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1 Introduction 

As topics surrounding the rights of gender and sexual minorities in educational contexts have 

received plenty of coverage in the media globally – especially in early 2022 due to the so-called 

“Don’t Say Gay” bill limiting LGBT+ discussions in schools that was passed in the Florida Senate 

– related discussions have been at the centre of attention in Finland in recent years, as well. For 

instance, the School Health Promotion Survey that was conducted by the Finnish Institute for Health 

and Welfare in 2019 sparked a discussion as it reported that feelings of depression, loneliness, 

exclusion, and anxiety were nearly three times more common in students belonging to gender and 

sexual minorities, and they experienced bullying more often in comparison to their peers (Jokela et 

al. 2020). Although the current Finnish National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary 

Education (hereafter NCC) obliges education providers to promote gender equality and to recognise 

the diversity of gender and sexual orientation (Finnish National Agency for Education 2020), a 

number of teachers have reported that these objectives are not followed everywhere (Niemonen 

2021). 

Given the concerning results of the School Health Promotion Survey regarding the feelings of 

exclusion young people belonging to sexual and gender minorities face in in educational spaces, I 

argue that a lack of representation is a notable factor. The importance of diverse representations of 

gender and sexual orientation is a relevant topic in educational contexts, especially in the language 

classroom where themes relating to everyday life and human interaction are a constant. Previous 

research has observed a glaring lack of representation of gender and sexual minorities in language 

education, which is especially concerning given the negative consequences such invisibility has been 

shown to have on students who are part of said minorities (see Gray 2013; Jones 2016; Nelson 1999; 

Page 2016; Paiz 2015). 

Several studies investigating representations of gender and sexual orientation in educational contexts 

have focused on analysing teaching materials, such as textbooks, as they play a significant role in 

the classroom. Although the NCC does not explicitly dictate the contents of textbooks, they are 

expected to reflect its values, mission, and the key contents and objectives for all school subjects. 

Thus, authors of textbooks should aspire to produce teaching materials that are in accordance with 

said values. With this in mind, the present study examines representations of diversity regarding 

gender and sexual orientation in a recent EFL (English as a foreign language) textbook series for the 

general upper secondary school, New Insights, published in 2021 by a Finnish publishing house 

Otava. 
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The New Insights series has been chosen for this study as it has been designed specifically to meet 

the standards of the current NCC that came into force in 2019 and became a legal obligation to all 

general upper secondary education providers in 2021. Therefore, in addition to analysing the written 

and visual texts within the textbooks, I seek to find out if the values related to gender and sexual 

orientation mentioned in the NCC are visible in the New Insights series in terms of representation. 

I hope to cast some light on this matter by answering the following research questions: 

1) How is the diversity of gender represented in the New Insights series? 

2) How is the diversity of sexual orientation represented in the New Insights series? 

3) How do the findings of questions 1 and 2 correlate with the general objective of recognising the 

diversity of gender and sexual orientation mentioned in the current NCC? 

Previous studies concerning the diversity of gender and sexual orientation in EFL textbooks have 

found that they mainly contain representations of heterosexual and cisgender characters, and themes 

relating to gender and sexual minorities are often lacking in the contents. Although there are 

numerous studies of textbooks in the EFL context, new studies of recent textbooks make it possible 

to follow their development. Additionally, the data for this study is recent and to the best of my 

knowledge there are no studies on this series yet at the time of composing the present study. 

However, a major limitation in conducting a textbook analysis on its own lies in the fact that it does 

not provide much insight into how the textbook is actually used in the classroom; for instance, 

certain contents may be interpreted from a critical perspective despite the original intended meaning 

of those contents. Still, considering the central role textbooks hold in classrooms, the values 

conveyed either explicitly or implicitly require investigating. Hence, it is important to examine the 

framework the textbook series has to offer to its users. 

This study has been divided into six main parts, which have been organised in the following way. 

After the introduction, the second section outlines the theoretical background of the thesis as I 

present relevant previous literature. After that, I will move on to present the materials and methods. 

The fourth chapter is divided into subsections in which the results for each three research questions 

will be introduced and analysed. Then, in the fifth chapter the implications of the findings will be 

explored in relation to the previous studies discussed in the background section. Finally, the 

conclusion provides a summary and areas for further research are identified. 
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2 Background 

As the aim of this study is to demonstrate how recent EFL textbooks represent the diversity of gender 

and sexual orientation, this chapter lays out the theoretical dimensions within the fields of textbook 

research as well as gender studies with regard to gender and sexuality in language. Firstly, section 

2.1 explores the notions that are central to the study of gender and sexuality, and secondly, in section 

2.2 textbook research will be reviewed. Finally, section 2.3 presents the current National Core 

Curriculum, and the general aims it sets for upper secondary education. 

2.1 Diversity of gender and sexual orientation 

Gender and sexual orientation have been defined in varying ways within different scientific 

disciplines throughout history, therefore providing a single all-encompassing description proves to 

be a problematic task. Although not everything concerning gender is unequivocally related to 

sexuality, it is indisputable that the two are connected in many ways, nonetheless. Thus, a salient 

approach is to consider both as perspectives for this study. Moreover, in the context of the present 

study, by sexual and gender minorities I refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender identifying 

individuals and other closely related identities (hereafter LGBT+) recognising that the definitions 

provided in this work cannot cover the full spectrum of diversity among these minorities due to 

language and meanings being ever-changing. 

2.1.1 Gender as a socially produced phenomenon 

During the past few decades, there has been an enormous growth in the awareness of and interest in 

the diversity of gender and the social marginalisation gender minorities face. This is due not only to 

the increasing number of public figures who represent this diversity, but also substantially to decades 

of activism occurring behind the scenes that has made it possible for people to be openly themselves 

today. 

In the context of this paper, gender is acknowledged to concern different hormonal, genetical, 

developmental, psychological, social, and cultural characteristics, hence its manifestations are 

extensively varied. For this reason, gender cannot be simply divided into two opposing yet 

complementary genders (i.e., women and men), as this division excludes all the identities that do 

not fit the binary, such as intersex, agender, and nonbinary identifying individuals among many 

others. Therefore, the recognition of gender as a spectrum is necessary to understand gender in terms 

of diversity. Additionally, the term cisgender refers to those whose gender is in accordance with the 
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one they were assigned at birth, while transgender refers to those whose is not. Transgender may be 

treated as an umbrella term covering many gender identities for people who do not identify with 

their assigned gender at birth – however, this usage of the term might be criticised for oftentimes 

only representing binary transgender (i.e., transwoman/transman) experiences rather than the full 

diversity of trans identities (Darwin 2017). 

While the Finnish language does not make a distinction between the concepts of sex and gender, in 

English the two are typically seen as separate entities that may or may not overlap to a certain extent, 

which is why this distinction is necessary to explain. Traditionally, sex has been seen as a biological 

categorisation and gender as its social elaboration. However, as Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003, 

10-11) argue, this definition is not as clear-cut, since sex assignment is largely based on cultural 

beliefs about what makes an individual ‘male’ or ‘female’. As such, it is important to acknowledge 

that sex as a biological concept is far from straightforward, seeing as it cannot be separated from 

cultural beliefs as those greatly impact sex assignment (see, e.g., Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003 

for a more detailed discussion of the relationship between sex and gender). 

As established earlier, gender concerns social and cultural characteristics among other aspects. What 

is meant by this is that gender can be understood as a socially constructed performance that is 

produced and constantly repeated in various cultural texts (e.g., books, games), institutional 

practices (e.g., education, family), and everyday actions (e.g., gestures, ways of dressing) (Paasonen 

2012, 47). This notion of performativity regarding gender has its roots in feminist linguistics and 

philosophy of language, and as such, language and gender scholars have a tendency toward drawing 

on the work of philosopher and feminist theorist Judith Butler, particularly their 1990 book Gender 

Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity 

poses that as we perform our gender – albeit unconsciously most of the time – through engaging in 

these everyday actions regularly, these acts are no longer seen to be performative as they are assumed 

to be natural. 

The belief that there are only two genders that exist in opposition to one another and the strict 

enforcement of this binary is termed gender normativity. In other words, gender normativity means 

adhering to and reinforcing the narrow standards set for the expression of one’s gender. While many 

characteristics can be put down to an individual’s socialisation to behave in accordance with their 

assigned gender, these are often mistaken as one’s inherent qualities. This essentialist notion is at 

the core of gender dichotomy as it has been traditionally employed to defend the ideological system 

where women and men are considered fundamentally different from one another, as if they were 
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‘two sides of the same coin.’ As one acknowledges that what is considered normal is determined by 

the prevailing ideologies in society, it can be understood that concepts relating to gender are socially 

constructed and produced by ideological norms that shape society’s expectations, and in turn these 

ideologies are created via discourses that carry weight in society (Jones 2016, 210-211). To uncover 

these discourses, language and gender scholars strive to observe how they are constructed and 

reinforced through the language used in discussions about gender. 

In discussions of issues regarding gender, language appears to be a trending topic. This is not for 

nothing considering that belonging to a gender minority is not only about, for instance, expressing 

one’s gender identity through appearances, but also about the essential role that language has in the 

creation of identities. As the 1960s and 1970s saw the founding of the of the study of language and 

gender, unprecedented attention to linguistic misogyny and androcentrism was brought forth by 

feminist linguists such as Robin Lakoff as well as Sally McConnell-Ginet among other notable 

scholars. Despite the criticism Lakoff has faced based on her concept of women’s language (1973), 

she pioneered the study of language and gender and her work has represented a benchmark for the 

field. 

Although major strides have been made concerning the study of language and gender since the 1960s 

and 1970s, the linguistic interventions demanded by gender minorities have received relatively little 

attention from linguists. The vast majority of literature on language and gender involves cisgender 

speakers – perhaps unsurprisingly, considering the cultural privilege cisgender people possess – 

although one may criticise the tendency that those speakers’ identity is often presumed (Jones 2016, 

217). Beyond the use of distinctly hostile language, such as slurs or deliberate rejections of others’ 

gender identities, there exists a plethora of subtle ways language may be used to enforce gender 

normativity. As has been observed elsewhere, it is language that constitutes the most pervasive 

ground on which gender minorities are delegitimised and violence towards them is perpetuated; yet, 

by the same token, it is the same ground on which they can be reclaimed and affirmed (Zimman 

2018, 183). Therefore, linguistic analysis may be employed to understand the strategies people have 

developed for subverting gender normativity in their language use. 

Considering the diversity of genders, one level of inclusive language reform is concerned with the 

use of gender-specific language including kinship terms (e.g., mother/father), occupational roles 

(e.g. waiter/waitress), and third person singular pronouns (e.g., she/he) (Zimman 2018, 178). 

Additionally, masculine generic terms referring to people in general (e.g., mankind/he) can be 

considered gender-exclusive language. Typically, gender-exclusive language is subtle and rarely 
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involves an intentionally malicious attack on the excluded people, yet there is an abundance of 

evidence of its aversive consequences on those groups, such as a lower sense of belonging as well 

as reduced motivation and performance (Stout & Dasgupta 2011). As such, while this language use 

is in all likelihood merely a passive form of exclusion from the speaker’s perspective, it may be 

experienced as an active form of exclusion from the target’s point of view (Stout & Dasgupta 2011, 

758). Additionally, gender-exclusive language reinforces harmful ideologies relating to gender as a 

binary system, since it does not take into account gender diversity. Therefore, to be more inclusive 

one may opt for non-gendered variants of words that are often gendered. However, the use of gender-

neutral terms is not without its challenges; a number of studies (see, e.g., Lindqvist et al. 2018) have 

found that gender-neutral language is still perceived as standardly male to an overwhelming degree, 

and some seemingly neutral terms may still contain a male bias. 

It should be acknowledged that while to some these gender-neutral words may sound clumsy or 

unnatural, the perception of speech as sounding natural or articulate stems from a long history of 

socially informed norms of language use, hence referring to someone’s spouse instead of their 

husband or wife may sound less articulate to some precisely because it challenges those norms 

(Zimman 2018, 180). Although gender normativity may not be eliminated single-handedly by 

changes to language, identifying normative language patterns is a critical process for dismantling 

the oppression gender minorities face. Thus, to support gender minorities one needs not to merely 

tolerate gender identities that do not fit the norm, but to challenge those norms as well as provide 

linguistic and social validation. 

2.1.2 Sexual orientation and heteronormativity 

This paper defines sexual orientation as referring to a pattern of romantic and/or sexual attraction 

(or lack thereof) to people of another gender, same gender, several, or all genders. Typically, one’s 

own gender identity as well as that of those they are attracted to is used to determine sexual 

orientation (Taivaloja 2016, 4). Moreover, it should be noted that sexuality is not a monolithic 

experience but rather there exists a diverse range of experiences within the plurality of orientations. 

As discussed in section 2.1.1, gender normativity dictates the way people are expected to express 

their gender. Additionally, Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender as a performance illustrates how 

gender is only approved of if it conforms to societal norms. Considering this notion in relation to 

sexuality, the same norms dictate that to be accepted by society, women are to desire men and vice 
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versa (Motschenbacher 2014, 52-53). Therefore, it is obvious how gender normativity extends to 

the expectations toward sexual behaviour, thus providing us with the term heteronormativity. 

