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Charlotte Stormbom*

Singular they in English as a foreign
language

https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2019-0115

Abstract: A much-debated issue in English is the use of “epicene pronouns”, i.e.
third-person singular pronouns of indeterminate gender. Previous studies have
shown that singular they is the most common epicene in L1 English, but this
pronoun has not received much attention in studies of L2 use. The present study
extends previous research by examining variation between L2 groups in the dis-
tribution of epicene pronouns, focussing particularly on the use of singular they
and how it is affected by three features of the antecedent: definiteness, notional
number, and gender expectancy. The data originate in an elicitation experiment,
which was completed by 338 university students of English from eight L1 back-
grounds. The results show that singular they was most frequently used with
notionally plural antecedents, whereas it was least common with gender-
stereotyped antecedents. The study also disclosed variation between learners: In
some L1 groups, theywas used frequently with all types of antecedents, suggesting
that these learners perceive singular they as a singular pronoun in its own right.
In other groups, singular they appeared to function mostly as a modification of the
plural they, as the pronoun was only frequent with notionally plural antecedents.
The findings have important implications for language teaching.

Keywords: singular they, epicene pronouns, EFL, antecedent individuation

1 Introduction

Modern English can be described as a natural gender language, with traces left of
the Old English grammatical gender system in terms of the distinction between the
personal pronouns he, she, and it (Corbett 1991; for a discussion of the term
“natural gender”, see McConnell-Ginet 2014). For the most part, the choice of a
personal pronoun is straightforward in English, but the language user may be at a
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loss in cases where the gender of a referent is indeterminate. Pronouns used with
referents of this kind are referred to as “epicene pronouns” (see e.g. Baron 1981),
and in recent decades, these pronouns have often been the focus of debates about
gender-fair language (see e.g. Curzan 2003). In current native (L1) English use, the
most frequent type of epicene pronoun is singular they (see e.g. Holmes 1998;
Laitinen 2007; Newman 1998; Paterson 2011, 2014; Pauwels 2001), which has
proved to be an efficient non-sexist alternative to the previously prescribed generic
he (see e.g. Foertsch and Morton 1997).

Despite this shift in language use, variation is still found in the distribution of
the most common types of epicene pronouns, which apart from singular they and
generic he, also include coordinations and composites like he or she and he/she
(see e.g. Huddleston andPullum 2002: 492f). One factor that can affect the pronoun
choice is level of formality: Previous research has shown that American L1 users
perceive he or she variants as more appropriate than singular they in formal style,
presumably because of the long-held status of singular they as an “ungrammati-
cal” form (Bradley et al. 2019; LaScotte 2016). Research has also disclosed that L2
users may hesitate to use singular they out of worry that it will be seen as a
language error and not as a deliberate choice. It is only very recently that writing
manuals and style guides have started to endorse the use of they as a singular
pronoun, and this is still not common practice (Paterson 2014).

Another factor that can affect the language user’s choice of pronoun is
the antecedent with which the pronoun co-occurs (see e.g. Abudalbuh 2012;
Newman 1998; Paterson 2014; Stormbom 2018, 2019). Epicene antecedents can be
categorised according to different aspects, including definiteness, notional num-
ber, and gender expectancy. Studies of L1 use have indicated that singular they is
least likely to be usedwith definite antecedents, like the student, whereas it is most
commonly found in co-reference with notionally plural antecedents, like any
student or everybody (see e.g. Baranowski 2002; Newman 1998; Paterson 2014). The
frequency of singular they can also vary depending on the gender expectancy of the
antecedent: Although they is the most common type of pronoun with antecedents
of any kind, nouns that are stereotypicallymale tend to have a higher proportion of
generic he than nouns that are considered neutral or female in terms of expected
gender (Newman 1998; Paterson 2014).

