in order to achieve a wider knowledge of 

gender issues. Furthermore, the secondary sources have been used to compare the results in 

this study with similar surveys to find out whether the results confirm or contradict each 

other.  

 

The secondary sources were found at Luleå University Library and also on the Internet by 

searching for the words gender, education, läroplan5, teaching aids.  

 

1.4   METHOD AND DISPOSITION 

The two English teaching books are analysed from a gender perspective. Each chapter 

includes several texts. To delimit the survey, only texts consisting of one or more pages have 

been analysed6. This means that exercises, instructions and shorter texts such as poems are 

excluded. The short text samples ending each chapter in Read & Proceed are included in the 

survey as they belong to longer extracts presented earlier in the chapters, although these texts 

consist of only one page each.  

 

The first chapter introduces this paper and the following chapter analyses how much space 

females and males are given in my material. Writers, illustrations, dialogues and quotations 

will be examined and commented on. The third chapter presents what females and males 

actually do in the texts. A study on occupations is followed by a discussion on verbs 

associated with females and males. The forth chapter deals with names and what messages 

these signal to the reader. The essay is concluded with a summary and conclusion.  

 

                                                 
5 Swedish for National Curriculum 
6 For a complete list, please see appendix II. 
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2   FEMALE AND MALE SPACE 
Females and males are exposed differently. This chapter analyses the amount of space that 

females and males are given in terms of writers, illustrations, dialogues, narrators and 

characters.  

 

2.1   WRITERS 

In a study by Swann, the author reveals that female authors are rarely “assigned for detailed 

study” in modern languages (1992:105). To find out if this is true also for English teaching 

books, the writers and authors have been counted and resulted in the following chart. 

34%

61%

5%

Female writers

Male writers

Unknown sex of the
writer

 
Figure: 1 – Total number of writers in Blueprint and Read & Proceed 

 

Two of the texts in Read & Proceed are taken from magazine articles where the writers are 

not named, hence the sector of “unknown sex of the writer”. Five other texts in Read & 

Proceed (Plith et al. 2004: 48, 68, 88, 108, 128) have no author credited. Assumingly, the 

male authors of the books have written these texts. 

 

Analysing the above numbers, we find that 34% are female writers and 61 % are male writers. 

Unlike Swann’s study, the findings of my study show that females are assigned for detailed 

study a third of the times, which should be a little higher than “rarely” as Swann pointed out 

in her survey. Still, one cannot claim that Read & Proceed and Blueprint present an equal 

number of female and male authors. The authors of Read & Proceed are 100% male and in 

Blueprint they are 50% of each gender. Although the result of my material is more equal 

between females and males than what Swann found, there are still changes to be made. Janet 

White states that English is a very popular subject in school amongst girls, but with the 

absence of female authors in English literature, this gives the impression that “language and 
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literature are ‘practised by women’ but ‘professed by men’” (Swann 1992:147). This 

statement could still be applied to the findings in the English teaching books of today, that is, 

twelve years later. 

 

2.2   ILLUSTRATIONS 

As previously stated, the aim of this study is to find out how gender is presented in the texts in 

Blueprint and Read & Proceed. This chapter however, deals with illustrations in the teaching 

books as illustrations are of great importance. Lehr explains that the reader interprets text and 

picture together as one unit (2001:57). Moreover, Sanders emphasises the importance of 

illustrations from a gender perspective, as both illustrations and texts “reinforce the idea that 

some fields are gender specific” (1996:5). 

 

The following pie chart demonstrates a summary of the illustrations in Blueprint and Read & 

Proceed. The illustrations counted are the ones picturing people. If there are three men and 

two women in a picture, it is marked as “[m]ainly men”. Some pictures have an equal number 

of women and men and will be marked accordingly. Moreover, there are pictures where it is 

difficult to determine if it is a woman or a man and will therefore be marked as “[s]ex 

unknown”.  