Heteronormativity refers to the belief that heterosexuality (i.e., traditionally concerning female-male 

relationships) is the preferred mode of sexual orientation and a natural state of being. Additionally, 

heteronormativity includes beliefs concerning the acceptable gendered roles individuals within a 

relationship may take up, for instance in terms of domestic work. In reference to the notion of 

heteronormativity and how it determines which identity options that are available and acceptable in 

a given setting, Nelson (2016) points out: 

Powerful social and linguistic norms that constrain sexual identity options and enactments can be 

upheld, resisted and challenged; these norms are dynamic, not static (Nelson 2016, 353) 

As such, it is essential to investigate how heteronormativity is upheld in order to challenge these 

norms. 

Queer linguistics has surfaced as a strand of research that targets the fundamental role that language 

has on how gender, sexual identities, and normativity are conceptualised, in order to examine how 

heteronormativity manifests itself in language and linguistic practices (Motschenbacher 2014, 52-

53; see also Coda et al. 2021). Additionally, previous studies such as that of Coates (2013) have 

observed how prevalent heterosexual references by which people position themselves as 

heterosexual are in everyday conversation, as the lexicon of heterosexuality is well-developed with 

words such as wife, boyfriend, marriage, et cetera. The results of Coates’ (2013) study reveal how 

heterosexual speakers tend to orient toward a dominant heteronormative discourse and maintain 

heterosexuality in their interactions with a great deal of discursive work. As Queer linguistics centres 

on linguistic analysis of the ways in which non-normative sexualities are negotiated and regulated 

in relation to heteronormative expectations, its theoretical influence on the current thesis cannot be 

ignored. 

Over the past few decades, sexuality has become more included within and alongside the study of 

language and gender in part due to an increased recognition of the intertwined nature of gender and 

sexuality (Pakuła et al. 2015, 10). Indeed, a close examination of language practices reveals how 

gender and sexuality cannot be separated in linguistic analysis as they intersect to an obvious extent. 

Before the 1990s, sexuality itself appears to have been a rare topic within research into language 

and gender – not to mention it being considered nearly exclusively from the viewpoint of 

heterosexuality – only insofar it aided the understanding of gender (Bucholtz & Hall 2004, 470; 
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Cameron & Kulick 2003, 47). Nevertheless, the early 2000s saw the growing institutionalisation of 

language and sexuality studies. 

In its early days, research into language and sexuality had a tendency towards the documentation of 

gay and lesbian vernaculars and experiences in relation to linguistic practices; as a result, sexuality 

made the construction of identities outside of the norm more notable than before within the most 

closely related area of research, language and gender studies, that had been widely focused on white, 

middle-class and (implicitly) heterosexual speakers (Motschenbacher 2014, 49). Research into 

language and sexuality has relied heavily on the notion of identity, because linguistic focus on 

sexuality oftentimes involves issues relating to how sexuality and sexual identity are represented 

linguistically in a variety of discourse genres (Cameron & Kulick 2003, 12; see also Milani 2017).  

2.1.3 Representation of sexual and gender minorities 

There is a large volume of published studies describing the role of representation from the point of 

view of numerous disciplines, hence representation as a term has taken many meanings and there 

are nuances to its uses. However, a unanimous approach into how most of those disciplines 

understand representation is that it is seen as a way of uncovering underlying meanings of texts 

(Webb 2008, 8). In the same vein, Sunderland (2004) has defined representation as being of 

something or someone, seeing that it is often used when the subject is ‘other’ rather than self, and it 

occurs in spoken, written, and visual texts in the form of discoursal traces (2004, 24; see also Pakuła 

et al. 2015). Within the framework of the current study, the focus is mainly on representations of 

sexual and gender minorities from the perspective of applied linguistics, specifically from the branch 

of discourse analysis. 

Within the field of linguistics, a large and growing body of literature has investigated how identities 

are represented in texts. Webb (2008, 15) has suggested that the processes of representation do not 

simply make identities, relationships, and connections visible, but rather that those processes in fact 

make them; in other words, representation constitutes our manner of existing in the world as well as 

the world itself. Webb (2008, 74) points out that we interpret, for example, the concept of a ‘woman’ 

by drawing that knowledge from the representations that are available to us, whether or not this 

knowledge holds true. After all, the identities that are recognised within society are legitimised 

through repeated representation (Jones 2016, 219), and certain essentialist notions may skew reality, 

for instance in terms of what is deemed gender-appropriate behaviour. As it is necessary to 

acknowledge the effect representation may have on one’s identity, by the same token it becomes 
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evident why representations are important to adolescents in educational settings who are still in the 

process of building their identities. 

As well as analysing how identities are represented in texts, research in this area may also be 

applicable to texts where certain groups are under- or misrepresented. Misrepresentation occurs 

when we disagree with the reason for the representation or when we believe it is constructed in a 

way that is meant to convince us unfairly (Webb 2008, 38). Stereotyping as a representational 

practice involves simplification and reduction, while it is inherently connected to power as 

stereotypes are typically directed at subordinate groups (Talbot 2003, 470-471). As such, in worse 

cases misrepresentation may cause damage to a whole group of people. In the context of language 

learning textbooks, harmful representations of same-sex relationships, for instance, may indicate to 

the textbooks’ users that such relationships are a potential source of problems and something to be 

worried about, as has been observed by Gray (2013). 

However, to be misrecognised is not only to be looked down upon or devalued in others’ attitudes. 

As Webb (2008, 83-84) points out, to be recognised as a human being one must belong to a 

recognised collective and one way to lose the qualities that make it possible for others to treat one 

as a human is not to be seen at all because you are not represented. In other words, to be 

misrepresented is to be denied the status of an equal individual in social settings and to be deemed 

unworthy of recognition. Similarly, with regard to the omission of any representation in language 

learning textbooks, Gray (2013, 50) holds the view that such erasure may well be taken by students 

as an indication that what is erased is, quite literally, unmentionable. Some researchers have been 

interested in what stereotypical representations regarding sexual orientation and gender may mean 

for a learner’s identity as well as for their learning and proficiency in the target language (see, e.g., 

Sunderland et al. 2002). Such studies have suggested that stereotyping in textbooks may potentially 

alienate certain readers as well as influence their investment and motivation in learning the target 

language, not to mention it possibly reinforcing negative preconceptions learners may have of others 

(Gray 2013; Jones 2016; Nelson 2016). 

Gray’s (2013) investigation of heteronormativity in UK-produced teaching materials, specifically 

focusing on the representation and erasure of LGBT+ issues, has shown that LGBT+ invisibility is 

commonplace in such materials, although improvements have been made. In addition, Burke and 

Greenfield (2016) have shown that according to previous studies, few high schools include topics 

relating to sexual identity in their curricula due to difficulties in initiating these conversations, such 

as lack of initiative, resources, or even fear (2016, 46). As a result of this invisibility, students 
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belonging to gender and sexual minorities continue to rarely feel included within their school 

curricula (Burke & Greenfield 2016; Page 2016). Previous research on applying LGBT+ inclusive 

curricula has reported that its presence has been linked to reduced levels of bullying and increased 

feelings of safety (Snapp et al. 2015; Page 2016), which suggests that positive representations of 

gender and sexual minorities in the school context help improve school climate. 

In light of what has been mentioned so far in this section, it has become evident that positive 

representations of sexual and gender minorities are of particular importance. Therefore, the studies 

presented demonstrate why it is necessary to study the representations of diversity regarding gender 

and sexual orientation in the educational context. 

2.1.4 Gender and sexual orientation in educational contexts 

The education system has an essential part within society as it not only instils knowledge and skills, 

but also possesses far-reaching influence over societal values. While there exists a popular tendency 

to believe that gender and sexuality are matters that have little to do with the school environment 

and thus such topics should not be included in education, this notion fails to consider some notable 

aspects. Firstly, it is necessary to acknowledge that discussing sexuality does not imply talking about 

sexual behaviour, as this reduces the variety of things associated with one’s identity to one possible 

aspect of it. Additionally, this talking point that is often raised to suppress sexual minorities 

disregards the fact that heterosexuality is also a sexual identity, yet it is rarely diminished to the 

same extent. Secondly, adolescence is a critical life-stage where students form their identities, and 

schools are a central socialising institution where students spend a large amount of their time 

preparing for adult roles, which subjects students to various types of monitoring and policing, much 

of which is gendered (Eckert 2003, 381). 

Therefore, it should be acknowledged that as well as outside the school, even within it students are 

faced with gender normative and heteronormative expectations that they may respond to in different 

ways. Furthermore, in the education setting, gender normative and heteronormative materials and 

classroom topics discussed validate and reinforce those norms. This creates an oppressive learning 

environment where those exhibiting a gender identity that does not fit the heterosexual female/male 

dichotomy are stigmatised and marginalised, and where they are left lacking information, support, 

and role models who represent their lived experiences (Steck & Perry 2017, 328). 

Studies regarding linguistic practices of inclusion and exclusion relating to sexual orientation in the 

context of language education have found that LGBT+ identifying individuals experience more 
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exclusion than inclusion (see, e.g., Sauntson 2019). This lack of interest is concerning given the 

negative consequences the exclusion and invisibility of sexual and gender minorities have on 

learners who are part of such minorities while the presence of heterosexuality and gender binarism 

remains apparent (see Gray 2013; Jones 2016; Nelson 1999; Page 2016; Paiz 2015). For instance, 

in classroom discussions where everyone is assumed to have a mother and a father, in textbooks 

where the only references to families depict nuclear families with a mother and father, and in 

textbook storylines featuring only heterosexual romance, heteronormativity is promoted. Such 

instances where heterosexuality is presented as the norm showcase how sexual and gender minorities 

are excluded in school contexts. 

However, LGBT+ topics are not openly discussed or condoned universally – especially not in 

educational contexts – which could help explain why some teachers from around the globe have 

reported having been discouraged and even prohibited from discussing such topics in the classroom 

(Nelson 2009, 45-47; 2016, 356). Even in countries that have visible LGBT+ communities and at 

least some legal rights for people belonging to those minorities, such content in educational contexts 

can still be prohibited, which shows how the norms that dissuade discussions of LGBT+ topics are 

not restricted to specific countries. For instance, in the US this can be observed in the passing of the 

so-called “Don’t Say Gay” bill in Florida and similar versions of the legislation in other states 

restricting teachers from discussing those topics altogether. Furthermore, some educators from 

liberal western societies have themselves resisted LGBT+ friendly education due to believing it is 

of marginal importance at best and of interest to a small minority of learners, not recognising that 

sexual identity is already an integral part of language education (Nelson 1999, 373). This evidence 

is concerning seeing as the discourses that normalise invisibility of sexual minority youth perpetuate 

dehumanising bias against them (Page 2016, 118). As a result, students belonging to these minorities 

are often left feeling disenfranchised, misunderstood, and unsupported while they struggle to find 

their position in society and develop their identities in a heteronormative environment that ignores 

their presence (Castro & Sujak 2014). Therefore, including topics with LGBT+ representation as 

well as making sure that these topics are not treated as optional or alternative, is necessary. 

In language education, sexuality and gender are important aspects to consider for several reasons. 

Topics related to everyday life, recreational activities, and human interaction remain constant in the 

language classroom, and as such, issues related to human relationships are frequent in language 

education – hence, gender and sexuality are relevant aspects to consider. In addition, previous 

studies have shown that language learners can benefit from opportunities to discuss topics related to 



12 

 

 

sexual identity, as for some it can drive the will to learn a foreign language (Nelson 2009, 193-194). 

Similarly, desirable identities made attainable by learning the target language may be a motivation 

for some learners, meanwhile “hidden identities” can leave them without necessary linguistic means 

of self-presentation (Shardakova & Pavlenko 2004, 29). Despite this evidence, there exists a dearth 

of attention to the diversity of sexual orientations in language education (Coda et al. 2021, 92). 

2.2 Textbook research 

The textbook has maintained its status as the main medium between teachers and learners. Within 

textbook research particular attention has been paid to the notion that the textbook, both as a text 

and a teaching tool, has a considerable influence on teaching as well as the users of the textbooks. 

What makes this influence a problematic issue, however, is the fact that textbooks may have far-

reaching effects on the skills, knowledge, and especially the attitudes and values learners take on. 

On the other hand, a broader perspective has been adopted as researchers of textbooks have 

examined how the textbook is, in fact, used in the classroom setting. The following subsections 

discuss the role of the textbook and the theorised influence textbooks have on their users, explore 

previous studies on textbooks in general, and finally review how textbooks have been previously 

researched from the point of view of gender and sexual orientation. 

2.2.1 The role of the textbook 

In general, textbooks can be defined as a tool designed for students to learn and be taught. From a 

didactic perspective, textbooks combine a range of tasks, assignments, and media while they are 

structured towards developing competence in the school subject; textbooks’ social role, on the other 

hand, is conveyed in the selective and standardising choices that have been made with regard to their 

contents (Fuchs & Henne 2018, 25-26).  

Considering textbooks’ social role, it is necessary to explore their production, as textbook production 

not only fulfils education policy requirements but additionally serves as a market with notable 

economic value (Fuchs & Henne 2018, 40). English language textbook publishing can be regarded 

as a major industry within the global economy given the global reach of the English language 

(Hadley 2014, 205). In light of this, textbooks may be considered a commercial artefact as they 

productise cultural capital. On the other hand, recognising that especially in the Finnish context the 

textbook’s role is to give form to and support the national curriculum, it may be seen as a curriculum 

artefact – one that is a key classroom tool intended to aid learning and teaching. Additionally, the 

textbook may be regarded as a cultural artefact that guides thinking; for instance, in the context of a 
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foreign language textbook, the textbook creates meanings about the target language as it is 

associated with certain varieties and ways of using language as well as particular sets of values and 

ways of existing in the world. Additionally, they can be considered ideological in the sense that they 

reflect mainstream culture and its values to a large extent (Lähdesmäki 2015, 531-532), therefore 

reproducing existing power relations in the society regarding, among other aspects, gender and 

sexual orientation. 