The use of singular they in L1 English is well attested, but research on L2 use
remains limited, despite the global spread of the English language. The small
number of studies that do exist have indicated that the use of singular they in L2
English writing has increased since the 1970s (Stormbom, 2019), but that some
groups of L2 speakers are considerably more prone to using generic he rather than
singular they (see Abudalbuh 2012; Stormbom, 2018). One possible reason for
differences between L2 English groups is influence from the L1, both in terms of
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syntax and sociolinguistic norms. A traditional practice of generic masculines can
be found in many languages apart from English, but such use is more difficult to
eradicate in languages with pervasive gender systems, where many items need to
agree with nouns (for an overview, see Bußmann and Hellinger 2001, 2002, 2003).
Hence, L2 users of English may be especially likely to use generic he as a default if
generic masculines are commonplace in their L1. A tendency to overuse generic he
can also be expected if L1 sociolinguistic norms sustain an androcentric
worldview.

The present study examines variation between L2 groups in the distribution of
epicene pronouns, focussing particularly on the use of singular they and how it is
affected by three features of the antecedent: definiteness, notional number, and
gender expectancy. The following research questions will be addressed:
1. To what extent do L2 users of English choose singular they over other pro-

nominal options?
2. Does the frequency of singular they vary depending on L2 English users’ L1

background, and if so, how?
3. How, if at all, does the antecedent influence the frequency of singular they in L2

English?

These questions are examined using data collected with an elicitation exper-
iment, which was completed by 338 university students of English from eight
European L1 backgrounds: Czech, Danish, German, Finnish, French, Italian,
Swedish, and Russian. The L1 backgrounds were selected so that there would be
variation in terms of how gender is expressed in the L1 grammar, in line
with Stormbom (2018). The participants were higher intermediate to advanced
learners of English (B2–C1 in the CEFR, Council of Europe 2001).

2 Singular they in L1 and L2 English

Traditionally, singular they has been viewed as a mere manipulation of the plural
form, which, by definition, cannot agree with singular antecedents in terms of
grammatical number. Despite this apparent ungrammaticality, the use of theywith
singular, gender-indeterminate antecedents is a practice that has been going on for
hundreds of years in English (see e.g. Balhorn 2004). The use of the pronoun was
thus already in place before the second wave of feminism in the 1970s, which
highlighted the issue of epicenepronouns in English, specifically the use of generic
he. Nevertheless, in recent times, some proponents of gender-fair language have
promoted singular they as the only truly gender-neutral solution to the pronoun
problem, as he or she variants still perpetuate the idea of a strict gender binary,
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with men on the one hand and women on the other. A more recent development is
also the use of singular theywith antecedents that are referential, i.e. whose gender
is known to the interlocutors (see e.g. Bjorkman 2017). One reason for referential
use of they is that a person is talked about in generic terms and the gender is thus
irrelevant, another reason is that the person in question is neither male nor female.

There have been various attempts at accounting for the apparent variability of
they in English. For instance, Sanford et al. (2007: 373) suggest that they is simply a
“very tolerant” pronoun that can accept uses with a wide variety of antecedents,
both singular and plural ones. A more elaborate explanation is given by Paterson
(2014), who proposes an adaptation of Whitley’s (1978) Homonymy Theory. As
argued in Paterson (2014), singular they and plural they may be stored as two
syntactically distinct forms in the language user’s mental lexicon, analogous to
singular and plural you. More L1 experimental data are still needed for the
Homonymy Theory to be validated. For instance, as Paterson (2014: 172) notes, a
prerequisite for this theory to be viable is that children must be exposed to sin-
gular they in L1 input when they form a system of pronouns in their internal
grammars.

