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Gender identities in language education

Christina Higgins

1. Introduction



This chapter explores the ways that gendered social relations and ideologies of gender mediate language learners’ experiences with language learning and use.   Since readers of this book may be interested in first, second, and/or foreign language contexts, attention will be paid to issues surrounding gender that is pertinent to all contexts, but particular attention will be paid to the role of gender among second (SL) and foreign language (FL) learners and users. Gender has received a great deal of attention in sociolinguistics since the 1960s, and much of this research has examined the ways that men and women use language to form identities and negotiate their social relationships (cf. Coates, 1997; Hall & Bucholtz, 1995; Johnson & Meinhof, 1997; Tannen, 1994).  However, there are still relatively few comprehensive treatments of gender in the field which investigate how gender identities are performed in educational contexts or how gendered identities relate to language learning (though see Norton & Pavlenko, 2004 and Pavlenko et al., 2001).  Moreover, while studies on sexual orientation have become a key component of gender studies in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology over the past decade (e.g., Cameron & Kulick, 2003; Leap, 1995; Livia & Hall, 1997), research on language learners’ sexual identities in and around educational contexts remain almost unexplored.


In this chapter, I first examine the concept of gender by discussing the theoretical frameworks guiding past and present research on gender.  How we understand gender has a great deal to do with how we do research on gender and how we approach gender issues in educational contexts. The evolution in perspectives on gender has led to changes in research methodologies as well, and so I provide an overview of the methodologies which have become frequently used to investigate gender and language.  Then, I discuss important findings by situating significant research studies into two broad strands.  The first strand examines how gender identities of second/foreign learners are shaped by structural constraints and obstacles that learners face when negotiating participation in their communities, including workplaces, schools, and home settings. This research generally employs ethnographic methodology to show how learners’ access to the target language and culture is mediated by factors including power differentials, race, socioeconomic background, and cultural differences between the first language (L1) and additional language (L2) communities. In the second part of the chapter, I summarize the goals of researchers who use a variety of qualitative methodologies to investigate the sociolinguistics of gender by exploring how learners respond to gender discourses and whether learners develop a new sense of self in their L2 (e.g., Pavlenko, 1998, 2001; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000).  This area of inquiry shows that many female language learners experience forms of liberation through language learning, particularly in the context of ESL and EFL (e.g., Gordon, 2004; McMahill, 2001; Pavlenko, 2001; Piller & Takahashi, 2006).  On the other hand, similar research also illustrates how learners’ negative perceptions of particular L2 gender identities can become an obstacle for their participation in L2 communities (e.g., Kissau & Wierzalis, 2008; Kourtzin, 2003; Ohara, 2001). 


After discussing each strand of research, I present suggestions for pedagogical practice that incorporate gendered experiences into learning opportunities.  These are not ready-made lesson plans which can be used in any classroom, but rather, are descriptions of pedagogical practices that educators have used in their own classrooms.  These practices can act as starting points and as points of comparison for educators who are looking for ideas about how to bring gender identities and topics related to gender into their own specific teaching contexts. 

2. From sex to gender: A shifts in terms 


While many people think of research on language and gender as the study of men’s and women’s use of language, the increasingly prevalent use of the term gender in contemporary sociolinguistic research is symbolic of a paradigm shift that has taken place over the past several decades (Cameron, 2005; Holmes & Meyerhoff, 2003; Wardhaugh, 1998). Much scholarship in the field until the 1980s was more interested in relating the sex of speakers to language variation and describing the features of sex-based language varieties.  In this research, scholars treated sex as a binary category and as a static identity of speakers that can be correlated with speech patterns.  Male or female sex is treated as an independent variable and is used to study linguistic variation such as pronunciation or grammar differences. Variationist sociolinguists who study English have explored how a speaker’s male or female status relates to the use of post-vocalic /r/ (Labov, 1966) and multiple negation in American English (e.g., Wolfram, 1969), and how features such as /ng/ (Trudgill, 1974) and third-person /s/ (Cheshire, 1978) pattern across male and female speakers of British English. The purpose of this research was to understand the relations between social structures such as gender, class, and race related and linguistic forms, and to provide socially based explanations of linguistic variation.  
While these studies have documented the importance of social aspects of language use, they have also been critiqued for what has been called the “correlational fallacy” (Cameron, 1997: 59), or the failure to fully explain the distribution of socially structured linguistic variation.  Much research in the variationist paradigm treats variables such as sex of the speaker as the cause of variation rather than investigating why it is that men and women (and other sexed identities, often neglected in such research) choose to speak the way they do. Trudgill (1974: 182) has tentatively suggested that women prefer standardized norms because of their powerless positions in society and their need to enhance their social positions through linguistic and other means, but most variationists do not seek explanatory theories in their work on male and female differences.


Researchers who have examined ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s language’ from more hermeneutic perspectives have more frequently sought to situate the features of language that are associated with men and women in explanatory frameworks.  In contrast with variationist sociolinguistics, explanations for differential male and female language use are treated as central in this line of inquiry. Lakoff (1975) is well known for her work on ‘women’s language,’ which she describes as characterized by features such as greater usage of modals such as should, could, and might, more negative politeness (e.g., You wouldn’t mind, would you?) and differential vocabulary such as more color terms (e.g., mauve, taupe, ivory) and a distinct set of adjectives (e.g. exquisite, lovely, divine).  Taking a feminist perspective, Lakoff argued that women’s language is a result of patriarchal social relations and hence is a language of powerlessness and subordination.  In contrast to most quantitative variationist approaches, Lakoff took a theoretical perspective as the starting point in her work, explaining sex-based language differences as the result of men’s dominance over women.  According to Cameron (2005: 484), Lakoff’s ideas draw on concepts in socialization theories that view women as subject to men’s power in social, economic, and linguistic spheres of life.  Socialization theories also form a foundation for work by Tannen, who has also has preferred to describe the process as involving male and female ‘cultures,’ rather than including discussions of power difference in her research (1990, 1994). Tannen takes the view that men and women use language differently because they have been exposed to different sociolinguistic subcultures, and hence they employ interactional features such as overlap, eye-contact, and topic initiation differently, which sometimes leads to what Tannen calls ‘cross-cultural’ miscommunication.