As Littlejohn (2012, 284) has stated, “although materials are aimed at use inside a classroom, they 

will always bear the hallmarks of the conditions of their production outside the classroom.” In other 

words, the textbook is not merely a tool for teaching the subject, but also an indication of what 

learners are expected to learn in terms of skills and knowledge in the world outside the school. Thus, 

textbooks can be seen as more than just a collection of texts and exercises appropriate for different 

proficiency levels, because they include more than only linguistic or sociolinguistic input and 

strategic exercise (Paiz 2015, 78-79). Findings that support this view have additionally been made 

in terms of foreign language education insofar that while the textbooks typically contain similar 

explicit features (e.g., target language grammar and lexis, communicative and cultural customs, 

thematic subject matters related to areas where the target language is spoken, etc.), they can be 

argued to include implicit content matters. Due to the content matters largely reflecting mainstream 

culture and its values, the transmission of attitudes is inevitable (Lähdesmäki 2015, 531-532). 

It has been claimed elsewhere that the purpose of language textbooks is not to transmit information 

and knowledge in the same manner as, for instance, in history or science, but to teach the target 

language (Pitkänen-Huhta 2003, 42). However, this account fails to consider the fact that since EFL 

textbooks provide a certain perception of the Anglophone world from the point of view of the writers 

and publishers of textbooks, no text can be regarded completely neutral in terms of information 

transmitted about the target language and its uses. While they function to offer learners a sanctioned 

version of knowledge in a certain area, language textbooks are not a neutral collection of 

grammatical forms and lexical choices seeing as their writers are, after all, individuals who exist in 

certain time in history in a particular social context and as such, it is inevitable to avoid conveying 

attitudes, values, concepts, and social relations. 

Acknowledging the importance the textbook has on foreign language teaching, it becomes obvious 

that to some extent it controls how a certain language is studied, and what is deemed important 

enough for learners of a language to know about the target language and the cultures where it is 

spoken. Still, a serious weakness with this view lies in the tendency to conclude that learners will 
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embrace these discourses without question merely because certain ideological implications are 

present within textbooks. 

2.2.2 Previous studies on English language textbooks 

While textbooks on their own cannot completely meet the needs of each classroom – which is why 

teachers typically supplement textbooks with additional teaching materials to cater to the learners’ 

needs – the analysis of textbooks is essential given that they are a central part of learning and heavily 

relied on in the teaching process (Harwood 2014; Galloway 2017). Similar findings regarding the 

extensive use of the textbook in classroom discourse and interaction have been made in Finland as 

well (see, e.g., Pitkänen-Huhta 2003). Therefore, notwithstanding the notion that teachers may 

choose how to make use of textbooks, it is crucial to examine the framework these textbooks provide 

to their users. 

Commenting on textbook research, Harwood (2014, 2) argues that for researchers, an obvious 

starting point for an investigation is to determine and evaluate what is included – and omitted – in 

the subject matter. Moreover, it may be preferable to concentrate on one specific content-related 

aspect of the textbook or pursue an overall analysis and evaluation by using a framework (Harwood 

2014, 2). Harwood’s claim is relevant to the current study since it supports my purpose of 

determining and evaluating how the diversity of genders and sexual orientations (i.e., the specific 

content-related aspect) is included and omitted in an EFL textbook series. 

There is a large volume of published studies focusing on English language textbooks and teaching 

materials. This is no surprise considering the role the English language has internationally and the 

commercial nature of publishing such materials. Due to this, researchers have gravitated toward 

casting a critical light on these materials from various viewpoints, for instance through analysis of 

recent trends in the field (Galloway 2017).  Yet, there is a limited number of extensive studies 

concerning EFL materials published in Finland whereas an abundance of Masters Theses have been 

produced on the matter, for instance from the point of view of environmental discourse (Seitaniemi 

2021), and meaning negotiation and compensation strategies (Vepsä 2019). 

Despite the current trend in textbooks promoting meaningful interaction among learners supported 

by various exercises and activities, the textbook continues to direct much of the interaction occurring 

in classrooms (Leung & Lewkowicz 2017). One of the ways in which textbooks can be seen to guide 

interaction is through the choice of topics present in the contents and consequently the texts 

associated with them. The textbooks and their contents that are chosen to be used in classrooms 
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typically represent valued notions about target cultures concerning, for example, the identities and 

lifestyles that are available and acceptable in those spaces (Paiz 2015, 79; Shardakova & Pavlenko 

2004). Therefore, these valued stances may affect language learners’ sense of possible identities as 

they are provided with a particular view of the positions they could reasonably inhabit. Additionally, 

over the past two decades there has been an increase in the use of authentic texts from a variety of 

real-world sources in language learning materials, as has been observed by Leung and Lewkowicz 

(2017). This evidence is especially relevant for the current study, as the material for analysis is a 

recent English language textbook series that also incorporates authentic texts from various real-

world sources. 

2.2.3 Gender and sexual orientation in textbook research 

As the study of language and gender has been present in the field of linguistics for several decades, 

so has the representation of gender in textbooks been a focus of research. Meanwhile, research 

toward the representation of sexual orientation in textbooks has received less attention. Research 

focusing on the analysis of the materials used by language teachers has been of particular relevance 

to the field of applied linguistics, considering that such resources may contain certain stereotypes 

and ideologies, and textbook research as part of language teaching is, indeed, at the core of applied 

linguistics. Furthermore, language learning textbooks in particular provide a worthy source for 

analysing gender and sexuality given that they are generally densely populated with people who 

continually interact with one another. As such, analysis of how gender and sexual orientation are 

represented in textbooks reveals much about the identities that are recognised within society, as they 

are legitimised through their representations. 

Previous studies investigating gender representation in textbooks (see, e.g., Porreca 1984; 

Shardakova & Pavlenko 2004; Barton & Sakwa 2012) have found that women and men have 

traditionally been presented in a noticeably stereotypical manner, men have been occupying both 

more powerful and a higher number of occupational roles, as well as that women have been 

underrepresented in comparison to men, while male discourse has frequently been presented as the 

norm. Previous research of gender representation in Finnish EFL textbooks (see, e.g., Piironen 2004; 

Laakkonen 2007) and textbooks of other school subjects including mother tongue and literature as 

well as mathematics (see, e.g., Finnish National Agency for Education 2010) have made similar 

findings. Most of such analyses have not, however, taken into account the diversity of genders. More 

recent studies such as those conducted by Holopainen (2018) and Simell (2020) have considered 

other genders in addition to women and men, yet their results have shown little increased diversity 
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within Finnish EFL textbooks concerning gender as both have noted the lack of gender minorities 

in the textbook series they examined. Notably, Simell’s (2020) data came from the Insights textbook 

series, which precedes the New Insights series analysed in the present study. 

In addition, while a quantitative method has been a popular approach, for instance, in counting the 

numbers of female and male characters in textbooks to establish their prevalence, such surveys fail 

to reveal how these characters are presented. Therefore, a qualitative method may uncover 

underlying information about the different representations in textbooks. To analyse representations 

of gender, both Simell (2020) and Holopainen (2018) have employed a combined methodology with 

qualitative and quantitative features; a quantitative method to find out whether women and men are 

represented equally, whether any other genders are included, and what relationships between 

characters are present, and a qualitative method to provide further insight into the texts. However, 

in the context of the present study, investigating how many men and women are present in the chosen 

textbook series provides little insight into how the diversity of genders is represented. 

A relatively small number of textbooks includes themes related to people belonging to sexual 

minorities and their lives, and in some cases the content may be framed as a controversial issue 

(Moore 2016, 87; see also Höhne & Heerdegen 2018). Moreover, studies concerning sexuality in 

educational materials have shown that heteronormative bias is present in a number of textbooks 

(Pawelczyk et al. 2014, 58-59). To investigate heteronormativity and representations of gender and 

sexual minorities in UK-produced English language teaching materials, Gray (2013) has explored 

LGBT+ representation in contemporary textbooks and interview data regarding such representation 

in pedagogic materials. His research demonstrates a persistence of heteronormativity, lack of 

LGBT+ identifying characters, and harmful framings of non-heterosexuality (Gray 2013). Similarly, 

Pawelczyk et al. (2014, 59) have observed that nuclear families with married heterosexual parents 

are frequent in EFL textbooks, as is the topic of heterosexual romance and attraction in general. 

While other additional recent works analysing representations of sexual orientation and 

heteronormativity in textbooks (Pakuła et al. 2015; Paiz 2015) have reported supporting findings 

regarding heteronormativity and the invisibility of sexual minorities, others have identified some 

improvements, such as mainly positive remarks about the LGBT+ community and non-heterosexual 

couples (Holopainen 2018; Simell 2020). Still, Holopainen’s (2018) and Simell’s (2020) studies 

unanimously report a tendency toward a persistence of heteronormativity and a lack of non-

heterosexual characters despite the references made toward them. However, mere inclusion of 

LGBT+ topics does not imply the existence of an actively anti-discriminatory attitude, and 
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oftentimes allusions to LGBT+ topics in textbooks are only limited to references to the G-

demographic of the acronym while ignoring the rest (Höhne & Heerdegen 2018, 241). 

Nevertheless, some may regard textbooks as a minor concern because, as some may argue, they can 

be used in the classroom as a starting point from which discussions and activities can be expanded. 

Additionally, it has been claimed elsewhere that the fascination with analysing textbooks arises from 

the assumed conditions of how they are received (Höhne & Heerdegen 2018, 241). Yet, the evidence 

presented thus far supports the view that textbooks provide an influential source for identity options 

for language learning adolescents. Collectively, the studies presented in this chapter highlight the 

need for analysing the diversity of genders and sexual orientations in an EFL textbook. 

2.3 National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Education 

According to the Finnish National Agency for Education (2020), the NCC is a framework that 

defines the structure, values, and mission of education, and outlines the key contents and objectives 

of all subjects that are taught at schools. In addition, it specifies the goals for developing working 

methods, the learning environment and school culture in general. As a national regulation issued by 

the Finnish National Agency for Education it serves as a foundation that guides local curricula. 

Moreover, although the NCC does not specifically dictate the contents textbooks should include, 

they are expected to reflect its values, mission, key contents and objectives. 

Notably, the current NCC – having become a legal obligation to all general upper secondary 

education providers as of August of 2021 – states as one of its objectives the promotion of students’ 

well-being through the school culture, as more emphasis is placed upon student participation, co-

operation, togetherness, and diversity in addition to addressing their individual needs (Finnish 

National Agency for Education 2020). In other words, the NCC aims to not only promote a command 

of various school subjects, but also support students’ capabilities for self-improvement, life-

management skills, and responsible influencing, as well as their growth into civilised human beings 

and active members of society. Additionally, as the document points out, during general upper 

secondary education students form their perception of humanity, worldview, and their own identities 

as they find their place in the world (Finnish National Agency for Education 2020). 

An even more notable reference in the NCC for the purpose of the present study can be observed in 

the section outlining the learning objectives and core contents of education generally. As the 

document points out, recognising “the diversity of gender and sexual orientation creates 

preconditions for gender aware instruction” (Finnish National Agency for Education 2020). This 
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mission is not aimed at any particular subject, but rather all educators who are obliged to recognise 

the diversity in their teaching practices. The NCC frequently emphasises gender equality, 

establishing that general upper secondary education promotes the value in all its activities as 

experiences of safety, justice, and being accepted promote a peaceful working atmosphere (Finnish 

National Agency for Education 2020). In addition, regarding learning environments and methods, it 

is noted that “attention is paid to […] recognising and changing gendered attitudes and practices” 

(Finnish National Agency for Education 2020). Therefore, these excerpts from the document 

demonstrate how topics related to the diversity of gender and sexual orientation ought to be 

represented fairly in the textbooks, since they typically provide the framework for education in the 

classroom, as the evidence presented in section 2.2 shows. 

Compulsory studies have as of 2021 been structured as modules which are used to put together either 

subject-specific or interdisciplinary study units. Concerning English as a foreign language 

education, modules 1-3 are of particular relevance to the current study. Firstly, in module 1 the focus 

is mainly on developing one’s study skills and building one’s linguistic identity. Secondly, in module 

2 the key contents include internationality in daily life and in the students’ surroundings, speakers’ 

different backgrounds and impacts of status, as well as the varying elements concerning well-being 

and self-esteem. Lastly, in module 3 the main goal is to advance cultural understanding as the 

module examines the diversity of cultures as well as values and meanings conveyed to individuals 

and the community through culture (Finnish National Agency for Education 2020). Arguably, such 

topics could facilitate a context in which the diversity of gender and sexual orientation is visible and 

represented in a fair manner.  
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3 Materials and methods 

This chapter will introduce the data for the present study as well as the methods of collecting and 

analysing the data. As this study examines representations of diversity regarding gender and sexual 

orientation in the New Insights series qualitatively, I seek to address the following questions:  

1) How is the diversity of gender represented in the New Insights series? 

2) How is the diversity of sexual orientation represented in the New Insights series? 

3) How do the findings of questions 1 and 2 correlate with the general objective of recognising the 

diversity of gender and sexual orientation mentioned in the current NCC? 