Little research has examined the use of singular they in L2 English, let alone to
what extent L2 users acquire singular they as a separate pronoun from the plural
they. There are many factors that could potentially influence the use of singular
they in L2 English. For all language learners, acquisition of specific L1 features is
highly dependent on input frequency (see e.g. Ellis 2012). There is some evidence
that singular they is not commonly present in English language textbooks, which
may be related to the lack of formal endorsement of the pronoun (Abudalbuh 2012;
Lee and Collins 2010; for suggestions to include singular they in EFL teaching, see
e.g. Brown 2019 and Sunderland 1992). Nonetheless, learners at higher proficiency
levels typically receive English input from a variety of different sources, not simply
from language textbooks and classroom speech. Given the high frequency of
singular they in L1 English speech and writing, it can therefore be expected that
advanced learners of English, the focus of this study, will have been exposed to
singular they in L1 English input. Recent research supports this assumption: In a
self-paced reading study, Speyer and Schleef (2019) established that singular they
does not generally result in processing costs for advanced learners of English,
whereas learners at lower proficiencies exhibit some processing difficulties. These
findings indicate that advanced learners have been familiarizedwith singular they.
A survey included in Speyer and Schleef’s (2019) study also showed that L2 users’
explicit knowledge of singular they increased with proficiency level, with a ma-
jority of the advanced learners in the study stating that they were indeed aware of
the use of singular they in English.
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Frequency in L1 input does not, however, guarantee that advanced learners
will choose singular they over other alternatives. One factor that may impact on L2
speakers’ use of epicene pronouns is influence from the L1 syntax: If generic
masculines are common in the learner’s L1, it may lie close at hand to use generic
he as something of a default also in L2 production. Like in English,masculine forms
have traditionally been used as generics in many other languages (see e.g.
Bußmann and Hellinger 2001); however, such practice can be difficult to eliminate
in highly gendered languages, where nouns have many satellite elements that
agree in gender, not simply pronominal forms (see e.g. Corbett 1991). Relevant to
the present study, Indo–European languages of this kind include Czech, German,
French, Italian, and Russian. These languages typically have word pairs of
opposite gender for referencing individuals, such as French musicien/musicienne
“musician (m)/(f)” and Italian studente/studentessa “student (m)/(f)”. Word pairs
of this kind are not equivalent because the feminine form can only refer to female
individuals, whereas the grammatically masculine form can refer to male in-
dividuals or it can beused generically. Regardless if the noun is usedwith a generic
or a male-specific meaning, it triggers masculine agreement, including the use of
personal pronouns. Consider the following example from German: Ein Arzt muss
seine Grenzen erkennen “A doctor (m) has to recognise his limitations”. Here, the
masculine possessive pronoun seine “his” must be used, as the co-referential
antecedent, ein Arzt “a doctor” is masculine. Furthermore, indefinite pronouns
also tend to be inherently masculine in languages with pervasive gender; witness
the German indefinite jemand “someone”/ “anyone”, the Czech indefinite kdo
“who”, and the Russian indefinite kto “who”, which all require masculine agree-
ment (Corbett 1991: 219; Naughton 2005: 17).

Psycholinguistic experiments have confirmed that even highly proficient L2
speakers can be affected by the L1 pronominal system in their L2 production
(Antón-Méndez 2009, 2010). In terms of L2 use of epicene pronouns, no experi-
mental studies have focused specifically on the role of the L1; however, corpus
studies of L2 writing have revealed differences between L1 groups that could, in
part, be attributed to influence from the L1 gender system (Abudalbuh 2012). For
example, in Stormbom’s (2018) study of epicene pronouns in L2 argumentative
essays, the most frequent users of generic he were L1 speakers of languages with
pervasive gender systems, where generic masculines are commonplace. The L1s
included, for instance, Russian and Italian.