While many scholars have argued that Lakoff’s work may valorize ‘male speech’ (e.g., Spender, 1980), and others have critiqued Tannen’s work for failing to engage with the politics of language and issues of power (e.g., Crawford, 1995; Freed, 1992), the body of research produced by these two scholars has been very significant since it has led to a productive field of research on language and gender.  Their work is considered seminal since they helped to popularize the view that language is the product of social relations, rather than the cause, as is the case in much variationist work.  Hence, their work can be described as social constructionist in scope in that both treat men’s and women’s speech as the result of societal relations and socialization processes. 


Though social constructionist approaches such as those taken by Tannen have provided a more theoretically rich perspective on gendered language and social relations in society, this kind of research is also seen as problematic since it generally treats men and women as relatively homogeneous groups, and typically examines the language produced by Caucasian, middle-class English speakers, a focus which provides an overly narrow perspective on language and gender.  Researchers interested in diversity of gendered and sexual identities have focused their attention on other populations, and on case studies of individuals who break with conventional expectations of gendered identities. 
Cameron (2005) describes a shift in research since the early 1990s away from social constructionism and towards a post-modern perspective. Research that addresses communication among men and women has increasingly focused on gender as a social and discursive construction in various contexts, rather than as a pre-determined identity or as a fixed trait of individuals (e.g., Bergvall, Bing & Freedman, 1996; Bucholtz, 2003; Hall & Bucholtz, 1995; Cameron, 2005; Okamoto & Smith, 2004).  This research frequently draws on the ideas of feminist scholar Judith Butler, whose definition of gender is often quoted (1990: 32): “Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a ‘natural’ kind of being.”  Butler’s (1990) discussion of gender as a stylized performance is central to much research on gender and sexuality since the concept of performativity highlights the constructed and unfixed nature of identities in interactions and in multimodal texts.  McElhinney (2003: 24) summarizes how performativity breaks with previous research in gender studies in sociolinguistics: “Instead of asking ‘what are the gender differences?’, this approach (an approach which has been called post-structuralist or desconstructive feminist) leads one to ask ‘what difference does gender make?’ and ‘how did gender come to make a difference?’” While it may appear that this perspective on gender is an ‘evolution’ of sorts in academic conceptualizations, Cameron (2005) wisely reminds us that many years before Butler was writing, Simone de Beauvoir (1949/1972) espoused the view that gender was socially constructed when she wrote how ‘womanhood’ was not a condition one is born into, but a “posture” one takes on. The current interest in gender-as-performance should not be seen as an evolution in ways of thinking about gender, then, but rather, as the framework that dominates current scholarship on gender across a number of disciplines. 


It should be clear from the discussion of theories reviewed thus far that gender studies on a whole have moved away from analyzing gender as a binary category of male/female and towards investigating how gender is produced in diverse ways in various social practices. From this view, gender is not a characteristic of a person but a performance enacted in daily life that involves an ongoing negotiation between self and society.  Through ways of speaking and acting, individuals perform gendered identities that may in turn challenge, comply with, or even subvert dominant ideologies of gender.  In performing their gendered selves, individuals make choices as to how to style themselves, but most scholars would agree that these choices are not isolated from societal expectations, cultural models, and ideologies about gender.  For this reason, gender for L1 and L2 speakers is best understood as “a complex system of social relations and discursive practices, differentially constructed in local contexts” (Norton & Pavlenko, 2004: 504).  Of course, some researchers still treat gender as a dependent variable in research, but this is the result of the researchers’ underlying ontological positions that do not distinguish between sex and gender. As Davis and Skilton-Sylvester (2004: 384-385) explain, “SLA scholars who adhere to a positivist or postpositivist research tradition that values the search for reality (or an approximation of reality) and the belief that findings can be generalized may reject constructivist, critical-feminist, and poststructuralist research paradigms as unscientific.”  In contrast, research that examines gender as a complex system of social relations does not seek to make generalizations about gendered experiences, nor does it strive to predict how individuals may experience language learning based on other individuals’ experiences. 

3. Methods for studying gender 


The methods used to investigate gendered performances and gendered experience among L1 and L2 language users have mostly utilized various approaches to discourse analysis, ethnographic methods, and narrative inquiry. Describing mostly L1 contexts, Bucholtz (2003: 43) asserts that discourse-based approaches have become the dominant methodologies in the study of gender, and the same can be said for much sociolinguistic work that investigates the gendered subjectivities of multilingual and L2 speakers.  Researchers who are interested in the details of language and the politics of knowledge often make use of various types of critical discourse analysis (CDA) to analyze how power relations are encoded in texts and how individuals produce and consume such texts.  The bulk of CDA work has focused largely on the analysis of written texts, but it has also been fruitfully applied to other types of data, including interviews, focus-groups, and classroom discourse (e.g., Bergvall & Remlinger, 1996; Cahnmann et al. 2005).  CDA and critical approaches to representation have also been used to analyze gender representations in textbooks (Sunderland et al., 2001; Martinez-Roldan, 2005; Shardakova & Pavlenko, 2004). 


Researchers who focus on the discursive production of identity take a range of approaches, including interactional sociolinguistics (IS), ethnomethodology (EM) and conversation analysis (CA). IS studies often examine misunderstanding in naturally-occurring talk by investigating the underlying systems which produce different inferences among speakers from different backgrounds. Tannen’s (1990, 1994) work represents IS methodologies by treating men and women as separate ‘cultures’ who have different ways of interpreting one another’s talk. Ethnomethodological  and conversation analytic studies also investigate the ways that individuals perform gendered identities, though the methods employed in this line of inquiry are quite distinct from postmodern or IS approaches. Using recordings of naturally-occurring talk and fine-grained transcripts of the interactions, researchers who use these approaches do not assume gender to be relevant prior to the analysis of data; instead, gender must be shown to be a concern of the interactants in the data.  Cameron (2005: 487) writes that EM and CA studies have much in common with postmodern approaches, for they posit that “gender has no ‘ontological status,’” and they treat gender and sexuality as an accomplishment produced in interaction (e.g., Edley & Wetherell, 1997; West & Zimmerman, 1987; Kitzinger, 2005, 2007).  


Other researchers who carry out discourse studies on gender and sexuality develop their own interdisciplinary frameworks, often drawing from social theories and using them in conjunction with the tools of other discourse approaches. For example, Bucholtz and Hall (2004) provide a comprehensive framework for the study of gender and sexuality, drawing on the theoretical concepts of Michel de Certeau to explore how speakers use tactics of intersubjectivity to claim gender and sexual identities in discourse.  Bucholtz and Hall (2004: 494) describe tactics as “the acts of individuals and groups who do not have access to broader power structures” which position the self and others, and they provide three sets of tactics speakers may use to position themselves discursively in gendered and sexed individuals. 