After introducing the New Insights series and describing how the materials were collected in section 

3.1, section 3.2 will explain the reasoning behind combining discourse analysis and content analysis 

methods. Finally, in sections 3.3 and 3.4 I move on to describe how the texts were categorised in 

order to apply appropriate forms of analysis. 

3.1 The New Insights series 

The data for this study comes from an EFL textbook series for the general upper secondary school, 

New Insights, published in 2021 by a Finnish publishing house Otava. The data consists of two 

electronic copies of the printed textbooks, New Insights 1-2 and New Insights 3, as the following 

textbooks are yet to be published at the time of conducting this study. The materials have been 

collected from Otava’s online service. New Insights has been selected as the material for this 

textbook analysis not only because the data is recent, but also because it is a renewed series based 

on an earlier Insights series; as stated by Otava (2021), only the ‘best’ features of Insights (e.g., 

particular main texts and exercises) have been kept while new materials have been added as the 

updated series is intended to follow the current NCC. Furthermore, New Insights is described to help 

adolescents strengthen and develop their self-image and worldview (Otava 2021). It is also necessary 

to address the ethical considerations of the present study in terms of using the New Insights series 

as data. It should be recognised that the textbooks are commercial products that are available for 

purchase to all, and the Finnish National Agency for Education permits the use of these textbooks 

for research purposes. Moreover, the present study does not include any personal data. 

The first textbook, New Insights 1-2, consists of the first two modules of English as a foreign 

language education. Module 1 covers chapters 1-5 and Module 2 covers chapters 6-15. As for New 

Insights 3, the textbook covers the third module and there are 11 chapters altogether. The main 

themes, types of texts, and topics of the main chapters in New Insights 1-2 (2021) and New Insights 
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3 (2021) are described in Table 1 and Table 2 below, respectively. The main chapters include either 

a main text or a workshop as well as vocabulary and different exercises relating to the topic at hand. 

The main texts are typically a short text discussing the main theme of the chapter in addition to 

introducing new vocabulary, and they are mainly from a variety of authentic sources, such as novels 

and newspapers. After the main chapters, the textbooks include an additional Vocabulary revision 

section where students can revise the vocabulary of each main chapter, a Learning to learn chapter 

that is intended to strengthen the students’ self-evaluation and learning skills, and a Grammar 

chapter that consists of theory, grammar exercises, self-evaluation exercises as well as revision 

exercises. The electronic copies of the textbooks also include Extra material and For the teacher 

sections within the main chapters consisting of additional exercises and materials, background 

knowledge for each chapter, and tips for the teacher on how to cover the topic. 

Title Theme Type of Text Topic 

1. My English Language identity 
The opening spread, a 

workshop 
Me as a language learner 

2. Can you lose a language 

you never knew? 
Language identity A culture blog post 

Thinking about being 

bilingual 

3. I became a meme! Media identity A newspaper article Interacting with social media 

4. Nobody should have to 

sit alone 
Personal identity A magazine article 

Accepting others and dealing 

with bullying 

5. My first apartment Personal identity A personal blog post Moving out 

6. Our English Evolving English A workshop English as a global language 

7. My pronouns are 

they/them 
Evolving English A newspaper article Language changes over time 

8. English – the killer 

language? 
Evolving English A podcast (audio text) 

English changing world 

languages 

9. First Amendment Language in use An extract from a novel 
Using language to speak 

your mind 

10. Welcome to England! Language in use An extract from a novel 
Using language to move 

through the world 

11. I can’t help it! Well-being A magazine article Dealing with anxiety 

12. Challenging your body 

and mind 
Well-being 

A blog post and a 

magazine article 

Growing by accepting 

challenges 

13. Never enough Well-being A newspaper article 
Managing your personal 

finances 

14. Seven reasons to 

explore the world 
Exploring the world A listicle about travel Thinking about travel 

15. Destination Australia Exploring the world 
A workshop: activities 

for group work 
Planning your travels 

Table 1: Chapter titles, themes, types of text, and topics of New Insights 1-2 (Source: New Insights 

1-2 2021) 
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Title Theme Type of Text Topic 

1. What’s your venue? 
My relationship to 

culture 

A workshop: activities 

for group work 
Thinking about culture 

2. Enter from stage right Being creative A playscript Producing and performing 

3. We want to do 

something great 
Being creative A newspaper article 

Self expression and working 

together 

4. When you beat the odds 
Expressing yourself 

through culture 
A newspaper article 

Overcoming challenges and 

finding your voice 

5. Express yourself 
Expressing yourself 

through culture 
A blog post 

Fashion, photography and 

identity 

6. Insights into Finland 
Cultural identity and 

community 

A workshop: activities 

for group work 
Finnish identity 

7. Stains of the past 
Cultural identity and 

community 
A video text 

Cultural oppression and 

strength 

8. Games connecting 

people 

Cultural identity and 

community 
An online article 

Video games as a way to 

connect 

9. The anatomy lesson Interpreting arts 
An excerpt from a 

novel 

Looking at and thinking 

about art 

10. Book club Interpreting arts Three short stories 
Reading and writing 

different literature types 

11. Poetry corner Interpreting arts Poems and song lyrics Understanding poetry 

Table 2: Chapter titles, themes, types of text, and topics of New Insights 3 (Source: New Insights 3 

2021) 

Both written and visual texts are considered for this study due to the multimodal nature of the 

textbook, however any audio-visual or spoken texts were not taken into account. In the process of 

observing the contents of the textbooks, I let the categorisation for further analysis arise from the 

findings. I then used methods that I found the most suitable for a qualitative analysis of the chosen 

textbooks, as the written and visual texts were examined differently. The written texts that were 

included for analysis consist of the main texts/workshops, sidebars (information about the author of 

the main text, a piece of information related to the topic), exercises and their answer keys, written 

tapescripts of audio materials, theory related to grammar, example sentences, and the written extra 

materials. As for the visual texts, these included photographs, illustrations, and infographics. 

Firstly, I started the collection of materials with New Insights 1-2 and moved onto New Insights 3 

as I read them in order starting from the first main chapter. While going through the textbooks, I 

took notes on relevant findings as I categorised them for later analysis. Moreover, while observing 

each chapter’s contents, the corresponding For the teacher and Extra material sections were also 

examined. After the main chapters I moved onto the Vocabulary revision, Learning to learn, and 
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Grammar chapters and made notes on any theory, examples, and exercises that could be analysed 

further. Altogether 26 main chapters including their additional materials, two Vocabulary revision 

chapters, two Learning to learn chapters, and three Grammar chapters are read in order to find out 

how gender and sexual diversity is represented in the textbooks. 

I deliberately chose to investigate textbooks aimed at general upper secondary schools because it is 

there that vocabulary related to identity, community, and well-being tend to be introduced, as can 

be observed from the list of contents described above in Table 1 and Table 2. It should be 

acknowledged that such themes also include the topic of relationships between people, as languages 

are generally taught to be used in interaction with others. Therefore, how textbooks treat such 

contents is indicative of their implicit stance on gender normativity and heteronormativity, since 

these contents explicitly show what is deemed as necessary knowledge for learners of English to 

acquire. 

3.2 Content analysis and discourse analysis as research methods 

This study employs exclusively qualitative analysis methods, as a quantitative approach may only 

provide limited insight into gender and sexual orientation in the textbook series. While a quantitative 

approach could provide insight into, for instance, how much space is given to diverse representations 

of genders and sexual orientations within the textbook series, it does not present much information 

about the manner of these representations. Thus, meaningful results may be attained by a combined 

methodology of content analysis and discourse analysis. 

Even though content analysis could be approached from a quantitative perspective as well, this study 

focuses exclusively on the qualitative perspective as I seek to elucidate the diversity (or lack thereof) 

of representations regarding gender and sexual orientation in the series. Content analysis may be 

used for varying purposes due to its flexible nature. According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005, 1278), 

the main interest of qualitative content analysis is on the characteristics of language as 

communication within the content or contextual meaning of a text, and therefore, qualitative content 

analysis can be defined as a research method that focuses on the subjective interpretation of the 

content of texts through a systematic classification process that identifies themes or patterns. 

Discourse analysis is used alongside qualitative content analysis in this study to recognise the wider 

context surrounding the texts. Much like content analysis, discourse analysis can be used in many 

ways, and it has been increasingly gaining ground within textbook research over the last decade 
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(Fuchs & Henne 2018, 29). As the modes of using discourse analysis are diverse, its forms that 

emphasise discourse as a social or cultural phenomenon share a common view of discourse as a 

reflection of society, culture, and power in which the social world is produced and reproduced 

largely through discourse (Bucholtz 2003, 45). My reasoning for using a combined methodology of 

content analysis and discourse analysis is supported by Jones et al. (1997, 471) who point out a 

major limitation in using only content analysis as a research method: while it is essentially static in 

nature, it needs to be complemented by discourse analysis to provide dynamicity. 

3.3 Analysing representations of gender 

In the process of observing the written and visual texts for analysing representations of gender, the 

most important characteristic leading the categorisation was the representation and visibility of 

diversity. I would also make note of a lack of representation concerning gender diversity where 

inclusion would be relevant, as such invisibility promotes gender normativity. As observed by Paiz 

(2019, 269-270), while avoidance may appear to be a seemingly unproblematic, neutral strategy, it 

is still indicative of an ideological stance. When observing the contents, I took notes on the ways 

gender is depicted in them to determine if they serve as representation for gender diversity. Next, 

these findings were categorised into the following types: a) direct representations of gender 

diversity, b) gender-exclusive vs gender-inclusive language, and c) third person singular pronouns. 

A direct representation of gender diversity would be, for example, describing a character as 

nonbinary. An example of the second category could be instructions to avoid masculine generic 

terms by using gender-inclusive alternatives. In terms of personal pronouns, it should be 

acknowledged that as this study is concerned with representations of diversity, attempting to 

categorise and analyse all third person singular pronouns would not have been meaningful; instead, 

I included discussions of personal pronouns, instances of the third person singular form in case the 

gender of a certain character was unclear, and uses of gender-inclusive pronouns. Additionally, I 

attempted to find out if readers themselves were targeted by any written texts, for example with 

gendered labels or gendered personal pronouns. Finally, I took into consideration consistency in 

terms of whether there appeared to be any contradicting notions relating to gender and sexual 

orientation within the contents of the textbooks. 

Categorising visual texts is more complex, seeing as in several instances deciding what could be 

considered diverse representation can be complicated. Determining a character’s gender based on 

their looks alone is a precarious task and this issue has been taken into consideration in the analysis 



24 

 

 

and approached with an attempt to understand how the visual is supposed to be seen by the reader. 

Here the idea that a visual text likely evokes in an average reader is key; for example, it is reasonable 

to assume that when observing a character who is depicted in a way that conforms to prevailing 

cultural beliefs of what a woman looks like, an average reader will register them as a woman. Due 

to said challenges, it is necessary to analyse visual texts in the context in which they occur, because 

a qualitative analysis of the visual texts on their own could be argued to leave much to be desired in 

terms of reliability. 

3.4 Analysing representations of sexual orientation 

Similar to the method of categorising representations of gender diversity described in section 3.3, 

the leading characteristic in the process of observing the written and visual texts for analysing 

representations of sexual orientation was primarily visibility, as the invisibility of non-heterosexual 

characters and references promotes heteronormativity. The instances that were marked for later 

analysis were chosen based on the way sexual orientation and/or romantic relationships are depicted 

in them, as my intention is to determine if they serve as representation for diversity. Next, these 

findings were categorised into the following types: a) direct mentions of sexual orientation, b) 

references toward romantic relationships, and c) diversity of sexual orientation in family structures. 

An example of direct mentions of sexual orientation could be an explicit reference toward sexual 

orientations in general, or a character being described as gay or lesbian in the texts. To see what 

kinds of relationships are depicted as the norm, references toward romantic relationships were 

categorised if characters were portrayed as being romantically involved with someone. Diversity of 

sexual orientation in family structures were categorised to investigate how an ideal family is depicted 

in the textbooks, and examples of this type would be general references toward specific family 

structures or mentions of a character’s parents. Importantly, I regarded only the parts where more 

than one parent was mentioned, and I was only concerned with immediate family and how sexual 

orientation is reflected in them. I also noted any references made directly toward the reader, such as 

questions that potentially attribute a heteronormative identity to the questions’ recipients and 

assumptions of the reader’s family structure. Finally, I took into consideration consistency as 

described in section 3.3. 

Categorising visual representations of sexual orientation is difficult because of having to make 

subjective assumptions of the characters depicted in them. Thus, I categorised visual texts if the 

characters in them were portrayed as being romantically involved with one another. Visual texts 
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were analysed in the context in which they occur, and I attempted to base my interpretations on how 

an average reader might interpret the visual by connecting any such representations to corresponding 

characters in the written texts. For instance, it is sensible to assume that when seeing a seemingly 

heterosexual couple, an average reader will register them as such without considering the possibility 

that one or both of them could be, for example, bisexual. Therefore, I categorised such instances as 

heterosexual for simplicity’s sake.  
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4 Results and analysis 

In this chapter the results and analysis will be presented to answer the three research questions. First, 

the representations regarding gender diversity will be introduced, after which the representations of 

sexual diversity will be presented. Finally, I will consider the results introduced in the first two 

sections in light of the current NCC. The implications of the results presented in this chapter will be 

discussed further in Chapter 5. 

4.1 Representations of the diversity of gender in New Insights 

This section will answer the first research question of what representations of gender diversity can 

be found in the textbook series. The subsections 4.1.1, 4.1.2, and 4.1.3 are divided accordingly to 

the categories of direct representations of gender diversity, gender-exclusive vs gender-inclusive 

language, and third person singular pronouns. 