The use of epicene pronouns in English is inherently a sociolinguistic issue,
meaning that L2 learner’s choice of pronouns can also be affected by L1 socio-
cultural norms. For instance, Abudalbuh’s (2012) study of L1 Arabic speakers’ use
of epicene pronouns revealed a strong preference for generic he among the
learners, which Abudalbuh (2012: 137) attributes primarily to influence from a
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“prevailing male-bias ideology” in the L1 sociocultural norms, not from the Arabic
gender systemper se. However, because grammar and sociolinguistic practices are
inextricably intertwined in gendered languages, it is arguably very difficult to
distinguish between influence from one or the other. Important sociolinguistic
factors include to what extent issues of gender and language are discussed pub-
licly in the L1 linguistic community, as well as whether or not language planning
efforts have been implemented and supported by language authorities in the L1.
Like in English, feminist language reform has been strong in some Indo–European
language communities since the 1970s – both in languages with elaborate gender
systems, such as German, and in languages where gender is structurally less
complex, such as Danish and Swedish (for an overview, see Bußmann and Hel-
linger 2001, 2002, 2003). In the Swedish language, a new gender-neutral pronoun,
hen, has even been established in language use in recent years (see e.g. Ledin and
Lyngfelt 2013). Gender bias can also be covertly present in language, and it is as
such not necessarily tied to specific linguistic structures. For instance, associations
in terms of social gender still exist in languages that do not have grammatical
marking of gender in pronouns or any other grammatical features, such as in
Finnish where, for example, the noun sairaanhoitaja “nurse” is associated with
female referents (for an overview of social gender stereotypes in various lan-
guages, see Misersky et al. 2014).

3 Epicene antecedents

Epicene antecedents can be divided into four major types: definite NPs, e.g. the
student; indefinite NPs, e.g. a student; quantificational NPs, e.g. any student; and
indefinite pronouns, e.g. no one (see e.g. Paterson 2014). Definite and indefinite
NPsmay also be used referentially to denote specific individuals, but in the context
of this study only generic uses are considered. Research of L1 and L2 English has so
far disclosed three aspects of the antecedent that can have bearing on the use of
singular they: definiteness, notional number, and gender expectancy (Abudalbuh
2012; Baranowski 2002; Gerner 2000; Newman 1998; Paterson 2014; Stormbom
2018).

With regard to definiteness, studies of L1 speech and writing have shown that
singular they is somewhat more likely to co-refer with indefinite antecedents than
with definite ones. The opposite seems to be true of generic he; that is, this pronoun
is most commonly found with definite antecedents in L1 use (see e.g. Baranowski
2002; Paterson 2014). A similar pattern has been identified in intermediate to
advanced L2 English writing (Stormbom 2018, 2019).
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The frequency of singular they can also be affected by notional number: In L1
English speech and writing, they seems to be particularly frequent with semanti-
cally plural antecedents, whereas such antecedents are unlikely to co-occur with
generic he and he or she variants (Baranowski, 2002; Newman, 1998; Paterson,
2014). Similarly, L2 speakers have been shown to be more prone to using singular
theywith antecedents that are notionally plural thanwith notionally singular ones.
This pattern has been detected both in L2 corpus data and in data from elicitation
tests (Abudalbuh 2012; Lee 2006; Stormbom, 2018, 2019). Moreover, research has
found that prescriptive grammars and usage guides exemplify the use of singular
they predominantly in constructions where the antecedent is distinctly plural in its
meaning, such as everyone and each person (Paterson 2014).

A link has also been found between gender expectancy and the choice of
epicene pronouns. Some personal nouns tend to be associated with either male or
female individuals, even though they are not lexically specified for gender. Such
nouns in L1 English include, for instance, mechanic (male stereotyped) and ba-
bysitter (female stereotyped) (Carreiras et al. 1996; Doherty and Conklin 2017;
Kennison and Jessie 2003; for languages other than English, see Misersky et al.
2014). Gender expectancy is typically based onwhat rolesmen andwomen have in
a given society; even though such roles may have shifted, stereotypes can remain
intact for a long time. In terms of pronoun use, both L1 and L2 users of English have
been found to employ generic hemore with male-stereotyped nouns, than they do
with nouns that are considered stereotypically female or gender-neutral (Abu-
dalbuh 2012; Newman 1992, Paterson 2014). There is also evidence from research
that antecedent stereotyping affects L2 processing of epicene pronouns: Speyer
and Schleef’s (2019) study of self-paced reading revealed that some intermediate
learners of English had difficulties processing singular theywhen the pronounwas
used with gender-stereotyped antecedents, whereas no issues were found with
neutral antecedents.