 

48%

18%

24%

10%

Mainly men (56 illustrations)

Mainly women (20 illustrations)

Equal in numbers (27 illustrations)

Sex unknown (11 illustrations)

 
Figure 2: Objects in illustrations from a gender perspective 

 

To summarize, it is clear that nearly 50% of all illustrations are pictures where men 

outnumber women. A fifth of all pictures illustrate mainly women.  
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Analysing the illustrations further, in a non-numerical way, it is notable that women and men 

normally perform traditional tasks according to their gender roles. There are, for example, 

pictures of war illustrated in both books and only men are depicted in those. Other traditional 

scenes depicted are for example: men in sports clothes (Plith et al. 2004:98), a man holding a 

gun (Lundfall et al. 2003:48) and a family where the woman is the person holding the baby 

(Lundfall et al. 2003:121). In Read & Proceed there are several pictures of work situations 

(an interview or a meeting). In all those pictures (Plith et al. 2004:213, 214, 237, 239, 241), 

but one (Plith et al. 2004:225), men are pictured as being the ones in power over the women. 

For example, men are managers or chairpersons whereas women seem to be the employees or 

job-seekers (Plith et al. 2004:213, 214, 225, 237, 239, 241). 

 

There are some exceptions to pictures illustrating traditional gender roles, as for example in 

Blueprint where there is a picture of a man rinsing a plate (Lundfall et al. 2003:160) and in 

Read & Proceed where there is a photo of a man holding a baby in a picture illustrating a 

family (Plith et al. 2004:68). Furthermore, there is a picture of a magazine with a well-trained 

athletic man on the cover (Plith et al. 2004:108). The chapter deals with eating disorders – a 

problem traditionally associated with women.  

 

According to the facts mentioned above, students today are exposed to pictures of men nearly 

three times more often than women. Moreover, with few exceptions, women and men often 

perform in accordance with traditional gender roles.  

 

2.3   DIALOGUES 

Gibbon finds that according to folk linguistic belief “women’s tongues are out of control. Men 

are the ‘strong, silent’ type.” (1999:151). Jennifer Coates objects to this belief as research 

findings constantly find that men talk more than women (1993:115). Pauwels’s results 

confirm Coates’ findings and add that “[p]roverbs, idioms and other formulaic and fixed 

expressions about the sexes and gender relations are also a source of stereotyping: they 

portray women as ‘idle chatterboxes’” (1998:65). In order to find out if English teaching 

books confirm or contradict the above results, the words uttered by women and men in my 

material have been counted. Words in dialogues have been counted together with quotes in 

the margin (chapter 1 and 6 in Blueprint). Figure 3 and 4 present the percentage of the 

proportion of female and male utterances. 
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42%

58%

Females
quoted in
dialogues
Males
quoted in
dialogues

14%

86%

Females
quoted
Males
quoted

 
           Figure 3: Female and male space in dialogues                      Figure 4: Female and male space in quotes 

 

Summarizing the results, it is clear that men talk more than women in the teaching books that 

have been analysed. These findings confirm the conclusions of Coates, Gibbons and Pauwels. 

 

2.4   NARRATORS  

Female writers do not automatically choose the narrator to be female or vice versa. The 

following chart presents the narrators in the chosen texts from Blueprint and Read & Proceed. 

If the sex of the narrator is unknown in the text, it is marked as such. 

 

15%

15%

70%

Female narrator

Male narrator

Unknown/
Neutral narrator

 
Figure 5: Proportion of female and male narrators in English teaching books 

 

With regard to narrators, the number is equal between women and men. This result is 

interesting as it is the only one in this study where the distribution of female and male is 

equal. Comparing these figures with the result of authors (chapter 2.1) in my material (34% 

female and 61 % male) it appears as if writers often prefer to have a neutral narrator rather 

than a narrator being female or male. In some texts the narrator is of the opposite sex of the 
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author herself/himself as for example in the extract from How to be Good (Plith et al. 2004: 

97-100). The text sample from Dead Poets Society is an example of a neutral narrator and 

interestingly, the female author has written the story in a setting where nearly all characters 

are male (Lundfall et al. 2003:78-82). 

 

2.5   CHARACTERS 

2.5.1   A Numerical View of the Characters 

In analyses made by Swann in the 1970s and 1980s she found some overall patterns. One was 

that males 
simply feature more often than females as characters in stories and as illustrations and examples in textbooks. 
There are more men than women and more boys than girls; there are even more male than female animals. 
Some stories have no female characters. There are rarely stories with no male characters. 