4.1.1 Direct representations of gender diversity 

To analyse how the diversity of genders is represented in the series, I investigated whether any 

transgender characters or characters of other genders besides women and men are present in the 

contents explicitly, and how these representations are portrayed. Additionally, mentions of 

behaviour considered typically gender nonconforming were included in this category. 

In the series there are not many diverse representations of gender. Although they are not completely 

invisible, they are few and far between in comparison to the overwhelming presence of cisgender 

representation. Most of the examples for direct representations for gender diversity appear to be 

limited to one particular chapter discussing nonbinary individuals and personal pronouns. As 

Example 1 below shows, the main text of said chapter includes a quote from a representative for the 

National Center for Transgender Equality in the US stating that nonbinary identities are increasingly 

more accepted, which is reflected in several US states recognising a third gender option on driver’s 

licences as well as in the dictionary publisher Merriam-Webster’s recent recognition of the third 

person singular pronoun they. Additionally, in terms of gender-related vocabulary, the series 

introduces terminology such as the terms nonbinary, non-gender-specific, transgender, gender, and 

misgender (New Insights 1-2, 58 & 64). 

Example 1: Gillian Branstetter […] sees Merriam-Webster’s decision as fitting into a larger 

normalization of nonbinary identities. “Overall you’re seeing workplaces, schools and hospitals 

recognize the current system of only offering ‘male’ or ‘female’ isn’t working for a lot of people,” 
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she says. She points to the inclusion of ‘they’ in the AP Press Stylebook in 2017 and 14 states 

offering a third gender option on driver’s licences (New Insights 1-2, 57) 

Despite the visibility, a number of these representations may be considered problematic to a degree. 

Regardless of the reference in Example 1 claiming that nonbinary identities are becoming more 

accepted, the discussion surrounding nonbinary identities is portrayed also as a controversial issue 

in Example 2. While it is fair that the main text includes a nonbinary voice instead of making 

observations of nonbinary people as some foreign, separate group of people, Examples 2 and 3 

demonstrate that coming out as a nonbinary person is still seen as a complication, something that 

may spark a debate over the validity of one’s identity and personal pronouns. 

Example 2: The British singer Sam Smith made headlines last week when they announced on 

social media that their pronouns were now “they/them” rather than “he/him”. “I understand there 

will be many mistakes and misgendering but all I ask is you please please try,” Smith wrote in an 

emotional series of posts. “I hope you can see me like I see myself now. […]” Smith’s 

announcement on Twitter has received over 14,000 comments – a passionate debate over the 

validity of “they” taking place in many of them (New Insights 1-2, 57) 

Example 3: The recognition of “they” as a singular, non-gender-specific pronoun comes as its 

usage grows in popularity, especially among people who identify as neither male nor female. 

However, these adoptees frequently face critics who claim the usage is not “grammatically correct” 

(New Insights 1-2, 57) 

As mentioned earlier (3.3), a qualitative analysis of visual texts may turn out to be complicated as 

in most cases it might be problematic to determine which characters could be regarded as 

representations of gender diversity based on their looks alone. Still, it is necessary to include 

characters who are indicated to be, for instance, nonbinary or transgender for visibility’s sake. 

Considering this, the visual texts of the series contained no explicitly diverse representations of 

gender. Yet, an implicit reference may be observed in Example 4 below, which is the opening spread 

for the chapter discussing nonbinary identities and personal pronouns. The opening spread of each 

chapter in the series typically visualises a character, object, or theme in the main text or workshop; 

in the aforementioned chapter the opening spread includes a visual text portraying a person who is, 

however, not referred to in any way in the main text. Therefore, the visual text is not considered 

adequate representation of gender diversity since the diversity is not made explicit. 

 
Example 4 Source: Getty Images/NoSystem Images (New Insights 1-2 2021, 56) 
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Nonetheless, there are explicit references toward gender inclusivity in general in the visual texts. 

Yet, these instances are limited to the single chapter that was also presented in Examples 1-4. 

Example 5 below is a photograph depicting a form with a checkbox for the letters M, F and X – 

assumably standing for Male, Female, and Other, respectively – and an unknown person’s hands 

seemingly ready to tick the box for X. Next, Example 6 is a photograph of a person behind a sign 

with the writing “not he / not she / just me” along with a symbol indicating nonbinary. In addition, 

Example 7 depicts a photograph of traffic lights with the transgender symbol showing in place of 

the green light. 

 
Example 5 Source: iStock.com/nito100 (New Insights 1-2, 58) 

 

 
Example 6 Source: iStock.com/RS-photography (New Insights 1-2, 60) 

 

 
Example 7 Source: Getty images/Paul Biris (New Insights 1-2, 61) 
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While the topic of gender diversity is discussed to the extent of a whole chapter, the rest of the 

contents in the series continue to portray cisgender characters and to repeat notions that reinforce 

gender normativity. For instance, gender binarism is portrayed clearly in Example 8’s infographic 

about Finland. In addition to general information, the visual details that there are 152 men and 756 

women aged 100 or over, as well as that the most popular first names given to children are Aino 

(portrayed in pink to represent ‘girls’) and Leo (portrayed in blue to represent ‘boys’). However, 

while it should be acknowledged that these are factual statistics that are collected in Finland, the 

visual reflects an ideological stance relating to what information is deemed important enough about 

Finland to mention. 

 

Example 8 Source: Statistics Finland, Digital and Population Data Services 

Agency (New Insights 3, 49) 

Behaviours considered typically gender nonconforming, including certain expected gender roles, are 

discussed in various instances, such as in relation to fashion. Yet, in Example 9 below expressing 

oneself through clothing choices that are deemed unusual for one’s gender to make is portrayed as 

a problematic issue; of particular interest in this example is the statement that many of the men 

featured on the blog would be subject to ‘stares, comments or outright hostility’ where the author 

lives. Additionally, while the main idea of the task shown in Example 10 is to question social 

conventions regarding gender and sports, it appears to reinforce the typical feminine/masculine, 

women/men binary. Seeing as the task shown in that example aims to help students question gender 

norms related to the world of sports, a rather disappointing instance that completely disregards this 

notion is illustrated in Example 11, as it reinforces the notion that hobbies can be assigned either 

feminine or masculine traits. Further illustrating the gendered labelling of activities, another exercise 

contains the phrase, “Isn’t dancing one of the most feminine sports?” followed by, “No, it is similar 

to any other physically demanding sport” (New Insights 1-2, 157). In addition to attaching gendered 

traits to a sport, these phrases equal femininity to not possessing physically challenging qualities, as 

by not being feminine, dancing is like any other physically demanding sport. 
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Example 9: Men, in particular, seem to express themselves a lot through their clothing choices. 

Where I live, a number of the men featured on Hel-Looks would be subject to stares, comments or 

outright hostility (New Insights 3, 40) 

Example 10: People have stereotypical ideas of sports. Some consider rugby suitable only for 

males, whereas others may think that figure skating is a very feminine sport. Your task is now to 

break the conventions and create a list of the ten best reasons why both genders should be engaged 

in a sport that is often associated with only one or the other (New Insights 1-2, Ch. 12 Extra 

material) 

Example 11: What is the most feminine/masculine hobby you can think of? Why? (New Insights 

1-2, 111) 

In conclusion, the textbooks contain some positive aspects concerning visibility, such as mentioning 

a nonbinary character directly, however this visibility is somewhat outweighed by the factor that the 

reference occurs in a rather problematic context. What is additionally lacking is clearly diverse 

characters and references in the rest of the contents since those visible representations were limited 

to one chapter, and the rest of the contents continue to repeat gender norms. Those instances where 

gender diversity is not explicitly stated reinforce the invisibility of gender minorities and promote 

gender normativity. An important finding was that while the textbooks include discussions about 

questioning those norms, it is not consistent throughout the series. 

4.1.2 Gender-exclusive vs gender-inclusive language 

For this category I investigated gender-exclusive and gender-inclusive language use to see how 

gender diversity is represented in the series. Although personal pronouns are typically included in 

discussions of gendered language, I have chosen to discuss those more in depth as a separate section 

(4.1.3). I additionally examined references toward gender-neutrality as it was oftentimes used as a 

near-synonym to gender-inclusive language. It is worth mentioning that as the essence of this study 

is diversity, the instances that were marked as gender-exclusive language also included gender-

specific terms that ignore those who are neither male nor female. 

The topic of gender-inclusive language recurred throughout the textbooks. For instance, issues 

relating to inclusive and neutral terminology, as well as the link between language and gender 

identity arose from the contents. Inclusive and neutral language as opposed to exclusive language 

are explicitly mentioned on several occasions, as Examples 12-15 below illustrate. Example 12 

defines what these terms mean and provides examples. Further demonstrating gender-inclusive 

language, in Example 13 the word gingerbread person has been written instead of gingerbread man 

in a price tag of the baked goods, and Example 14 uses the term sports person rather than a gendered 

alternative (e.g., sportsman). Moreover, the gender-neutral term Latinx referring to Latin American 

people (the -x suffix replaces the gendered forms -o and -a) is used on several occasions, one of 

which is demonstrated in Example 15. In addition, the textbooks include exercises that help practise 
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the use of gender-neutral words instead of their gendered counterparts, thus familiarising readers 

with gender-inclusive language. 

Example 12: In recent years, we have started to pay more attention to using gender-neutral 

language or gender-inclusive language which means using language that avoids bias towards a 

particular sex or social gender […] In English, this means for example replacing gender-specific 

words like chairman with chair or stewardess with flight attendant (New Insights 1-2, 34) 

 
Example 13 Source: iStock.com/Bet Bettencourt (New Insights 1-2, 59) 

Example 14: Who is your favourite sports person at the moment? (New Insights 1-2, 111). 

Example 15: Living in a city with nearly 5 million Latinxs provided me with countless 

opportunities to engage my culture (New Insights 1-2, 12) 

As mentioned earlier, personal pronouns will be discussed further in section 4.1.3, however the topic 

is closely related to this category with regard to those parts that specifically refer to gender-inclusive 

language. While one of the main texts considers the relationship between gender and language via 

introducing the issue of third person singular pronoun they, this discussion is already somewhat 

problematised in the teachers’ instructions regarding what to do with the chapter, as can be seen in 

Example 16. The example mentions how new words and usages may be even unpleasant to some 

teachers, which assumably refers to vocabulary pertaining to gender-inclusivity as it is central to the 

main text of the chapter. The instructions highlight that despite this ‘unpleasantness,’ the chapter is 

nonetheless an opportunity for everyone to explore the mutability of language; yet this cautionary 

mention not only signals that teachers ought to feel hesitant about approaching the subject of gender-

inclusivity, but also that even if one considered gender-inclusivity uncomfortable, they can put their 

prejudices aside to the extent of the chapter. 

Example 16: While some teachers might find new words and usages unfamiliar or unpleasant, the 

chapter is an opportunity for all to explore the mutability of language (New Insights 1-2, Ch. 7 For 

the teacher) 

Despite the textbooks advising readers to use gender-neutral language, there are instances where 

gender-specific language is used instead. Examples 17-19 below include gender-specific terms such 

as landlady, policeman, actor/actress instead of non-gendered alternatives (e.g., lessor, police 

officer, actor). However, the present analysis did not find any instances where the readers 

themselves were directly referred to with gender-specific language. Additionally, similar to Example 
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20 demonstrating gender-exclusive language with referring to boys’ bags, another exercise refers to 

thongs as synonymous to flip flops and female underwear (New Insights 1-2, 132), as if it has to be 

specified that the garment is exclusively for women. 

Example 17: Landlady: Would you like to see the apartment […]? (New Insights 1-2, 45) 

Example 18: ‘Excuse me, could I have a word with you, please?’ I heard someone say. A 

policeman was standing in front of me (New Insights 1-2, 154) 

Example 19: As you watch the other groups […], take notes on who you would vote for in these 

categories for the class awards ceremony: Best Actor […] Best Actress (New Insights 3, 15) 

Example 20: Where are the boys’ bags? (New Insights 3, 186) 

Moreover, while topics regarding gender equality and questioning gender roles are present in the 

materials, they tend to exclude other genders by using gender-exclusive language as they set men 

and women in opposition to one another. For instance, notions such as the opposite sex as illustrated 

in Example 21 reinforce the idea that there are two opposing genders. Similarly, Example 22 

suggests that the demographics of the video game audience consists solely of two opposing genders, 

and Example 23 implies that the adult population in Britain only consists of men and women. In 

addition, Examples 24 and 25 are arguments for a debate, whose instructions note that the statements 

provided are both for and against “the fact that women are now equal to men” (New Insights 3, Ch. 

10 Extra material). These apparently opposing statements only refer to men and women as they 

address topics related to gender equality, excluding people of other genders that also face inequality 

based on that aspect. 

Example 21: A co-educational school helps students to form natural relationships with members of 

the opposite sex (New Insights 1-2, Ch. 9 Extra material) 

Example 22: The current video game audience is largely split down the middle when it comes to 

men and women (New Insights 3, 63) 

Example 23: Do all men, women and children in Britain like these reality TV series that feature 

families? (New Insights 3, 163) 

Example 24: Many governments have both male and female representatives (New Insights 3, Ch. 