Narrative inquiry is emerging as an insightful methodology in sociolinguistic studies of gender (Bamberg et al. 2006; Pavlenko, 2007) as a way to better understand how men and women think and feel about their experiences interacting with others, and how they discursively construct their perspectives. Most narrative inquiry is carried out through interviews with the researcher, but diary studies, autobiographies, and web-based technologies also provide rich sources for narrative data.  Researchers who are interested in understanding the histories, lived experiences, and longitudinal experience of individuals take a holistic approach to language and gender by employing ethnography in their work.  Ethnography normally involves long-term commitment to a field site so that researchers may develop deep understandings of the lived experiences of the people they study.  Ethnographic methods include observation and field notes, interviews, focus groups, document collection, and recording of interaction (Richards, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). This work often takes a critical perspective on language and power, and differential access to resources, including language learning opportunities. 


In the next section, I review ethnographic and narrative-based research that focuses on how gender identities are shaped by structural constraints and obstacles that learners face when negotiating access to their desired communities of practice. This research shows how learners’ access to the target language and culture is mediated by gendered identities and other forces including power differentials, race, socioeconomic background, and cultural differences between the first and second language communities.

4.   Access to language learning opportunities

Individuals experience differential access to institutionalized and informal language learning opportunities in gendered ways, particularly in the case of immigrant populations. The issue of access makes Lave and Wenger’s (1991) framework of communities of practice a particularly useful theoretical model for describing how newcomers to any community find avenues for participation and enculturation into the community.  In their model, newcomers gain access through legitimate peripheral participation, or the term Lave and Wenger (1991: 29) use to describe “how learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a community.” While positive experiences can influence learners’ interest in language learning as a pathway toward belonging, negative experiences as well as structural and cultural constraints can be imposing obstacles for many language learners, particularly women.  Like newcomers to any community, language learners often experience a tension at the axis between social structures such as race relations and immigration policies and their own situated participation in society.  Some are able to navigate this nexus with success, but many struggle in the process.  Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992) conceptualize gender as the result of one’s engagement in a community of practice, where gender is the product of the interaction between language and other semiotic systems, including dress, free-time activities, and peer networks.


Much research on language learners focuses on how they access opportunities to learn and to use their L2 by in the face of societal structures such as patriarchy, economic class divisions and poverty, racism, and anti-immigration sentiments.  This literature often employs a feminist post-structuralist framework, an approach that seeks to challenge male domination, improve the lives of women, and interrogate the role of discourse in the production of gender relations.   While post-structuralist research is sometimes found to lack a critical perspective towards oppressed groups, feminist post-structuralism explicitly focuses on structural and coercive power relations that negatively affect women (e.g., Cameron, 1992, 1997; Weedon, 1987). Most studies that explore how individuals negotiate structural and material difficulties as they intersect with gendered relations have been conducted in North America on female immigrants and refugees, whereas studies that examine how individuals negotiate gender discourses have concentrated on a wider range of populations.

4.1  Negotiating structural and material constraints 


Norton’s ([Peirce] 1995; 2000) research on immigrant women in Canada illustrates very well how learners navigate their experiences between rather fixed social structures and their own capacity as individuals to gain a sense of agency in English.  Through her longitudinal analysis of the women’s diary entries, Norton describes how the women were often silenced due to their marginal positions and their lack of access to opportunities to use English with the people around them.  She pays particular attention to the ways in which the women develop varying degrees of investment in English language learning as an avenue for claiming “the right to speak” (Norton 1995: 25).  Some women in Norton’s study were able to claim legitimacy as English speakers over time. Eva, an immigrant from Poland worked at a fast food restaurant, where all of her co-workers were Anglophone Canadians. However, Eva did not feel she had access to these speakers because of her low-status job.  At the beginning of Norton’s study, Eva stated “I didn’t talk to them, and they didn’t ask me, maybe they think I’m just like – because I had to do the worst type of work there. It’s normal” (Norton, 2000: 62).  After several months, Eva managed to change her co-workers’ perception of her through activities outside the workplace, where she was able to offer symbolic resources such as transportation. She also made a lot of effort to join in conversations with co-workers, and she spent time studying how her co-workers spoke to customers so that she could emulate their ways of interacting.  In other words, Eva found ways to overcome her marginal status, and her investment in English provided her with a new sense of legitimacy as an employee at the restaurant.


Not all participants in Norton’s study experienced the ability to overcome their marginalized status through their own effort. Another participant, Martina initially expressed an interest to invest in English as a pathway to improved economic conditions, but she later expressed the view that employers’ desire for Canadian experience seemed to be just as important.  Martina’s low-paying job as a cashier gave her little opportunity to use English, and her social network did not include English speakers.  Felicia, another participant who did not experience easy access to English, attributed her experiences to discrimination. Instead of investing her energy in English as a way to enter Canadian networks, Felicia retained a strong connection with other immigrants from her home country, Peru, in Canada and described herself as “a foreigner person who lives here by accident” (Norton, 2000: 56).  


Frequently, individuals who do obtain access to language learning opportunities experience gendered constraints in their pursuit of employment. Warriner (2004, 2007) found that community-based adult educational institutions in the United States often linked English with economic opportunity and social mobility, but that such ideologies of English conflicted with many of the narratives she obtained from Sudanese refugee women enrolled in these classes. Though these women were strongly motivated to improve their English so that they could work in order to provide for their families, they often found that the jobs they were guided towards by social service agencies were of the lowest-paying kind.  The jobs often did not require much English, despite the fact that they had completed the highest level ESL classes, and in some cases, their GED.  Other research on adult education elsewhere in the United States reveals a tendency to position ESL learners in subordinate roles that perpetuate their already disadvantaged socio-economic status (e.g., Auerbach and Burgess,1985; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).  

Finding adequate and affordable childcare is another responsibility that typically falls on women’s shoulders. Warriner (2004) reports that refugee women she interviewed often struggled to find employment with reasonable hours which would allow them to look after their children, and that some of them were the sole providers for large families of their own children.  Though the women were often fairly proficient in English, they frequently struggled to navigate the network of social services that would provide them with information about affordable options. On the other hand, options such as daycare may be deemed inappropriate for some newcomers. Based on her studies on immigrant mothers in Canada, Kouritzin (2000) found that some of the women’s opportunities to enroll in English classes were constrained by male-dominated power structures in their families.  For example, Deljit, an Indian woman, was not allowed by her husband to put her children in childcare so that she could learn English, and he expressed the view that “only family should take care of family” (2000: 21).