        (Swann 1992:98). 

 

The following pie chart presents the proportion of female and male characters in my material. 

25%

47%

28%
Female
protagonists

Male protagonists

Two protagonists;
one female, one
male

 
 

Figure 6: Protagonists from a gender perspective 

 

The chart shows that a quarter of the protagonists in the texts are female and about a quarter 

of all texts have both a female and a male main character. Nearly 50% of all texts have male 

protagonists and this result confirms Swann's findings above. Moreover, out of 41 texts, nine 

texts mention male characters only, whereas none of the texts have solely female characters. 

In brief, male protagonists outnumber female protagonists in both Blueprint and Read & 

Proceed.  
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2.5.2 The Roles of the Characters 

The reasons for having non-stereotyped characters are many. One is that there is a need for 

children and teenagers "to make sense of diversity and contradiction /…/ [and] to widen the 

range of opportunities open to girls and boys" (Swann 1992:11). When examining texts, 

Swann found that females are more likely to play supporting roles as males tend to "take on 

leading roles or feature as main characters" (1992:98). Presenting texts with traditional gender 

roles, these offer little encouragement to young adults to choose their paths in life in 

accordance with their own interests. A variety of role-models ought to be preferred. One 

could only hope that 12 years after Swann's study, things would be a little different. However, 

looking at Read & Proceed and Blueprint, it is notable that many of the texts have characters 

acting in stereotypical ways. The female protagonist in Terrorized by food (Plith et al. 

2004:117-120), for example, is presented as shy and non-talkative. The men talk about her as 

if she were not present in the room. The military texts chosen for the teaching books are 

chapters from World War II, when only men went to war. The choice of these texts (Lundfall 

et al. 2003:190-194; Plith et al. 2004:8-10) offers no female role models to female students 

interested in a military career. 

 

There are several examples of texts in my material where the woman's aim in life appears to 

be to find a suitable husband. This stereotypical focus differs from what men traditionally do: 

i.e. they focus on supporting themselves. For example, all characters are females in the extract 

from Pride and Prejudice (Lundfall et al. 2003:30-34).  Their main concern however, is to 

discuss male qualities and finding potential husbands. A similar theme is presented in Bridget 

Jones's Diary (Lundfall et al. 2003:39-42) where the female protagonist's aim in life seems to 

be (according to her parents and their friends) to get married. She thinks she fails when she 

acts like the person she is, i.e. saying things in a traditional non-feminine way. This fact 

makes her think that she will remain on her own and she believes that she "repulses men" 

(Lundfall et al. 2003:41) because of the way she speaks. In an extract from White Teeth, the 

female main character suffers enormous physical pain when she changes her hair completely. 

She firmly believes that changing her hair will attract the man of her dreams. This is yet 

another traditional characteristic ascribed to women – physical appearance is more important 

than personality. In the text sample from Unexpected Relationships (Plith et al. 2004:137-

141) the protagonist, Will, tries to get into contact with a woman. The choice of woman 

mainly depends on her looks. Will, for his part, tries to attract the woman by presenting 
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himself as having a nice and expensive car. Looks and money are traditional baits to attract 

the opposite sex and these are the stereotypical images that students of today are presented 

with. 

 

Looking at chapters dealing with work-situations we find that some extracts in Blueprint 

mirror a society where females often have lower occupational status than men. In the text 

sample from Sushi for Beginners (Lundfall et al. 2003:202-207) the female protagonist is 

applying for a job as an assistant editor. The two managers, who interview her, are both male. 

She describes herself as being "…a good second-in-command" (Lundfall et al. 2003:206), a 

typical traditional female characteristic. She is moreover well organised and carrying 

"everything" in her handbag, including a sewing-kit and band-aid. This impresses one of the 

managers and he wants to employ her on the basis of her being reliable and resourceful, 

despite the fact that her weakest area is editorial work. In the extract from White Teeth 

(Lundfall et al. 2003:147-154) the story is set in a hairdresser's shop for women. All 

hairdressers and customers are women but the manager of the shop is male – another example 

of presenting stereotypical women and men in society.  