10 Extra material) 

Example 25: Most governments have a male majority (New Insights 3, Ch. 10 Extra material) 

To conclude, the findings in this category match those observed in the first section (4.1.1). While 

there were several examples where gender-inclusive language was discussed and alternative 

terminology was taught, such notions were likewise disregarded in many instances. Gender-

exclusive language was used in several examples where inclusive alternatives could have been 

applied. My analysis found no instances of using gender-specific language directly toward the 

readers themselves. Furthermore, the instances of gender-exclusive language were seen to reinforce 

the gender binary. 
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4.1.3 Third person singular pronouns 

In this section, examples of how third person singular pronouns are represented in New Insights will 

be presented. As noted earlier (3.3), I did not categorise all instances of third person singular 

pronouns as it would not be relevant to the qualitative analysis of gender diversity in the texts. 

Instead, the marked examples included discussions of personal pronouns, instances of the third 

person singular form in cases where the referent’s gender was unclear, uses of gender-inclusive 

pronouns, as well as gender-exclusive terms such as he and/or she and generic uses of gendered 

pronouns. 

The attitudes toward the use of the gender-neutral third person singular they amongst English 

speakers today seem to be reflected in its wide representation within the series. Other less known 

formations, such as ze or ey, were not present in the textbooks. The third person singular pronoun 

they was used in various texts, for instance in questions and instructions that made references to the 

readers’ peers, as illustrated in Example 26 from an exercise for becoming acquainted with one 

another in the classroom. Similarly, they was used in various other instances as a general reference 

to individuals whose gender is unknown or irrelevant, as Examples 27-29 demonstrate. 

Example 26: Write their name and fill in the requested information (New Insights 1-2, 7) 

Example 27: Who was your first English teacher? What do you remember of them? (New Insights 

1-2, 52) 

Example 28: Look at the people in the photo. Choose one of them and write what happened in their 

lives (New Insights 3, 148) 

Example 29: Write an interview with a musician […]. What would you want to ask them and what 

do you think they would reply? (New Insights 3, 147) 

As has been established thus far, the singular pronoun they is a central topic in one of the chapters 

in the series. How the relationship between gender and language in terms of gender-neutral pronouns 

is portrayed in main text is demonstrated in Examples 30-32 below. It is apparent that the main text 

advocates in favour of the inclusive singular pronoun they, as it establishes that its official use is 

finally recognised and supported by authorities. On the other hand, the teacher’s instructions for the 

chapter appears to contradict this notion, as it mentions that the main text and its related exercises 

refer to Sam Smith with they/them pronouns seemingly because of the subject of the text (Example 

33). The phrasing in this example makes it appear as if the use of officially recognised gender-

neutral pronouns requires justifying and need to be more palatable for some teachers. 

Example 30: Using they instead of the pronouns he and she has also become an accepted form of 

language (New Insights 1-2, 34) 

Example 31: “Over the past few decades, there has been so much evidence that this is a fully 
established use of ‘they’ in the English language. This is not new” (New Insights 1-2, 57) 
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Example 32: “If you are at a restaurant and you found a stranger’s phone at a table, you wouldn’t 

say, I found his or her phone. You would say, ‘I found their phone.’” (New Insights 1-2, 57) 

Example 33: Because of the subject of the text, both the article and the exercises use “they” and 

“them” in reference to singer Sam Smith, who is quoted in the article as wanting to be referred to 

using those pronouns (New Insights 1-2, Ch. 7 For the teacher) 

In terms of how the use of third person singular pronouns is taught in the series, further 

inconsistencies were observed. According to Example 34, for the Finnish third person singular hän-

pronoun there are two alternatives in the English language – he referring to men and she to women 

– but if the person’s gender is unknown, they can be used so that we may get rid of the ‘clumsy’ 

form he or she. Despite the series including a chapter discussing the use of they/them pronouns not 

only when one’s gender is unknown, but also when their gender does not fit the dichotomous 

male/female category, Example 34 appears to disregard that notion. The Grammar chapters do not 

appear to incorporate the singular they in their definition of third person singular pronouns either; 

for example, in teaching how to form the present simple, the textbook only instructs to add the -s 

ending when using third person singular he/she/it, making no mention of a third person singular they 

(New Insights 1-2, 211). Regardless of Example 34 describing he or she formations poorly, similar 

paired pronoun expressions occurred in the texts seemingly as an attempt to avoid masculine generic 

terms, as shown in Examples 35-37. However, the dichotomy of such formations does not leave 

room for other gender identities. 

Example 34: Hän-pronominille on kaksi sanaa, joista he viittaa miehiin ja she naisiin. […] Jos 

tekijän sukupuolta ei tiedetä, voi substantiivista käyttää monikkomuotoa ja viitata siihen 

pronominilla they, jotta päästään eroon kömpelöstä he or she -rakenteesta (New Insights 1-2, 293) 

Example 35: The photographer made me pose for two hours before she/he got the shot she/he 

wanted (New Insights 1-2, 147) 

Example 36: How would you imagine he or she would dress? […] What kind of music would he or 

she listen to? […] What kind of high school student was he or she? […] What would he or she do 

on weekends? […] How does he or she feel about the other three characters? (New Insights 3, 15) 

Example 37: The place he/she wants to go to is actually behind you (New Insights 3, Ch. 9 Extra 

material) 

In sum, the textbooks utilise the singular they routinely and one of the main texts has been dedicated 

to the topic of they/them singular pronouns, seemingly as an acknowledgement to nonbinary 

individuals to some degree. Despite this, the analysis identified several instances of less inclusive 

pronouns being employed, such as he/she, as well as instructions that disregard the singular they 

either completely or refer to it only as a pronoun used when a referent’s gender is unknown. 

Therefore, these results somewhat match those presented in the earlier sections (4.1.1 & 4.1.2) 

regarding the continued contradicting examples and the inconsistency between the values that 

certain texts seem to stand for. 
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4.2 Representations of the diversity of sexual orientation in New Insights 

In this section I answer the second research question of what representations of diversity regarding 

sexual orientation can be found in the textbook series. The following subsections (4.2.1, 4.2.2, 4.2.3) 

are divided accordingly to the categories of direct mentions of sexual orientation, references toward 

romantic relationships, and diversity of sexual orientation in family structures. 

4.2.1 Direct mentions of sexual orientation 

For this category I considered the instances where sexual orientation is directly mentioned either in 

reference to a character or as a general topic. The fundamental aim for analysing the instances in 

this category was to discover the stance the textbooks appear to take on sexual orientation in terms 

of its visibility and manner of representation in the contents. 

The instances of direct mentions of sexual orientation were scarce and limited to a single chapter 

(i.e., New Insights 1-2, Ch. 4), and certain problematic characteristics were revealed once these 

instances were analysed in depth. Other than the few examples discussed in this section, there were 

no other explicit mentions of sexual orientation in the series. Although characters in non-

heterosexual relationships did appear in other instances (as will be shown in section 4.2.2) their 

orientation was not mentioned. Moreover, readers themselves were not directly referred to with any 

labels relating to sexual orientation. 

Example 38 is an excerpt from the main text of that single chapter, and it asks the reader to imagine 

a situation where a “small, shy, openly gay” student, Tom, is sitting on a school bus and sees 

“popular, athletic” students walk toward him. In the example, the narrator is implying that Tom 

would be harassed by the popular students, but then it is revealed they just wanted to keep him 

company. Even though the example portrays a situation in which the group is friendly toward the 

lone student, it does so by first suggesting that being gay could lead to Tom being bullied. By doing 

this, text repeats the stereotype that small, shy, gay students are harassed by the athletic, popular 

(and by implication, heterosexual) bullies. Homosexuality is further problematised in Example 40 

below that depicts it as a negative label that might be attached to someone via social marginalisation. 

Example 38: Consider the scene: Tom, a small, shy, openly gay high school student, sat at the back 

of the school bus on his own. He saw three of the most popular, athletic boys get on the bus […]. 

As they made their way down the aisle, they saw Tom alone and moved toward him. What 

happened next? Not what you’d expect. The boys, in fact, sat down to talk with Tom (New Insights 

1-2, 29-30) 

Example 39: “I didn’t really know him well,” one later told me. “I knew he was the gay kid at 

school, that’s all […]” (New Insights 1-2, 30) 
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Example 40: It used to be the case that those boys who did not engage in extroverted behaviors 

were socially marginalized as nerdy or gay (New Insights 1-2, 30) 

As the central themes of the main text are bullying, popularity, and accepting others, one may 

wonder why the most descriptive account of those themes relates to how a homosexual student might 

be bullied for their sexual orientation. Besides, use of the term ‘openly gay’ is controversial because 

it could be seen to signal that being openly homosexual is an act of defiance, as well as to express 

surprise that they are not hiding in plain sight. This notion is further reflected in Example 39 above, 

as the student is described as ‘the gay kid at school.’ Yet, the introduction of the author of the main 

text (Example 41) notes that he researches homophobia and how it affects heterosexual and LGBT+ 

youth. As such, the main text is potentially not intended to repeat harmful stereotypes, but it 

nonetheless manages to do so. 

Example 41: His research examines how decreasing homophobia in British and American cultures 

influences the gendered behaviors and sexual identities of straight and LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bi, 

transgender and queer) youth (New Insights 1-2, 30) 

In conclusion, there were only a handful of examples in which diverse sexual orientations are 

directly mentioned and in arguably negative contexts at that. While heterosexuality was not 

mentioned by name either, it is expected more often than not due to the prevalence of 

heteronormativity. Thus, other sexual orientations not only need to be made more visible, but also 

to be fairly represented. Additionally, any labels relating to sexual orientation were not directly 

placed on readers. 

4.2.2 References toward romantic relationships 

The instances marked for this category were concerned with references toward romantic 

relationships in general or specific characters’ romantic lives, as I sought to reveal what type of 

romantic relationship is treated as the norm in the series and how these relationships are portrayed. 

The texts mostly centred around heterosexual relationships and there is little representation of other 

sexual orientations. However, the most prominent example of diverse representation is of a same-

sex couple whose relationship is a central topic in one of the main texts. While there is no direct 

mention of the sexual orientation of either character, the average reader would arguably register 

them as a same-sex couple. The text is narrated by a writer named Katie Heaney, and in Example 

42 below she refers to her girlfriend Lydia; their relationship is portrayed in a positive manner as 

the two are said to be in a ‘loving, romantic relationship’ in which they support each other, and the 

two are also portrayed in an affectionate manner in the accompanying visual texts (Examples 43 & 

44). An additional example of diverse representation is shown in Example 45, which contains a 
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reference toward another same-sex couple – specifically a character named Gregory and his ex-

boyfriend. Although the example indicates that asking about this character’s past romantic partner 

is a tactless social error (perhaps due to a quarrelsome separation), the representation is not 

considered harmful since it does not seem to portray the character’s sexual orientation as the issue. 

Example 42: The first time I had a panic attack around my girlfriend, we were in […] Disneyland. 

We’d gone to California, where she’s from, […] ambitious for a couple just four months into their 

relationship. […] I realized that my anxiety was no longer mine alone – it affects not only me, but 

Lydia, and us as a couple, too. […] Being in a loving, romantic relationship means sharing most 

things, if not everything, with your partner (New Insights 1-2, 92) 

 

 
Example 43 Source: New Insights 1-2, 94 (© Pauli Salmi) 

 

 
Example 44 Source: Getty Images/FilippoBacci (New Insights 1-2, 91)  

Example 45: Asking Gregory about his ex-boyfriend was a serious faux pas (New Insights 3, 25) 

Although the examples above are considered fair representation, these instances are few and far 

between in comparison to the prominence of heterosexuality in the contents. As this section is 

focused on the representation of sexual orientations particularly in terms of the visibility of sexual 

minorities, it would not be meaningful to analyse each instance of heterosexual representation. 

However, to analyse how the series represents sexual minorities, I have chosen to include a set of 

examples that show how glaring the heteronormative references are in comparison to the limited 

representation of sexual diversity. Examples 46-49 below demonstrate that heterosexual 
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relationships are portrayed throughout the contents of the textbooks with numerous references, while 

non-heterosexual references receive limited visibility. 

Example 46: Max thinks (that) Grace is a babe, doesn’t he? […] I think (that) Max and Grace are 

great together, aren’t they? (New Insights 1-2, 250) 

Example 47: What about you, Aunt Irma? […] What about that millionaire you have been seeing? 

Has he proposed yet? (New Insights 1-2, 234) 

Example 48: Peter met his new girlfriend at a concert last weekend (New Insights 1-2, 278) 

 
Example 49 Source: New Insights 3, 44 (© Pauli Salmi)  

Moreover, in another exercise where the task is to come up with reasons for why you have not done 

certain things listed, one is “You haven’t phoned your boy-/girlfriend” (New Insights 1-2, 265). As 

the text directly refers to the reader, it assumes their sexual orientation as being directed toward only 

girls and/or boys, because by using gender-specific language it excludes those sexual orientations 

that may include romantic partners of other genders. The heterosexual norm is further highlighted 

in Examples 50 and 51 that are arguments for the same debate as in Examples 24 and 25 previously 

(4.1.2). Example 50 implies that men are now increasingly partaking in domestic work such as child-

rearing and household chores, while Example 51 also refers to a married couple as something that 

includes a man and a woman. These examples disregard the idea that a household or marital unit 

could contain, for example, only men or none at all. 