At work, L2 learners may or may not have opportunities to develop their second language. Immigrants with low proficiency in English often obtain employment in low-paying jobs where they are not afforded further opportunity to develop their English ability, and because they need to keep working in order to support their families, they sometimes feel they cannot take time away from work to take classes. Many Portuguese women in Goldstein’s (1997, 2001) studies of workplace interaction in Canada spoke only Portuguese in their factory jobs, and had little opportunity to develop their English outside of work.  Similarly, Gordon (2004) found that Laotian female refugees in the United States worked in jobs that only required very low levels of English proficiency; however, many of the women she interviewed reported shifts in their gendered subjectivities as a result of greater access to economic independence and less restrictive gender roles. Gordon found that their roles as mothers often provided them with larger social networks for developing their English than their husbands experienced, and that their higher levels of access to English eventually led to greater proficiency.  


In one of the few studies of a male immigrant’s experience in the United States, Menard-Warwick (2006a) describes the case of Jorge, a Guatemalan immigrant living in California, whose story reveals another kind of constraint facing many immigrant men: the possibility of physical injury in the workplace.  Latino men in the United States are 33% more likely than men of other ethnicities to be injured in the workplace, and immigrants like Jorge experience the highest risk (Menard-Warwick, 2006a: 359).  Julio worked in Spanish-medium contexts at a carwash, as a janitor, and then as a sandblaster until a car chassis fell on him in an accident at work.  His ensuing loss of physical ability led him to invest in English language classes and computer training as a source of future income.  


Other societal structures impact learning opportunities in more subtle ways, such as how individuals have been socialized toward education and whether their families valued school-based forms of literacy.  Menard-Warwick (2005) describes how Latina immigrants invest in English education for themselves and for their children in rather different ways, due to their distinctive intergenerational experiences with literacy.  While most parents strongly value education for their children, studies of immigrant families in the United States such as Valdés (1996) show that many who live in poverty must place greater importance on economic survival.  Many parents also become concerned with maintaining their children’s linguistic and cultural heritage and may react negatively to seeing their children become majority-language dominant and lose interest in their family’s cultural practices (e.g., Kouritzin, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2005). 

One of the few researchers to examine how societal structures intersect with gender in language learning outside of North America is Kobayashi (2007a, 2007b), who investigates how Japanese corporate structures delimit “non-elite working women’s” opportunities to access English education through overseas programs sponsored by these companies. Many women do not have access to company-sponsored English education in Japan since the almost entirely male elite business and engineering employees who work for large companies are the ones targeted for company-funded English education. Kobayashi (2007a) found that in spite of this circumstance, many such women paid their own way to do study abroad programs in Canada, often for personal reasons involving expanding their intercultural horizons, rather than for enhancing their job prospects in Japan. 


Beyond the structural constraints language learners may encounter beyond classroom walls, gender discrimination in classrooms can also act as an obstacle for language learning and development.  Though teachers are largely unconscious of it, both male and female teachers frequently give differential treatment to male and female students in classrooms.  Many teachers tend to call on male students in classrooms more frequently, and male students often speak up in class without much prompting from the teacher. The result is greater opportunities for male students to participate in question-and-answer routines, which means more opportunities for practice in the target language.  Unequal opportunity to verbally participate has been found in studies of students of all ages in the United States. In a study of over 100 classrooms, Sadker and Sadker (1985) found that on average, boys spoke three times as much as girls, and that boys were eight times more likely to respond to the teacher without being called on. Though they are typically unaware of it, male and female teachers tend to give more of their attention to male students in all aspects of classroom talk (AAUW, 1992; Spender, 1980).  When teaching boys, greater attention is given to often given to them for disciplinary reasons, but researchers have found that both male and female teachers also solicit answers to questions for content-based learning in unequal ways (Spender, 1980; Croll, 1985; Swann, 1998).  Boys also produce more words per utterance than do girls, which gives them more of the verbal space in classrooms, and they often tack turns onto other students’ responses (Sunderland, 2004; Swann, 1998).   In second language settings, these gender discourses in classrooms are often complicit in silencing girls, and when gender discourses intersect with racial discourses such as the “model minority” which stereotypes Asian students in western settings as diligent, quiet, and rule-abiding (McKay & Wong, 1996; Julé, 2004), these quiet girls are not encouraged to contribute to the classroom dialogue.  

4.2 Pedagogical practices that engage with structural constraints
 


Teaching practices that strive to balance male and female students’ participation in classrooms can and should be a goal for all teachers, and the first step toward reaching this goal is greater reflection on one’s teaching practices.  Teachers may develop strategies for greater equality such as alternating between male and female students when soliciting student responses, or organizing students into groups so that participation is maximized.  Swann (1998) found that teachers’ eye contact was a crucial determinant in whether boys or girls were selected to answer questions.  It was often the case that teachers would finish their question just at the moment when their eyes settled on a male student; if they finished a question with their gaze on a female student, it was more found that the female students would take the opportunity to answer.  In addition to altering teaching practices, other efforts can be made to address the issue of unequal participation, particularly in classrooms where oral skill development is not the primary goal.  Teachers can value other forms of participation, such as written work, equally when considering participation grades for students.


Though structural constraints in society may seem much more insurmountable and beyond teachers’ control, teachers can and should draw on the lived experiences of their students to develop what Norton and Pavlenko (2004) call a “lived curriculum.”  English language classrooms for adult immigrants, for example, can be designed around students’ needs and interests.  Norton and Pavlenko (2004) describe programs developed for immigrant populations that take problem-posing approaches and which provide the learners with the opportunity to conduct research on topics pertinent to them, including housing issues, use of English and their mother tongues, and racial prejudice (Frye, 1999; Rivera, 1999). To address students’ lived experiences, Menard-Warwick (2004, 2006b) advocates that adult ESL learners be invited to share their life stories orally and in written form, provided they are comfortable sharing their autobiographical details.   Her work with adult learners of ESL shows many learners come to invest in English when they make English the language of their lives and of their communities.  Menard-Warwick (2006b) documents Latina immigrants’ enthusiasm for writing in English and producing short narratives that focus on their personal histories and their families. In addition to providing a space to discuss issues relevant to their lives, Norton (2000) found that sharing diary entries gave adult learners the opportunity to develop their oral skills and to learn new vocabulary as well.  