 

Swann found in her research that "women's experiences and their contributions to society are 

often unacknowledged or undervalued" (1992:98). The text in The Right Chemistry (Lundfall 

et al. 2003:56-59) confirms this. This text is written by a woman and deals with research and 

science. Interestingly, there are six references to doctors, scientists etc. and only one of them 

is a woman. This confirms that even in modern teaching books, boys are exposed to male role 

models in higher-status occupations and girls to the opposite.  

 

It is, however, notable that gender roles are at change in society. This is, for example, 

mirrored in the text sample from Say Yes that begins:  

    
     They were doing the dishes, his wife washing while he dried. He'd washed the night before. Unlike most   
     men he knew, he really pitched in on the housework. A few months earlier he'd overheard a friend of his  
     wife's congratulate her on having such a considerate husband, and he thought, I try. Helping out with the  
     dishes was a way he had of showing how considerate he was 

 (Lundfall et al. 2003:158) 

 

The man in the text sample is non-stereotypical as he is the one doing the dishes. What is 

notable though is that he says that he is helping his wife, rather than saying that he is sharing 
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the task of dishwashing with his wife. The latter should be more appropriate in a world where 

women and men are supposed to be on equal footing. 

 

In conclusion, male characters outnumber the female ones in the English teaching books.  

Men are the protagonists in nearly 50% of the texts, and women in a quarter of the texts. Men 

not only outnumber women in some texts, they are sometimes also the only characters (22% 

of the texts) whereas none of the texts have solely female characters. 

 

The numbers above present an unequal distribution of females and males. Looking at 

performances of the characters from a gender perspective, they are slightly non-traditional in 

some texts. In other texts however, women and men are still presented in stereotypical ways 

and females are often presented as being in a weaker position than the males. It can be 

concluded that Read & Proceed and Blueprint do not present female and male characters as 

equals, women and men in the texts act according to traditional gender roles most of the 

times. 
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3   FEMALE AND MALE ACTIVITIES 

3.1   OCCUPATIONS  

In this chapter, occupations in teaching books are analysed from a gender perspective. 

Occupations are examined in a general way but also according to what status they are 

considered to have. Although the definition of status differs, it is often associated with salary, 

responsibilities and education. To compare professions in my material, occupational terms 

have been divided into four groups, presented in table 1. Many people would consider the 

professions in group A to have low status, whereas those in group C include professions 

associated with high status. The Arts (artist, writer, actor etc.) have a separate column as 

salary and responsibilities can be both high and low according to their success. 

 
Table 1: Division of occupations 

Group Salary Level of 
responsibilities 

Educational requirements 

A Low None or low None or low 
B Average Low or middle Education is often required 
C Average or high Middle or high. Higher education is often required 
Arts Varied Varied Varied 

 

Table 2 presents occupations mentioned in Read & Proceed and Blueprint and what gender 

they are associated with. If the same occupation appears in different texts, the number of 

occurrences is given within parenthesis. Where gender is not clearly stated, it has been 

excluded from this table. 

 
Table 2: Professions according to gender and groups 

Group  Women Total 
no. 

Men Total 
no. 

A  Childminder, Florist, Nanny, 
Receptionist 

4 (6%) Bag boy, Carny, House painter 3 (5%) 

B  Assistant editor, Midwife, 
Nurse (2), Nutritionist, 
administrator 

6 
(10%) 

Film Critic, Teacher (3), military 
occupations (12) 

16 
(26%) 

C  GP (General Practitioner) 1 (2%) Café Owner, Dean, Director, Doctor 
(5), Lawyer, Managing Director, 
Political Editor, President/Prime 
Minister (2), Politician, Priest, 
Professor (2), 
Psychiatrist/Psychologist (4), Psycho 
biologist, Sexologist 

23 
(37%) 

Arts  Actress, Artist, Author/Novelist 
(2) 

4 (6%) Author/Writer (3), Comedian, Poet 5 (8%) 

 



Gender in English Teaching Books by Pia Odén 

 14

The figures present a quantative balance in the Arts’ group, regarding gender. It is however, 

clear in my material that, men are most likely to be found in group C and women in group A 

or B. 37% of the professions mentioned are in group C and performed by men. Only 2% of 

female occupations belong to this group. 