Example 50: Men now take part in the raising of children and household responsibilities (New 

Insights 3, Ch. 10 Extra material) 

Example 51: In many places, a married couple can choose whether the man or the woman takes 

leave from work to look after the newly arrived baby (New Insights 3, Ch. 10 Extra material) 

Nonetheless, the textbooks did also contain general references to romantic interest where 

heterosexuality is not assumed, as gender-inclusive terms were used. For instance, Example 52 

below is a cue from a role play exercise instructing to complain about becoming too active and how 

it will ruin your life and hopes for “a certain romantic interest” (my translation). Example 53 is the 

following instruction to respond to the previous complaint by inquiring cautiously what “this 
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person” (my translation) is like. These examples do not make assumptions based on sexual 

orientation as they enable the reader to refer to a person of any gender. 

Example 52: Kauhistele, että sinusta tulee liian aktiivinen ja se pilaa sinun elämäsi ja toiveesi 

eräästä seurustelukumppanista (New Insights 1-2 Ch. 11 Extra material) 

Example 53: Tiedustele varovasti, millainen tämä henkilö on sitten luonteeltaan (New Insights 1-2 

Ch. 11 Extra material) 

There are instances where it is unclear whether a specific relationship is heterosexual or not, as the 

surrounding context provides no indication of the characters’ genders. For example, while Example 

54 mentions the narrator’s husband-to-be, the narrator’s gender is unknown. In terms of visual texts, 

Example 55 shows a reference to the romantic life of a character named Paula; the character only 

appears in this exercise and is not referred to with any gendered language, and in the visual Paula 

visualises having been kissing another unknown character who is portrayed as an apparently 

masculine presenting person. Still, such instances where the characters’ or narrators’ romantic lives 

may not be heterosexual due to insufficient context do not count as representation for the visibility 

of sexual diversity. 

Example 54: I was apprehensive when I heard that my mother was planning to paint a portrait of 

me and my fiancé as a wedding gift (New Insights 3, 77) 

 
Example 55 Source: New Insights 1-2, 236 (© Pauli Salmi)  

To conclude, while there was scarce representation of diversity, the few visible instances were 

regarded as fair representation. Nonetheless, such references were limited to those rare examples as 

the rest of the contents continued to refer to heterosexual romance. Certain assumptions based on 

the readers’ sexual orientation were additionally made. Moreover, the textbooks included examples 

where gender-neutral first names were used, referents’ genders were not mentioned, and gender-

inclusive vocabulary were used of characters in romantic relationships. However, those instances 

were not considered representation of sexual diversity due to not being visibly so; because of the 
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prevalence of gender normativity and heteronormativity, the average reader would likely read such 

instances as heterosexual representations if their possible diversity were not made clear. 

4.2.3 Diversity of sexual orientation in family structures 

In order to analyse how an ideal family is depicted in the textbooks, the instances that were marked 

for this category included general references toward specific family structures, mentions of parents, 

and any related references made directly toward the reader. Importantly, I regarded only the parts 

where more than one parent was mentioned, and I was only concerned with immediate family and 

how sexual orientation is reflected in them. 

There appeared no visible representations of parents who belong to sexual minorities in the series, 

as parents were referred to either as mother and father exclusively, or with inclusive terms such as 

parents. Examples 56-58 demonstrate how inclusive language was used without referring to the 

parents’ genders. Although such language use is gender-inclusive, it is not visibly representative of 

sexual diversity. 

Example 56: Listen to Sandra who has just moved out of her parents’ house (New Insights 1-2, 44) 

Example 57: What other sources of income do Finnish teenagers have other than getting money 

from their parents? (New Insights 1-2, 116) 

Example 58: Parents aren’t good at teaching the value of a dollar/money (New Insights 1-2, 123) 

The textbooks directly refer to the reader in several instances when discussing parents and/or 

families, and these instances were regarded as assumptions of the reader’s family. While Examples 

59 and 60 do not appear to make heteronormative expectations of students’ family structures, 

Examples 61 and 62 on the other hand do; both refer to the reader’s presumed mother, and the latter 

includes the presumption that the reader has a grandmother and a grandfather. Such examples could, 

arguably, be replaced with inclusive terms such as parent or grandparent to avoid heteronormative 

expectations. 

Example 59: Write a reply to Jane’s blog. How do you feel about moving out and living on your 

own? […] Or are you still quite happy staying with your family? (New Insights 1-2, 47) 

Example 60: Find a story about life in the 80s. You can also interview your parents or grandparents 
(New Insights 1-2, 247) 

Example 61: It’s time to buy a souvenir for your Mum. Which one will you buy and why? (New 

Insights 1-2, 128) 

Example 62: Spell your grandmother’s full name in English. Then your grandfather’s name. And 

your mother’s second name (New Insights 1-2, 184) 

As mentioned earlier, heterosexual parents were directly mentioned in several instances while there 

were no representations of, for example, parents of the same gender. The portrayals of 

heteronormative family structures were frequent, and Examples 63-66 below are only a small sample 

of these. 



41 

 

 

Example 63: The family is having their Sunday breakfast. […] A: The father of the family […]. B: 

The mother of the family (New Insights 1-2, Ch. 13 Extra material) 

Example 64: My Dad’s new wife is half his age (New Insights 1-2, 295) 

Example 65: Are there any adults there? Maybe your dad or mum could help you calm down a bit? 

(New Insights 1-2, 323) 

Example 66: When the Super Bowl was on (tv), all the men in the family used to watch the game 

all afternoon. […] While the men were watching the game, Mum was usually in the kitchen 

preparing dinner (New Insights 1-2, 231) 

In conclusion, there were no visible representations of diverse families in terms of sexual orientation. 

The only direct mentions of parents referred to mothers and fathers, and as such they were 

categorised as heterosexual. The rest of the references toward parents used only inclusive 

terminology (e.g., family, parents). Inclusive terminology in this case, however, was not considered 

representation for sexual diversity as it is not visibly diverse, and it oftentimes carries a traditionally 

heterosexual connotation. Yet, there were instances where gender-inclusive terminology arguably 

should have been employed, as those examples contained expectations of heteronormative family 

structures in reference to readers. 

4.3 Meeting the standards of the National Core Curriculum 

As noted earlier (2.3), the general objectives of instruction according to the NCC include the 

recognition of the diversity of gender and sexual orientation. Additionally, upper secondary 

education, according to the curriculum, aims to support students’ growth into civilised human beings 

and active members of society, as they form their perception of humanity, worldview, and their own 

identities whilst they are finding their place in the world (Finnish National Agency for Education 

2020). Regarding learning environments and methods, the document also points out the importance 

of recognising and changing gendered attitudes and practices (Finnish National Agency for 

Education 2020). Moreover, the material for this study notes that the primary subject matters and 

goals mentioned in the current NCC have been taken into consideration in the making of the series 

and those are explicitly mentioned in each chapter. Therefore, this section seeks to answer the third 

and last research question of how the findings of the first two research questions correlate with these 

aims noted in the NCC. 

4.3.1 Recognising the diversity of gender 

On the question of how gender diversity is represented in the series, the results presented in section 

4.1 show that its recognition of the diversity of gender is inconsistent. To compare how this finding 

is connected to the specific aims of the NCC noted above, I considered three aspects based on the 

analysed texts. First, whether they may help students form their perception of humanity and 
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worldview with regard to the diversity of gender. Second, whether they may aid students belonging 

to gender minorities in forming their own identities as they are finding their place in the world. 

Third, whether they may help in recognising and changing gendered attitudes and practices. 

On one hand, some instances acknowledge that the binary gender division does not fit everyone as 

well as that other genders besides women and men exist, and they are increasingly more accepted in 

the society. On the other hand, many of those instances are simultaneously problematised, and the 

rest of the contents continue to represent almost exclusively that binary. The message this seems to 

relay is that while diverse genders are recognised, they can just as effortlessly be discounted, and 

not fitting the gender norm will likely subject one to attacks regarding the validity of their identity. 

Regardless of the accuracy of the latter statement, it is worth questioning whether it is a necessary 

message to send in a textbook in order to help students form a worldview where people of all genders 

are treated fairly and equally. Because diverse representations are remarkably limited in this series, 

it may not be actively helping students form their perception of humanity in terms of gender diversity 

– how could it whilst there are no consistent and fair representations of gender diversity throughout 

its contents? 

Furthermore, considering the insufficient representation of gender diversity, the series does not 

appear to fully support students in forming their identities and finding their place in the world, either. 

An important aspect to consider is whether the series shows that there is a place to be found for 

students belonging to gender minorities. As the series barely contains representations for gender 

diversity and other contents appear to reject the concept altogether, how can it help students 

belonging to gender minorities recognise that there is a place for them in the world while they are 

not considered an important enough part of it to represent? 

Finally, in terms of whether the series helps in recognising and changing gendered attitudes and 

practices, the answer is yes in terms of recognising those attitudes and practices, but no in terms of 

helping change them. Despite how some instances acknowledge that certain attitudes and practices 

are gendered, and these notions being challenged at times, other examples deliberately repeat those 

same attitudes that reinforce gender normativity. For instance, regardless of instructing that gender-

inclusive language is preferable as opposed to exclusive language that upholds gender bias, the rest 

of the contents evidently employ gendered language that does exactly that. 

Taken together, these results suggest that the textbooks do not adequately reflect the values set in 

the NCC regarding the objective of recognising gender diversity, helping recognise and change 
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gendered attitudes and practices, as well as helping students form their perception of humanity, 

worldview, and their identities. This is due to the recurring inconsistency between certain contents 

seemingly advocating for such values and others disregarding them by repeating gender normative 

notions. 

4.3.2 Recognising the diversity of sexual orientation 

The second question in this study sought to determine how the diversity of sexual orientation is 

represented in New Insights. The results presented in section 4.2 show a similar pattern as those of 

4.1 in terms of contradicting contents within the series. Evidently, while the textbooks contained a 

few representations of diverse sexual orientations, such instances were limited and some of them 

even problematic. To compare how this finding is connected to the specific aims of the NCC noted 

at the beginning of this section, I again considered three aspects based on the analysed texts. First, 

whether they may help students form their perception of humanity and worldview with regard to the 

diversity of sexual orientation. Second, whether they may help students belonging to sexual 

minorities form their own identities as they find their place in the world. Third, whether they may 

help in recognising and changing gendered attitudes and practices regarding sexual orientation. 

Arguably, the series may not help students form a fair perception of the English-speaking world, 

because the diversity of sexual orientation as opposed to heteronormativity was barely present in the 

contents, not to mention the complete omission of non-heterosexual parents. In addition, the texts 

that contain stereotypical depictions of non-heterosexual characters do not, arguably, aid students in 

developing a worldview where people belonging to sexual minorities are treated fairly, but rather 

those harmful representations may indicate that it is a potential source of problems. Similarly, 

referring to homosexuality as an act of defiance in case one does not actively hide the fact may send 

a questionable message about how LGBT+ people should be perceived. 

In terms of aiding students in forming their identities and finding their place in the world, the same 

question could be asked here as was presented in the previous section (4.3.1): how can the series 

help students belonging to sexual minorities recognise that there is a place for them in the world 

while they are not considered an important enough part of it to represent? Notably, due to a lack of 

representation, those students may struggle to find their position in society and form their identities 

in an environment that ignores their presence. The series does not seem to adequately follow the 

particular objectives set in the NCC in this regard, seeing as there is little representation of diverse 

sexual orientations to begin with, and most of the contents appear to exclude sexual minorities 
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altogether. However, this is not to say that those few representations do not include any positive 

aspects at all, as section 4.2.2 showed that positive representations are, indeed, present in the series. 

In this sense, the series may aid students belonging to sexual minorities in forming their identities 

and finding their place in the world, as it is to be hoped that those few positive representations might 

help them have an optimistic outlook on their present and future. 

Lastly, the textbooks do not appear to adequately recognise and change heteronormative attitudes 

and stereotypes due to the contradicting texts within the series. For instance, while mostly the texts 

appear to lean toward a more inclusive practice of referring to parents with such language that avoids 

the assumption that students have a mother and a father, there are other instances that reinforce 

heteronormativity by referring to the student’s presumed mother. As another example, the 

stereotypical portrayal of a homosexual character in the series repeats the practice of simplification 

and reduction, which does not change heteronormative attitudes but instead may cause damage to 

gay people as a whole. 

In conclusion, the textbooks do not arguably reflect the values set in the NCC concerning the 

diversity of sexual orientation to an adequate degree. Considering that diverse sexual orientations 

are somewhat visible in the series both in problematic and positive contexts, it is evident that this 

visibility is not a completely unambiguous matter.  
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5 Discussion 

In this chapter, the results and implications of the study will be discussed acknowledging the 

previous studies presented in the Chapter 2. The chapter is structured into a series of discussion 

cycles that centre around the findings presented in the previous chapter. 

The first question in this study sought to determine how the diversity of gender is represented in the 

textbooks. In accordance with previous research concerning gender diversity in other EFL textbooks 

(see, e.g., Holopainen 2018; Simell 2020), this study observed limited representation in the New 

Insights series. While the results showed some positive aspects in this matter, such as including a 

main chapter whose focus is on gender-inclusive language, several inconsistencies that undermine 

such progressive notions were found as well. Similar to Holopainen’s (2018) results, in some texts 

within New Insights effort is made to call attention to gendered behaviour and stereotypes, as well 

as to encourage students to critically reflect on those concepts; yet the efforts fall short since different 

texts seem to otherwise reinforce gender normativity. Despite, for example, mentioning a nonbinary 

character directly and referring to gender diversity generally, this visibility is outweighed by 

problematic contexts and the fact that explicitly diverse characters and references are severely 

lacking in the rest of the contents. 