Much of the time, the purpose of sharing experiences may not be to seek immediate solutions to challenging problems, but rather, to offer opportunities to develop the target language while engaging in topics that are pertinent to students’ lives.  Writing in the target language can offer learners the opportunity to make their L2 more personal, particularly if the topics are autobiographical.   Though solutions are hard to come by, teachers can develop curricula that relate more directly to the issues that women face in their roles as mothers and wives striving to provide for their families, and which their skills-oriented English classes often do not address.  For example, Warriner (2007) suggests that more educators need to reconsider skills-based lessons and to develop pedagogical practices that might enable immigrant and refugee women to navigate their social interactions more successfully and to locate the resources which will help them and their families.


Educational programs can also address learners’ interests in maintaining their languages and cultures.  One way to do this is through implementing bilingual classrooms, an option that works if the student population shares an  L1.  Rivera (1999) provides the example of El Bario Popular Education Program, a bilingual program which served Latinas as they prepared for the high school equivalency exam.  Through drawing on the participants’ own experiences, the program made use of the learners’ first language as a resource in teaching English literacy.  Other approaches can be taken, depending on the languages and cultures of the student population. Davis et al. (2005) give many examples of how multilingualism can be tapped as a resource in multilingual and multicultural secondary schools in Hawai‘i, including students’ development of bilingual electronic bulletin boards that described their families and their communities and poetry and theatrical performances which further investigated these topics in all of the students’ languages.  Helót and Young (2005) discuss how they raised appreciation of linguistic and cultural diversity in the Alsace region of France, where students in primary level classrooms spoke over 10 different languages.  They invited parents and students to come to school on Saturdays to do short presentations on their home languages and cultures, and to share in social events after these sessions. After a period of three years, 18 presentations had been given, and Helót and Young (2005) report greater tolerance for diversity among the students as well as fewer racial incidents at the school. 


Teachers can also find creative ways to increase opportunities for access to majority-language exposure. Norton and Toohey (2001: 310) argue that good language learners are 

successful because of ‘their access to a variety of conversations in their community.”  However, many language learners struggle to meet and develop friendships with majority-language speakers.  Dudley (2007) gives the example of volunteering outside of educational institutions as a way adult ESL students were able to experience greater access to English in Canada.   Other approaches may involve encouraging students who do not share first languages to take on class projects together.


At a very practical level, Kouritzin (2000: 30) reminds us that we need to be more understanding of immigrant and refugee learners’ absences, lateness, and ambivalence in studying English, based on an understanding of the various difficulties they face, including the contradictory feelings they may have toward the language they are studying.  She also asserts that educators ought to find ways in classrooms and beyond to encourage women to create and maintain support systems with other women, “stressing not so much ‘survival English’ as ‘integrated survival’” (2003: 30).  Given the high attrition rate in adult education classes, teachers need to teach English vocabulary and grammar, but they also need to consider what resources their students may need access to, and how they can help them to achieve it. 
5. Negotiating discourses of gender


While social structures such as patriarchy and socio-economic class may seem to be very obvious reasons that explain why women lack access to language education, it is also equally the case that societal expectations and beliefs about men and women circulate in the form of gender discourses, or ways of being ‘male’ and ‘female’ in the world that are largely learned unconsciously through socialization processes.  Of course, these discourses are the basis of social structures such as patriarchy, which in turn acts as a structural constraint on women’s lives and women’s access to learning opportunities, as discussed above.  However, it is important to highlight that language learning is shaped by these discourses, and that both men and women are affected by them.  Moreover, as recent explorations of learners’ identities show us, it is often the case that language learning becomes a site for challenging and transforming common-sense discourses of gender. 



In the following section, I discuss a growing line of inquiry in the field of second and foreign language education that investigates the sociolinguistics of gender by exploring how learners experience different gender identities in their L2. Whether learners develop L2 identities has many implications, not only for their success in language learning, but also for their desire to affiliate with target language communities.  Learners may find gender identities in the L2 context appealing, and hence their affiliation with these gendered ways of being may afford learners relative ease in learning and using their L2.  Alternatively, learners’ L1 gendered identities may remain the most strongly valued, potentially leading learners to resist cross-cultural adaptation of any kind.  
5.1  Discursive assimilation to a new gendered identity


Drawing on feminist poststructuralist perspectives, much research on new gendered identities in a S/FL has explored how language learners respond to the new set of subject positions, or identity options, they encounter in their L2.  Pavlenko (2001:133) describes this experience as “discursive assimilation, (re)positioning, and self-translation” in order to highlight the reinterpretation of the self in a new context. Pavlenko’s (1998, 2001, 2005; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000) research has eloquently demonstrated how L2 learners in second language contexts discursively re-position themselves in their new environments amidst discourses of gender.  Through analyzing language learners’ autobiographies, Pavlenko (2001) found that female immigrants often found the new gendered subject positions more favorable than in their home cultures. Former German citizen Ute Margaret Saine’s perspective provides an illustration of this “self-translation” (Pavlenko 2001: 146):


Perhaps not surprisingly, many of my German girlfriends from this and later schools


emigrated, like myself, to Italy, England, Brazil, France, and of course, the United States. 
In order to escape repression, particularly of gender.

Pavlenko (2001) found that the women also experienced ambivalences and tensions because of shifting or multiple gender identities, which often became the most relevant when they discussed their intergenerational relationships.  These findings show that many L2 users do not completely abandon the gender identities that they were socialized into in their home culture, but instead, that they often develop the ability to shift between gendered subjectivities, and sometimes they find themselves in between worlds.  Pavlenko (2001: 136) cites Anna Wierzbicka’s narrative about her multiple identities as a Polish immigrant in Australia whose linguistic performances did not always fit in her new environment:


. . . when I was talking on the phone, from Australia, to my mother in Poland (15,000 km 
away), with my voice loud and excited, carrying much further than is customary in Anglo 
conversation, my husband would signal to me: ‘Don’t shout!’


Studies of English language learners have shown that discursive assimilation is often based on a sense of freedom.  In foreign language contexts such as Japan, the association of liberation with English is particularly salient, though much of the time it arguably remains largely imagined rather than based on lived experience. McMahill (2001) discusses a feminist class she helped to facilitate for Japanese women who found that English gave them a new  ‘voice’ for expressing themselves without constraint. In English, they felt able to openly discuss their relationships with their mothers, their experiences with gender discrimination at work, and their responses to societal pressures to be married and raise children. Though other women who have lived in English-dominant nations like the United States report varying degrees of empowerment through English (cf. Pavlenko, 2001), the women in McMahill’s class treated English as a “weapon for self-empowerment” as a way to reject patriarchy.