 

Men are more often found in professions with high status. Teaching has previously been 

considered to be of rather high status. Today some articles and statistics claim that the 

teaching profession is more popular amongst women than men, which apparently has made it 

into a profession associated with low status. The result in Read & Proceed and Blueprint 

contradict these changes as there are three males mentioned within the teaching profession 

and no female teachers are mentioned at all. 

 

Swann discovered that even though “girls tend to enjoy English and do well in the subject” 

(1992:146-147) they often end up as secretaries or become teachers. Furthermore she found 

that women rarely possess top jobs and they often work behind the scenes. Looking at my 

material and the professions where good writing skills are needed, the result is quite similar to 

Swann’s findings. In my material, there are two women and six men who work with their 

writing skills professionally (e.g. authors, writers, poets, editors). This confirms Swann’s 

findings about the imbalance between how well females perform in their youth compared with 

what they later do professionally. 

 

In short, the result from the teaching books shows that males are mentioned more often in 

association with occupations than females. If females are mentioned at all, they are commonly 

associated with low status occupations. They are least likely to be found in the group of 

occupations with high status. According to the numbers presented in this analysis, one could 

think that there are three times more men in the world, or that men are more likely to work 

than women. A third alternative is that the authors of the teaching books do not find females 

as interesting to mention as males. Whatever the reason is, it is clear that female students do 

not have suitable role models in Read & Proceed and Blueprint. 
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3.2   VERBS 

In an Australian-based study from 1987 Freebody and Baker found that in 163 English 

reading books, the most common verbs associated with boys were answer, hurt, shout, think, 

work, come to, jump with, like, play with, talk to, walk with. Verbs associated with girls were 

hold on to and kiss (Pauwels 1998:21). 

 

The following analysis is an attempt to find out what main verbs are used in association with 

females and males in the two teaching books. My aim is to find out what women and men 

actually do in the texts, i.e. not what they do not do. Therefore verbs found in negations and 

if-clauses have not been listed in my material. All verbs are listed in the infinitive, although 

they appear in other forms in the teaching books.  

 

The research material is delimited to four chapters per teaching book. All eight chapters deal 

with love and relationships and are therefore likely to have both female and male characters 

represented. The chapters chosen from Blueprint are: Pride and Prejudice (Lundfall et al. 

2003:30-34), Bridget Jones' Diary (Lundfall et al. 2003:39-42), White Teeth (Lundfall et al. 

2003:147-154) and Say Yes (Lundfall et al. 2003:158-162). The chapters from Read & 

Proceed are: A Painful Decision (Plith et al. 2004:37-40), Marital Freedom (Plith et al.  

2004:57-60), A Positive Test (Plith et al. 2004:77-80) and Unexpected Relationships (Plith et 

al. 2004:137-141). 

 

The total number of main verbs in the eight chapters is 432. Out of these, 258 are mentioned 

in association with females and 174 with males. Main verbs used three times or more in the 

texts are listed in table 2. The number within parenthesis presents the number of times the 

verb has occurred in the texts.  
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Table 2: Verbs in connection with women and men 

Main verbs in connection with women in the text Main verbs in connection with men in the text 
ask (10) leave (3) sing (4) ask (5) look (using the eyes) (9) turn (3) 
bite (3) look (appearance) (11) sit (4) bring (3) make (3) understand (3)
come (6) look (using the eyes) (9) squeeze (3) dance (3) pick up (3) wash (3) 
feel (10) make (6) stand (6) decide (4) put (3) wear (3) 
get (5) pull (4) stare (5) feel (6) say (37)  
give (4) put (9) take  (8) get (4) see (9)  
go (8) reach (3) talk (4) go (9) shout (3)  
hate (3) read (4) tell  (8) hear (6) sit (3)  
hear (3) repeat (5) think (5) hope (3) spend (4)  
hold (6) say (41) try (3) know  (8) stand (5)  
ignore (3) scream (10) turn  (8) laugh (4) take (9)  
know  (7) see (6) walk (6) leave (3) talk (4)  
laugh (4) shake (4) wash (7) listen (3) think (9)  
Total number of verb in connection with women: 258 Total number of verb in connection with men: 174 
 

Similar to the findings of Freebody and Baker, the verbs shout, think, and talk occur only with 

males and kiss only with females in my material. Looking further at these verbs in the 

teaching books, it is interesting to see that shout appears 3 times in association with men, and 

never with a woman. The verb scream describes nearly the same action as shout. In my 

material, scream appears 10 times in association with women and never with a man. This 

result indicates that males shout, and females scream. As think is mentioned nearly twice as 

often in association with males than with females, it appears as if men think more than 

women.  The verb talk is used 4 times in association with males and 4 times with females, i.e. 