This combination of contradicting contents and limited representation throughout the textbooks 

provides some support for the conceptual premise that while the series attempts to be more aware of 

and acknowledge the diversity of gender, the incoherence leads one to speculate whether the 

textbooks genuinely advocate for gender-inclusivity or if such contents have been included merely 

to fulfil the standards set by the current NCC. As a national regulation issued by the Finnish National 

Agency for Education, the document serves as a foundation that guides local curricula, paving the 

way for upper secondary education providers. As noted earlier (2.1.3), previous research has 

observed reduced levels of bullying and increased feelings of safety in schools following LGBT+ 

inclusive curricula (Snapp et al. 2015; Page 2016), suggesting that including positive representations 

of gender minorities would likely be beneficial in educational materials, as well. However, as New 

Insights does not seem to actively demonstrate awareness of gender diversity, the series does not 

sufficiently help dismantle the gender normative worldview that is one central reason for the 

harassment of gender minorities. 

As was demonstrated in the literature review (2.1 & 2.2), textbooks may contain valued notions in 

terms of, for example, the identities that are available and acceptable in certain societies. Such 
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notions could influence language learners’ sense of potential identities they may acquire in those 

spaces where the target language is used, as they are shown only a limited view of those identities 

and left without necessary linguistic means of self-presentation. Hence, according to New Insights, 

what is deemed important enough for learners of English to know about the target language and the 

cultures where it is spoken seems to centre to a large part around a gender normative worldview. 

Therefore, in addition to including a chapter referring to gender diversity, the series need to include 

representations consistently throughout the contents of the textbooks, and not disregard those 

notions concerning gender diversity in other texts. As noted in the literature review (2.1.1), there are 

many ways language can be used to reinforce harmful ideologies of gender as a binary system, and 

even the more subtle ways can have harmful consequences. Thus, teaching as well as consistently 

demonstrating gender-inclusive language is crucial, as acknowledging inclusive terminology both 

makes the reality of gender minorities visible and teaches ways of respecting others’ identities when 

interacting with people of all genders. Still, it is worth noting that gender-neutrality may not be a 

completely secure approach either, as it is not always completely free from gendered assumptions 

(see, e.g., Lindqvist et al. 2018). Arguably, that is all the more reason for including visible 

representations of gender diversity instead of vague gender-neutral references. 

On the question of how the diversity of sexual orientation is represented in the series, this study 

found that the textbooks leave much to be desired in terms of visible and fair representations of 

diverse sexual orientations. To be precise, there were no visible representations of diverse families 

and hardly any direct mentions of sexual orientation, some of which even contained problematic 

characteristics. While the results show some positive references toward diverse romantic 

relationships, these instances were rare in comparison to the overwhelming presence of heterosexual 

references in the contents, hence the series does not effectively promote sexual equality while it is 

significant that sexual minorities are not completely invisible in New Insights. Certain 

heteronormative assumptions of readers were also found, although these instances were scarce, and 

the textbooks seemed to lean toward using inclusive language when directly referring to the reader. 

These results are consistent with other research (see, e.g., Gray 2013; Höhne & Heerdegen 2018), 

corroborating the idea that heteronormativity is still persistent in textbooks as they tend to lack 

characters belonging to sexual minorities and topics related to these minorities are in some instances 

framed as controversial issues. Additionally, consistent with previous research (see, e.g., Pawelczyk 

et al. 2014), families with heterosexual parents are still depicted as the norm, as is the topic of 

heterosexual romance in general, and New Insights showed little improvement in this regard. 
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The results of the second research question are concerning considering the lack of representation of 

sexual minorities. As mentioned earlier (2.1), students may well regard such erasure as an indication 

that topics related to sexual minorities are, indeed, unmentionable (Gray 2013, 50), not to mention 

how this may create a discouraging learning environment where students are deprived of 

information, support, and role models who represent their experiences (Steck & Perry 2017, 328). 

Omitting references toward sexuality in the series does not necessarily imply that it is neutralised. 

Instead, this exclusion reflects just how uncontested the heterosexual norm is, as it ignores how 

present heterosexual references are in references toward, for instance, marriage. In New Insights, 

the topic of marriage was present on several occasions (e.g., in references toward wives/husbands, 

engagements, wedding attire), while, for example, civil partnerships were not mentioned. Thus, it 

seems as if committed romantic relationships are reserved to heterosexual couples according to New 

Insights, as those are the most visible representations in that regard. Although the series is produced 

in Finland where same-sex marriage has been legal since 2017, the textbooks are intended to depict 

life in the wide English-speaking world – yet marriage equality is not met everywhere, hence the 

textbooks should include more diverse narratives. Including alternative terminology regarding, for 

instance, civil partnerships could potentially demonstrate that there have been alternative 

arrangements available for same-sex couples in Finland previously, and currently those may be the 

only option for same-sex couples elsewhere. 

Furthermore, it is somewhat surprising that the series excluded visibly diverse families from its 

contents completely. As such, it appears that the ideal family is one with a mother and a father 

according to New Insights, because it is the family structure that was the most visible. While it is 

uncertain whether those examples portray having a mother and a father as a necessity for the 

‘natural’ family structure, the fact that there are no explicit mentions of non-heterosexual parents 

perpetuates heteronormativity. Despite the hypothetical attempts to conceal this omission by 

including families where the parents are referred to with gender-inclusive terms – hence, their sexual 

orientations are unknown – this merely resembles a sugar-coated response which reinforces LGBT+ 

invisibility. In sum, visible representations of people representing diverse sexual orientations need 

to be included throughout the textbooks. However, the findings also reveal that visibility is not a 

clear-cut matter. On one hand, for example not mentioning a character’s sexual orientation can 

contribute to the invisibility of sexual minorities. On the other hand, it can in some instances be 

counterproductive to make a character’s sexual orientation known if one is not careful with avoiding 

covertly heteronormative notions that reiterate harmful stereotypes. Therefore, only including 

representations of LGBT+ topics and characters is not enough, as textbook creators need to be 



48 

 

 

mindful of including fair representations of these minorities. The mere presence of harmful 

representations of homosexuality in New Insights is alarming because such misrepresentation may 

alienate students and reinforce negative preconceptions as it signals that homosexuality is a potential 

source of problems, as well as influence their investment and motivation in learning English. Such 

consequences have been reported by previous research (Gray 2013; Jones 2016; Nelson 2016), thus 

it is not unreasonable to speculate how stereotypical representations of homosexuality may affect 

readers of New Insights, as well. 

There are several possible explanations for the inconsistency between the texts that was reported in 

several instances, for instance with regard to gender-inclusive and gender-exclusive language. This 

discrepancy could be attributed to the texts in New Insights being from various sources, as 

mentioned in section 3.1. The increased use of authentic texts from a variety of real-world sources 

in English language learning materials has also been observed by other research (see, e.g., Leung & 

Lewkowicz 2017). As the present study has not addressed how textbook creators in fact attain the 

texts that are included in the textbooks, and whether factors such as public domain content and 

copyright payments might have an effect on the matter, one possibility may lie in a lack of adequate 

texts available to the textbook creators. 

Moreover, it is worth acknowledging that New Insights combines new materials with older ones 

from the previous Insights series, and as such there may be some inconsistencies between the 

contents. For instance, Simell’s (2020) results from analysing the Insights series seem to include 

certain texts that appear in the present study as well, while other relevant instances were not 

mentioned. Hence, it could conceivably be hypothesised that those contents may have been added 

to the New Insights series. One glaring difference in representation can be seen in a text that was 

also discussed in Simell (2020) – namely regarding the small, shy, and openly gay character who 

may be subject to bullying for being the gay kid at school mentioned in section 4.2.1 – and an 

apparently new text including a character in a loving, romantic same-sex relationship as mentioned 

in section 4.2.2. One possible explanation for this difference may lie in who tells the story. The 

former character is referred to in third person, his feelings are unacknowledged, and the text portrays 

his sexual orientation as a potential problem, whereas the latter representation is narrated by the 

apparently homosexual character herself and she holds authority over her own story. Additionally, 

as she recounts her own experiences, she does not portray her being in a same-sex relationship as a 

source of problems nor does the story revolve around how they may face discrimination for being 

an ‘untraditional’ couple. 
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In conclusion, the lack of diverse representation in the textbooks is rather alarming considering that 

previous studies have found that LGBT+ identifying students experience more exclusion than 

inclusion, which can have several negative consequences (2.1.4). In addition, students might benefit 

from being shown that there are different ways of experiencing gender and sexual orientation, and 

none of them are any better than the other. As mentioned in the literature review (2.2.3), analysing 

how gender and sexual orientation is represented in textbooks is quite conclusive in terms of 

exhibiting what identities are recognised in society, as identities are made legitimate through their 

representations. Therefore, those instances that do not explicitly recognise diversity reinforce the 

invisibility of LGBT+ minorities as well as promote gender normativity and heteronormativity. All 

in all, rather than simply including diverse content in a few parts of the textbooks without making 

sure that the contents do not contradict one another, the authors of New Insights should actively 

work toward creating a cohesively diverse series with fair representations of gender and sexual 

minorities. As Höhne and Heerdegen (2018, 241) have suggested, simply including LGBT+ topics 

does not on its own indicate an actively anti-discriminatory attitude but rather an act of virtue 

signalling. 

Arguably, the examples presented in this study could be modified to recognise the diversity of 

gender and sexual orientation more thoroughly, and to represent people belonging to gender and 

sexual minorities more fairly. Adjustments that could further gender and sexual equality in the 

following textbooks within the New Insights series or similar EFL series might involve an increased 

visibility of LGBT+ characters, representations expressing support for gender and sexual minorities, 

and greater care in terms of editing out contradicting contents that undermine gender and sexual 

diversity. However, it is worth acknowledging that I am not suggesting grouping LGBT+ topics into 

a unit of their own, as this could be ineffective as opposed to incorporating them throughout the 

textbooks. Perhaps, more comprehensive national guidelines regarding how to approach topics 

concerning gender and sexual diversity could potentially help textbook creators actualise fair 

representations, seeing as the current NCC contains no requirements for the contents of textbooks 

in particular, as noted earlier (2.3).  
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6 Conclusion 

The main goal of the current study was to determine how the diversity of gender and sexual 

orientation is represented in the EFL textbook series New Insights. Altogether 33 chapters were read 

to answer firstly how the series represents the diversity of gender, secondly how it represents the 

diversity of sexual orientation, and thirdly how the findings of those two questions correlate with 

the general objective of recognising the diversity of gender and sexual orientation mentioned in the 

current NCC. Regardless of the fact that the document does not explicitly dictate the contents 

textbooks should include, the materials are expected to reflect its values and key contents. Moreover, 

as the New Insights has stated as its intention to follow the current NCC, I argue that the textbook 

authors are responsible for producing materials that are in accordance with the NCC’s values 

regarding the diversity of gender and sexual orientation as well. 

In accordance with previous research, this study observed little representation of diversity in terms 

of gender and sexual orientation. Diverse genders and sexual orientations are hardly visible in the 

series and some instances are portrayed even in a stereotypical manner. The most obvious finding 

to emerge from this study is that while the series has included some references that suggest a 

progressive direction in terms of recognising such diversity, there are simultaneously several 

instances that disregard those notions altogether. Thus, the inconsistency between the contents led 

me to the conclusion that the textbooks do not adequately reflect the specific values set in the NCC. 

In general, therefore, it seems that there is still much room for improvement. 

I will now turn to consider the reliability of the present study. To ensure the quality of the study, I 

have described in detail its theoretical dimensions and how this framework aligns with the study. I 

have also thoroughly reported the methods of the study so that a similar study could be replicated. 

Additionally, I have provided an adequate number of examples from the data and carefully analysed 

them to the best of my ability. Nevertheless, the findings of this study are subject to certain 

limitations. First, with a textbook analysis alone it is not possible to determine how the contents are 

approached in the classroom and whether they influence students in any way. However, as stated 

previously (2.2.2 & 2.2.3), it is important to observe the values the series conveys either explicitly 

or implicitly as textbooks still hold a central role in classrooms and they provide an influential source 

for identity options for adolescents. As such, a future study investigating the use of the New Insights 

series in the classroom would complement the present textbook analysis, for instance concerning 

student and/or teacher attitudes toward the contents. Second, the full series is still incomplete at the 
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time of conducting this study, hence the results are based on the first two textbooks only, which may 

not provide a generalisable assessment of the series as a whole. Thus, further research might follow 

up on the development of the following textbooks. Third, the current research was not specifically 

designed to evaluate factors related to the quantity of representations, and a further study including 

a numerical aspect could perhaps provide an even more comprehensive picture of the amount of 

diverse representations within the series. Additionally, future research might explore comparisons 

between other EFL textbooks published to keep up with the current NCC in terms of representations 

of diversity. 

The present study provides additional evidence with respect to how diverse genders and sexual 

orientations are represented in educational materials along with adding to a growing body of 

literature within the field gender studies regarding gender and sexuality in language. With regard to 

the findings of this study, it is necessary to acknowledge that those responsible for producing 

textbooks need to challenge the implicit heteronormativity and gender normativity in their materials, 

as textbooks have a considerable influence on teaching as well as the users of the textbooks. 

Arguably, textbooks need to be produced with more attention to detail lest they might reproduce 

existing power relations in the society regarding gender and sexual orientation. It is to be hoped that 

similar studies of other language learning textbooks in Finland will be conducted in order to raise 

awareness of how gender and sexual minorities are represented, and that this would eventually 

contribute to the elimination of gender normativity and heteronormativity in educational materials, 

at the very least.
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