New gender identities among Japanese women learning English have sometimes led these women to invest in cross-cultural relationships with Anglo, English-speaking men as well. More so than providing them with job opportunities or the skills needed to participate in a globalized economy, Japanese women may learn English because of their akogare (‘desire’), a form of romanticization and eroticization of western people and western ideas (Kelsky, 2001).  This desire has been commodified in Japan in women’s magazines, expressed through headlines such as ‘kaigai seikatsu de mitsukeru atarashii jibun: ryugaku de jinsei wo kaeyoo in Australia’ [Finding a new self overseas: Change your life through ryugaku (‘studying overseas’) in Australia] (Piller & Takahashi, 2006: 64). The changes in life highlight vague notions of ‘finding oneself’ and also trying new things which cannot be experienced in Japan (Kobayashi, 2007a).  However, akogare is also often linked to the experience of having romantic relations with white, English speaking men.  Eika, an overseas learner of English in Australia felt that a romantic relationship with an Anglo Australian man was a totally new experience  (qtd. in Piller & Takahashi, 2006: 72, translation theirs):


at first, I was surprised . . . I thought ‘wow, this is the Western world!’ in the beginning 
it was ticklish and felt like it was happening to someone else. but, I was happy, and it 
made me feel that I was really with a non-Asian man. the Japanese language does not 
have the same nuances and so it made me feel like I had been drawn into a different 
world. what made me happy about it most really was the sound . . . the sound of ‘honey, 
darling’.


It is interesting to note that both male and female learners of Japanese also find appealing new identities.  Ohara (forthcoming) reports that many American, Chinese, and Korean students university in the United States were able to reconstruct their gender identities in Japanese.  As a result of their engagement with media, several of the male students were drawn to the Osaka dialect of Japanese, a variety associated with yakuza (‘gangster’) characters and hyper-masculinized ways of speaking.  Female students were also drawn to the gender identities depicted in the media, particularly the burikko (‘cutie’) way of speaking, which is characterized by a high pitch and hyper-feminized vocabulary and pragmatics such as yaaadaa, a way to express one’s dislike for something.  Of course, both the yakuza and burikko gender identities are intertwined with what can be called ‘youth’ identities in Japan, which are by and large a product of the influence of the media. To call them gender identities alone misses the interlinked forces that produce identity options for first and second language speakers.

5.2 Resisting L2 gender identities


Just as some learners affiliate with a second language because they associate it with positive attributes, some may resist L2 gender discourses if they deem them to be undesirable. A clear example is found in Skapoulli’s (2004) case study of Nadia, a teen-aged Arabic-speaking Egyptian girl who lives in Cyprus and uses Cypriot Greek as her second language.   Though Nadia’s friends have encouraged her to participate in their gendered community of practice comprised of wearing “sexy” clothes, going to discotheques, and dating boys, she has chosen not to participate in these practices, and she has mostly adhered to her Coptic parents’ expectations to be a “moral” girl.  She does not reject all aspects of a Cypriot identity, though, since she uses Cypriot Greek, the primary language of young Cypriots.  However, Nadia marks herself as different from her youthful peers by making more use of standard Greek than the average teenager.   


Learners may reject L2 gender identities because they interpret them as threatening to their first language/first culture gendered self.  Siegal (1996) provided one of the first illustrations of resistance to L2 gender norms in her study of Mary, a white woman from New Zealand who was learning Japanese in Japan.   Mary resisted the use of honorifics and other polite forms of language that she felt violated her identity as an empowered woman.  Similarly, female Japanese learners at a US university were found to resist the high pitch, which was treated as a prescriptive norm for Japanese women’s language in their foreign language classrooms.   While some students felt that using a high pitch was important for fitting in with the culture, others rejected high pitch as a form of feminized performance that is dictated by a patriarchal society. One learner commented on her observations of Japanese women’s speech     “ [. . .] they would use those real high voices to try to impress and make themselves look real cute for men. I decided that there was no way I wanted to do that” (Ohara, 2001: 244).


Men may also find particular gender identities threatening to their masculinities.  In his memoir about his difficulty learning French, Richard Watson (1995) explains, “I have a distinct dislike for the sound of spoken French. Many Americans do. Why? Because it is weak. For American men at least, French sounds syrupy and effeminate” (qtd. in Pavlenko 2001: 147).  Kissau and Wierzalis (2008) found that male secondary students in southwestern Ontario also seemed cautious about expressing their desire to study French due to its associations with gender-specific behaviors.  Based on answers to questionnaires from 490 secondary students and follow-up interview data with teachers and students, Kissau and Wierzalis discovered that traditional views of what subjects are appropriate for boys and girls proved to be driving students’ desire to study French.  One of the French teachers explained, “There’s still a lot of sexist thinking that a man doesn’t learn languages. A man does math or engineering, or whatever. Sexist behavior still plays a great role.  Learning French, it’s not perceived as a man’s job” (Kissau & Wierzalis, 2008: 408).

In my own research on gender identities in the narratives of western women who use Swahili as an L2 in Tanzania (Higgins, forthcoming), I have found a fair amount of resistance to female Tanzanian gender identities as well. Compared to other language learners’ stories (e.g., Armour, 2001; Kinginger, 2004, 2008; Miller, 2003; Norton, 2000) in which access to the linguistic and social aspects of the target language communities of practice were more difficult, the Tanzanian context seems to afford these L2 learners with many opportunities to cross-culturally adapt to a more Swahili self.  Although they have lived in Tanzania for over a decade, the women I have interviewed have by and large not taken these opportunities up partly because of conflicting gender identities with their first languages and cultures.  This resistance is shown in their narratives of cross-cultural difference, particularly in how the women establish their stance towards Tanzanian gender expectations. In (1), Tatu, a Tanzanian-born but Canadian-raised Black woman, explains how her behavior in public places is often deemed non-Tanzanian with evaluative language (indicated in bold). 

Excerpt 1: “A woman would not speak out like that”

1 T: 
The fact that I speak out is another thing. People don’t do that I mean I get on the 

2 
daladala (‘bus’) and if they don't want the kids to sit down and I tell them [to sit], so then 

3 
I’m mzungu because I’m speaking out, a woman would not speak out like that.  And 

4 
so (.) they don’t know my background. I think it has nothing to do with that – I think it’s 

5 
just my behavior my mannerisms are not typical of here.  And so that’s what they 

6 
mean, that I’ve lived somewhere else foreign. 