50%. Moreover, the verb say is used 41 times with women and 37 times with men, i.e. nearly 

50% for each gender. This confirms the findings in chapter 2.3, that contrary to common 

belief, women do not talk more than men.  

 

In patriarchal cultures, stereotyped male images are “…intellectual superiority, rationalism … 

independence, mastery over other beings and things” whereas the female images are 

“…dependence, physical beauty… emotionality, sensitivity and caring” (Pauwels 1998:64). 

Many of Pauwels’ findings are confirmed in my material. Other verbs that could be 

considered in this context are for example decide which is used 4 times in connection with 

men, but never with females. This indicates that men are the decision makers – never women.  

Furthermore, as mentioned above, the verb think is associated twice as often with males as 
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with females. This means that males are not only the decision makers, they also appear to be 

the thinkers, or as Pauwels says the ones with “intellectual superiority”.Physical beauty is 

much more associated with females than males in my material. The verb look (meaning 

appearance) occurs 11 times with women and only once in connection with a man.  

Considering that women are being described as emotional and sensitive, it appears as if the 

teaching books are written for a patriarchal audience; the verb feel is associated nearly twice 

as often with females than with males.  

 

In 1985 Linda Harland analysed two popular British school activities called “reading 

schemes”. In these texts, she found that women and men were always depicted in 

stereotypical activities. Women's/girls' roles were connected with the domestic or nursing 

professions. Men/boys were more likely to play, do sports, have an interest in cars, trains, 

planes, and when they were at work, the work was based outside the home (Swann 1992:101). 

The findings in this essay do not confirm Harland’s survey, apart from one verb; wash which 

occurs 7 times in association with females and 3 times with males. The result does not reveal 

however, what was being washed, if it was the hair, the dishes, a car etc.  

 

From the results above, there is a clear and obvious conclusion to be made. Texts in the 

teaching books appear to be written by and/or for a patriarchal society. The modern English 

teaching books present neither occupations nor actions (verbs) equally between females and 

males. There are some parts of the texts that are fairly equal but most of them present a 

stereotypical world. 
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4   NAMES  
The way we are named and are being called matters to our identity. There is a difference in 

being called Dot, compared to Mrs Priscilla Landenberg. Therefore it is interesting to analyse 

the names in teaching books to see if there is a difference between girls/women and 

boys/men.   

 

4.1   FIRST NAMES AND FAMILY NAMES  

Traditionally in the English-speaking world the custom is to address an unknown person by 

the title and family name. This is also the practice when one wants to pay special respect or 

politeness to someone, perhaps of higher status than oneself. Being called for example 

Jonathan Livingstone, portrays a more significant person compared to someone called by her 

or his first name. If the person is a child or a friend she/he is normally addressed by his or her 

first name. In the teaching books male names are mentioned 58% of the time and 

consequently, female names 42% of the time. The figures are similar to what the Australian-

based study by Freebody and Baker found in 1987. They examined 163 English reading books 

and found that 59% of the names mentioned were male and 41% were female (Pauwels 

1998:21).   

 

Analysing the female and male names in terms of first names and family names, the following 

result is found in Blueprint and Read & Proceed. There are in total 105 females mentioned, 

compared to 143 males.  
Table 3: Names 

Number of persons mentioned by their... Women Men 
...first name or nickname: 52% 37% 

... family name only: 9% 20% 

... first name and family name: 39% 43% 

 100% 100% 
 

The result in table 3 presents a small difference between how females and males are 

mentioned in my material. Men are mostly mentioned by their first name together with their 

family name, whereas women are most likely to be called by their first name or nickname. 