Kate, a white US citizen, also commented on her own gender positionalities in regard to her ability to ‘become Swahili.’  In our interview, her status as a western woman married to a Tanzanian man prompted me to ask about her gendered behavior around her husband.  Kate explained that her husband had probably changed more than she had, and she evaluates this circumstance as counter-intuitive through her evaluative framing “even though” (line 6).

(2) “Half and half” gender roles 

1 C: 
Do you share those kinds of [domestic] duties, or has it become female, male?

2 K: 
We have talked about it. We have a housekeeper now, housegirl now, who does most of 

3 
that during the day. There was a time when we didn't have, and it was half and half.

4 C: 
But it was possible to achieve equal work. It wasn’t a cultural barrier?

5 K: 
It was something we had to talk about and agree upon. Our lifestyle now is sort of half 

6 
and half [i.e., half western, half Tanzanian]. Even though we’re living in Tanzania he’s 

7 
maybe changed his culture like twice more than I have (.) but I think it’s mostly the 

8 
gender things.


It is important to reiterate that gender identity cannot be analyzed without considering the role of other social identities.  In the case of the women I interviewed, another identity that became very significant was similar to that of the intercultural couples in Piller’s (2002) study, who identified as ‘citizens of the world,’ as well as ‘intercultural ambassadors’ and even ‘intercultural experts.’ Rather than having to choose between an American/Canadian or a Tanzanian self, the women in my study strongly identified as people who preferred to live and work in the in-between and transnational spaces of international experiences and intercultural relationships.  It is interesting to note that Tatu plans to stay in Tanzania for a few years and then move to another country for more work experience as a teacher at international schools.  Kate expects to move to a country that is neither her own home, nor the home of her husband.  As she explained, “sometimes it would be good to have a third country where it’s not my home and it’s not his home, just have a neutral, where we both, neither.”   


These studies of resistance to and desire for gender reconstruction are largely on individuals who have a potentially great deal of access to the L2.  It is not surprising that the concept of identity reconstruction has been mostly applied to second language settings or study abroad sojourns in which learners have the opportunity to reconstruct their selves in response to cultural differences and new frames of gendered experience.  While McMahill’s research on Japanese women studying English and Ohara’s study of university students in the U.S. studying Japanese reveals that people in foreign language contexts may also experience identity reconstruction, the opportunities for discursive repositioning of the self are indeed rare in foreign language settings.  In fact, Block (2007: 137) writes, “the prospects for TL-mediated subject positions in the FL context are minimal to non-existent.” Further opportunity for gender identity reconstruction in foreign language contexts may be found in the application of new technologies such as computer-mediated communication and other forms of web-based learning.  For example, Thorne’s (2003) study of internet-mediated communication between American learners of French and French learners of English indicates that gender relations and gender identities may be rich areas for further exploration.  His research shows that the development of meaningful social relationships with French speakers allowed American learners to identify as ‘legitimate’ French speakers.  Though it was not the focus of Thorne’s study, these social relationships often invoked gender identities and gendered relationships among the participants, and hence could be targeted as another site for gender identity reconstruction and resistance.   

5.3  The role of gender discourses in classrooms


While direct engagements with the members of the target culture clearly afford opportunities for re-evaluating and reframing one’s gender identities, classrooms are common sites for engaging with gender discourses as well.  For adult SL learners, adult education classes are often the main source of gender representations in the L2, particularly for adults who work in jobs that do not require use of the majority language, as described above. In a study of adult education classes, Menard-Warwick (2008) describes how female learners of English in the United States are positioned in their language classes, noting that much of the time, pre-conceived identities such as ‘mother’ and ‘homemaker’ dictated the content of the teaching. While some of the women contested this positioning, it is often the case that younger learners lack the awareness to do so.  Hruska (2004) provides the example of gendered practices in a kindergarten class in New England in the United States in which ESL children’s access to English speaking peers was shaped by gender ideologies.  She found Latino male language learners struggled to participate in the social hierarchy that the boys had established through their competitive verbal behavior in the class and in their lively participation in extracurricular sports. Because the ESL students were bussed to the school from some distance, and because sports sometimes required a financial investment from their parents, many of the working-class Latino ESL students were not able to become insider members in their peer groups. These circumstances generally limited English learning opportunities, but they benefited Francisco, one of the Latino male students whose diminutive size and placid temperament made him popular with several of the English-speaking girls in the class.  


For young SL learners, subject-matter classrooms are often the key contexts where they experience gender discourses in the majority language.  Appearance, clothing styles, body size and ability in sports can all be critical aspects of gender identity for school-aged boys and girls of all ages.  Rather than viewing these as ‘structural’ constraints, these factors are really enmeshed in the discourses of what is ‘cool,’ what is ‘normative,’ and what is ‘acceptable’ among adolescents.  Whether one fits in with particular sub-cultures in schools has tremendous implications for whether one can obtain access to English speaking peers. McKay and Wong (1996) illustrate how two Chinese boys who had immigrated to California experienced radically different positionings and how their ability to choose their own identities shaped their acquisition of English. While both were interested in sports, it was only the larger and more athletic of the two who developed friendships with non-Chinese students at the school and hence, who developed his oral English proficiency at a much faster pace.  Similarly,  Miller (2003) shows how European immigrants in Australia seemed to have easier access to the mostly Anglo, majority-language speakers in schools, whereas immigrants from Southeast Asia often reported exclusionary practices that they associated with being “black hairs.”   


Social segregation can also take place within the ‘same’ race.  In an ethnographic study in the United States, Lam (2004) found that Chinese-American students often excluded Chinese immigrant children from socializing with them, and that they made fun of the newcomers for their L2 English, thus limiting their opportunities to practice oral English.  The immigrant children felt more self-conscious when speaking to students of Asian heritage.  One of the focal participants, Tsu Ying, expressed (Lam 2004: 50)

You get nervous, you feel like, usually you feel like Chinese tend to laugh at you more 
than the others. Those people other than Chinese are more carefree, they won't go like ahhh 
over little things. (laughs) But if you talk to your own kind, the Chinese, you get 
embarrassed if you can't say something.

Because these children were also segregated from L1 peers in their many of their classrooms, they received very few opportunities to develop social relationships in the majority language. 