The numbers analysed are quite low, but there is still a tendency to be seen; nearly twice as 

many men as women are mentioned by their family name only.  
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4.2   FIRST NAMES AND THEIR SYLLABLES 

Male names are often short and female names often consist of more than two syllables. Sara 

Thorgren found this to be true in an analysis of five Disneybooks. Her result also confirmed a 

study made in 1995 by Crystal (Thorgren 2003:4) where syllables were counted. The result of 

a similar analysis of my material is presented below. Authors are included but not nicknames. 

The total number of female names is 95. The number of male names is 111.  

9%

41%
50%

Names with 1
syllable
Names with 2
syllables
Names with 3
syllables or more

    

35%

56%

9% Names with 1
syllable
Names with 2
syllables
Names with 3
syllables or more

 
           Figure 9: Female names                                                                     Figure 10: Male names 

 

In conclusion, the statement that male names are often shorter than female names is true also 

for the people mentioned in Blueprint and Read & Proceed.  

 

Dr. Susanne Oelkers at the Christian-Albrechts University in Kiel, points out the importance 

of examining names. A higher number of syllables create a “sound-dominated, soft, and 

pleasant impression … [this] communicate[s] the same stereotypical beliefs as already known 

from other fields of research (e.g. styles of clothing)” (Oelkers 2002:5). The sound of short 

names creates the impression of a quick, attentive and straightforward person. These are 

qualities traditionally associated with males. Considering the sound of the names in English 

teaching books show stereotyped images to the students.  
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5   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  
This essay has examined English teaching books in upper secondary school (the second year) 

from a gender perspective. The aim was to find out if the teaching books are still remarkably 

biased and stereotypical regarding the issue of equality. The result of this survey has been 

compared to a survey made in 1985. The books that have been analysed are Blueprint and 

Read & Proceed.  

 

The first chapter deals with how much space females and males are given in the teaching 

books. Male writers outnumber the female ones and it is also men who are most often 

depicted in the illustrations. In terms of female space in dialogues the number is fairly equal, 

but looking at famous quotes (placed in the margin), only 14% are quotes made by women. 

The only time when there is 100% equal distribution of females and males is in the analysis of 

narrators. The result is unequal however, when examining protagonists. Nearly half of them 

are males and only a quarter of them are females. Characters in the teaching books mostly do 

and say things in stereotypical ways. Therefore, students are exposed to texts and thoughts 

typical of a patriarchal society. 

 

Females in the texts have occupations with low or average status whereas men are mostly 

found in professions with high status. This does not indicate or encourage equality. The 

analysis of verbs in my material shows that females and males are often associated with verbs 

that present stereotypical images. One example is that men seem to shout and women scream 

– never the other way round.   

 

There is a difference in being called by your first name and/or by your family name in the 

English-speaking world. To call someone by their family name only, indicates unfamiliarity 

and/or a kind of politeness. In my material, men are twice as often as women called by their 

family name only. Furthermore, women are called by their first name more often than men. 

This indicates that men are more often unknown or that they are considered of higher status 

than the women mentioned in the texts.  

  

The length of a name gives rise to certain impressions. Longer names give the impression of 

being something soft whereas shorter names are commonly associated with sharpness and 
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speed. Examining this phenomenon in my material it has been shown that female names are 

often longer than male names. This is another feature that reinforces stereotypical images.  

 

In conclusion, English teaching books of today are biased and stereotypical regarding the 

issue of equality. Changes have been made since Beckius’ survey of 1985 but the changes are 

surprisingly small – a different result was expected twenty years after the survey. Major 

efforts are needed in the areas concerning gender equality. Furthermore, a greater awareness 

amongst teachers and society is strongly needed. The Swedish National Curriculum clearly 

demands equality in school. Equality is however not found in the two teaching books that 

have been analyzed in the present study. 
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APPENDIX I 

ENGLISH TEACHING BOOKS USED IN UPPER SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS, LULEÅ  
 
All uppers secondary schools were asked which English teaching books they use in their English B-course, spring 2004.   
 