Across an array of schooling contexts, children and adults are exposed to gender discourses which shape their understandings of who they are. Adults likely experience greater agency in their ability to resist certain positionings, as was the case in Menard-Warwick’s research on adult immigrants in California. However, for school-aged children, there seems to be very little room for resistance. Next, I discuss what educators can do to address the role of gender discourses in language learning across a range of contexts.
5.4 Pedagogical applications for gender discourses


There are a multitude of ways that teachers from kindergarten through graduate level education can bring gender discourses explicitly into their classrooms.   First, language teachers in particular need to be familiar with the impact of gender identities and gender discourses on L2 speakers’ linguistic choices.  As was demonstrated above in the review of studies on language and linguistic varieties, learners of languages such as Japanese may value non-standardized dialects over prescribed forms, as was the case with Ohara’s study, or they may choose not to raise their pitch to a ‘normative’ level.  These identity choices can be interpreted negatively by teachers, particularly those who only value students’ efforts when they come close to the prescriptive norms for the ‘standard’ version of the target language.  However, given the reality of dialect diversity and gender identity diversity (also present among L1 speakers), it is important to allow for a greater range of expressive choices in language learning contexts. This may be achieved through providing more materials on language diversity and gender identity to pre-service and in-service language teachers through teacher training.  Of course, teachers also need to ensure that their students are making informed choices, and that they are able to consider the ramifications of their choices when interacting with speakers who may or may not appreciate how they have chosen to gender identify in their L2. 


At the level of curriculum planning, gender discourses can also become a topic of exploration and activities in classrooms. In fact, asking students to make comparisons between L1 and L2 gender identities is compatible with intercultural pedagogy, an approach to teaching culture and cultural differences developed by Michael Byram and his colleagues for over a decade (e.g., Byram, 1997; Byram, Nichols, & Stevens, 2001; Byram & Zarate, 1995).  Intercultural pedagogy strives to raise intercultural awareness (ICA) among learners with regard to similarities and differences among their first and second cultures.  Rather than simply comparing and contrasting, however, which is often how multiculturalism is brought into classrooms, ICA strives to make people more capable of reflecting on why their L1 or home culture is the way it is and to try to make sense of how and why it differs with the L2 or new culture.  Through ICA, learners practice their ability to relativize their own value systems, beliefs, and behaviors and to develop the ability to see their own cultures from the perspective an outsider might have.  While ICA has not focused specifically on gender in an extensive way, it does provide an approach that could easily be applied to gender identities. Through journal entries, role plays, and small-group discussions, gender identity in one’s L1 and L2 might be explored as ways for learners to reflect on their lived experiences and to try to obtain outsider perspectives on their own L1 gender identities.  Some learners’ thoughts about their L1 and L2 gender identities may be quite personal, as was the case with Piller and Takahashi’s (2006) study, and so any language learning tasks or activities would need to take into account learners’ willingness to speak or write about these topics, and their comfort level with the other members of the class. 


Another way that teachers can tackle the important role of gender discourses in their own classrooms is to employ critical pedagogy approaches.  Though there are many definitions of critical pedagogy, it is generally defined as a teaching approach that helps students to question and critique power relations and which has as its goal a social and educational vision of justice and equality (Freire,1968/1970; Giroux, 1992; McLaren, 1989).  Taking a critical pedagogy approach, teachers can challenge gender stereotypes for all populations by addressing the stereotypes about gender that students may have and making them the subject of discussion and the topic of assignments.   These topics can also be addressed in classrooms if and when they emerge as relevant.  For example, Hruska (2004) provides examples of how she and a co-teacher worked to draw kindergarten children’s attention in sharing time discussions to the gender stereotypes that had become the source of teasing and boundary-drawing between the girls and boys during recreational play.  Through asking questions about what boys and girls can do (e.g., climb trees), the teachers attempted to challenge discourses of inequality and exclusion that were held by the boys regard to what the girls were capable of.  


In the context of EFL university classes in Japan, Simon-Maeda (2004) and Saft and Ohara (2004) describe how they raised critical reflection about gender.  Simon-Maeda (2004) encouraged students at a women’s junior college to produce journals about their own experiences and then used them as a way to address the sexism that was often documented in their writing. Saft and Ohara designed lessons which asked students to reflect on gendered words in Japan (such as joi ‘female doctor’) and the United States and readings on the role of women in society in positions such as ofisu redii (‘office lady’).  In these reports of critical pedagogy being implemented in the classroom, the authors found that some students often resisted critical reflection, and that male students tended to be less open to critically reflecting on male privilege and patriarchy than female students.  This response is understandable since critical reflection on these topics could be seen as disempowering males. However, if teachers and students can find way to highlight the notions of equality and justice, such resistance might be lessened.  


Finally, sexual orientation is another arena that can be addressed using critical pedagogy.  Though there is very little research in sociolinguistics that examines links between sexual identities and language education, gay/lesbian/transgender identities are just as relevant to include in activities and assignments that invite students to reflect on who they are and how their sense of self impacts their opportunities to develop their L2s.  Examples of such critical pedagogy are few in number, but they include Nelson (2004), who describes how a teacher used lesbian/gay themes to explore cultural perspectives in her ESL class in a community college in the United States.  Through activities such as teaching modal verbs by comparing students’ interpretations of women walking arm-in-arm cross-culturally, the teacher was able to begin to develop intercultural awareness with the students as they shared their understandings of the scenario.  Another example comes from Benesch (1999), which describes how she introduced her ESL students to the tragic story of Mathew Shepard, a gay college student who was beaten to death in Laramie, Wyoming in 1998. Benesch facilitated a dialogic investigation of students’ beliefs about sexualities by using questions to try to encourage learning by drawing on the students’ various perspectives, and to probe the underlying reasons for some of the students’ homophobia. She explains that a major challenge “was to ask the students to consider the social origins of their fears as well as alternatives to killing or beating up someone as a way of dealing with those fears” (1999: 578).


Just as the teacher in Nelson’s study found a way to encourage her students to critically assess their own inferences about gay and lesbian individuals, Benesch and Byram also advocate for deeper reflection on how we as individuals respond to social behaviors differently, and how our responses are very much shaped by the societies in which we are socialized.  To put some distance between students’ responses to gender identities, teachers can plan activities which encourage ‘dialogic thinking,’ a practice which has a lot in common with Byram’s intercultural pedagogy approach. Both approaches ask students to consider what presuppositions underlie dominant perspectives, and both ask them to challenge hegemonic views by listening to an array of voices in their the analysis of their presuppositions. These practices of decentering and relativizing individuals’ interpretations of gendered and sexual identities are productive ways forward in educational contexts.
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