 Swedish name of the programme Teaching books  
Estetiska programmet 
Idrottsprogrammet  

¤ Springboard 27 
¤ Advanced Grammar Check8 
¤ Blueprint B9 when available 

Samhällsvetenskapsprogrammet  ¤ Blueprint B 
¤ Advanced Grammar Check Ha

ck
sp

et
te

n 

Hantverksprogrammet - Frisör (HVFR)  

Be
rg

nä
se

nh
et

en
 

I-Tek  
Byggprogrammet  
Energiprogrammet VVS 
Fordonsprogrammet - inriktning Flygteknik 
Hotell- och restaurangprogrammet 
Individuella programmet  
Livsmedelsprogrammet  
Omvårdnadsprogrammet  
Omvårdnadsutbildning för vuxna med kontinuerlig start 

¤ Read and Proceed10 

Mi
ds

ko
gs

en
he

te
n Elprogrammet  

Handelsprogrammet 
Hantverksprogrammet Dräkt & Design 
Individuella programmet 
Naturvetenskapsprogrammet 
Teknikprogrammet 

¤ Blueprint B  

Barn- och fritidsprogrammet ¤ Read and Proceed  
¤ Advanced Grammar Check 

Filmarbetarprogrammet (Filmskolan)  No course spring 2004.  
Fordonsprogrammet  English is studied at other schools. 
Ledarskapsprogrammet  
 

¤ Read and Proceed  
¤ Windows 211 Ör
ne

n 

Medieprogrammet  ¤ Windows 2  
¤ Springboard 2  
¤ Advanced Grammar Check 

 

                                                 
7 Springboard 2 by Gustafsson and Peterson (Bonnier utbildning AB) 
8 Advanced Grammar Check by Whitlam and Weinius (Studentlitteratur /Appia) 
9 Blueprint by Lundfall, Nyström, Röhlk Cotting and Clayton (Almqvist & Wiksell) 
10 Read and Proceed by Plith, Whitlam and Weinius (Studentlitteratur /Appia) 
11 Windows 2 by Odeldahl and Washburn (Almqvist & Wiksell) 
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APPENDIX II 

Texts examined in Blueprint 
Chapter Title of the text Author 

A Crime in the Neighborhood Suzanne Berne 
Misery Stephen King 

1 
 

Riding the Whip Robin Hemley 
Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen 

Bridget Jones’s Diary Helen Fielding 
Romeo and Juliet William Shakespeare 

2 
 

The Right Chemistry Anastasia Toufexis 
Grand Central Winter Lee Stringer 
How to be Good Nick Hornby 
Oliver Twist   Charles Dickens 

3 
 

The Seeds of Evil?   Michael Medved 
Heart of Darkness  Joseph Conrad 
White Teeth Zadie Smith 

5 
 

Say Yes Tobias Wolff 
Killing on Orders D.G. Myers 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest  Ken Kesey 
How Far Are We Unwilling to Go? Chris Anderson 

6 

Catch 22 Joseph Heller 
Sushi for Beginners Marian Keyes 7 
Tailor Your CV to the Job... Vendela Johnson 

Texts examined in Read & Proceed 
Chapter Title of the text Author 

How the Leaders Led  Article from Newsweek 
The Experiment 

1 

Extracts from The Wave 
Morton Rhue 

Northern Ireland Revisited  Article from The Christian Science Monitor 
A Painful Decision  

2 

Extracts from Across the Barricades 
Joan Lingard 

An English-Speaking World The Authors of Read & Proceed12 
Marital Freedom 

3 

Extracts from (Un)arranged Marriage 
Bali Rai 

Only 17 – and Already Parents The Authors of Read & Proceed13 
A Positive Test 

4 

Extracts from Dear Nobody 
Berlie Doherty 

America – History and Education  The Authors of Read & Proceed14 
O Captain! My Captain!  

5 

Extracts from Dead Poets Society 
N.H. Kleinbaum 

Anorexia Nervosa and Bulimia The Authors of Read & Proceed15 
Terrorized by Food 

6 

Extracts from The Best Little Girl in the 
World 

Steven Levenkron 

One-Parent Families in Britain  The Authors of Read & Proceed16 
Unexpected Relationships 

7 

Extracts from About a Boy 
Nick Hornby 

                                                 
12 Assumed as noone else has been credited 
13 Assumed as noone else has been credited 
14 Assumed as noone else has been credited 
15 Assumed as noone else has been credited 
16 Assumed as noone else has been credited 