One way of understanding the influence of the antecedent is the notion of
“individuation”, which describes how easily the language user can conceptualise
an antecedent as a specific referent (see e.g. Newman 1998). Thus, the more
individuated an antecedent is, the more salient and figure-like is the language
user’s mental model of the referent. In describing individuation, Timberlake (1977:
162) lists five different aspects, as shown in Table 1. For each of these five aspects,
the property to the left is more individuated than the one to the right.

Individuation is also reflected in the choice of personal pronouns in English,
as seen, for instance, in the use of different pronouns for human referents versus
inanimate referents. In relation to the choice of epicene pronouns, the distinctions
definite/indefinite and singular/plural appear to be particularly relevant: Based on
the findings of previous studies, it can be concluded that singular they is more
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likely to co-refer with human antecedents that are low in individuation (indefinite,
notionally plural), whereas generic he and he or she variants are more typically
used with highly individuated antecedents (definite, notionally singular). In other
words, salient antecedents are particularly likely to attract gendered pronouns.

It can be argued that gender expectancy is also related to individuation. As
gender-stereotyped nouns evoke either male or female imagery, they are, in fact,
more salient and figure-like than nouns that are neutral in terms of gender ex-
pectancy. Again, this seems to affect the use of singular they in the sense that the
more stereotyped, and thus, more specific, the antecedent is, the less likely it is to
be referenced by they.

4 Materials and methods

The data for the present study were collected using an online elicitation experi-
ment that consisted of three parts: (1) a cloze (gap-fill) task, (2) a sentence-
completion task, and (3) a text-completion task. The tasks were formulated to
represent media discourse aimed at the general public. The experiment was
designed to take 10 to 20 min in total to complete. The first part of the experiment
comprised three short text extracts with six gaps in each extract. The three texts
included one relevant item each and five distractors, so as to obscure the real
purpose of the experiment. The second part consisted of 10 decontextualized, half-
finished sentences, which the participants were asked to complete. Five of these
sentences included an epicene antecedent, whereas the rest of the sentences
served as distractors. The third part of the experiment consisted of a short text
extract with an unfinished ending. In this task, the participants were asked to
imagine that they were the narrator of the text and write an ending to the text
consisting of 3–5 sentences. To make sure that the participants would respond as
spontaneously as possible in each task, they were instructed not to think toomuch
about their responses, but to write what first comes to their minds. The elicitation

Table : Aspects of individuation.

High individuation Low individuation

proper > common
human > animate > inanimate
concrete > abstract
singular > plural
definite > indefinite
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experiment was followed by a short background questionnaire, with questions
about age (18–29, 30–40, 50+, do not want to say), gender (male, female, other/do
not want to say), L1 background, and time spent in an English-speaking country
(1–4 weeks, 2–6 months, 6–12 months, 1+ year). The tasks in the experiment are
included in the Appendix.

In total, the experiment included eight relevant items, i.e. items that were
expected to elicit the use of an epicene pronoun. The antecedents for these items
were of the four major types: (1) definite NPs: the average user, the mental health
nurse; (2) indefinite NPs: a prisoner, a person; (3) a quantificational NP: every
employee; and (4) indefinite pronouns: everybody, anyone, and someone. Of the
five NPs included, one antecedent was deliberately male stereotyped (a prisoner),
one was female stereotyped (the mental health nurse) and the rest of the ante-
cedents were intended as neutral in terms of expected gender (the average user, a
person, every employee). The stereotype value of the NP antecedents was checked
against the findings of four previous studies of gender-stereotyping in nouns:
Abudalbuh 2012; Carreiras et al. 1996; Doherty and Conklin 2017; and Kennison
and Jessie, 2003. The eight items in the experiment also differed in terms of
notional number. Three of the antecedents were notionally plural, i.e. everybody,
anyone, and every employee, whereas the other five were notionally singular. Ta-
ble 2 shows all antecedents in the order in which they occurred in the experiment.
The specific features of each antecedent are also listed in the table.

The experiment was piloted twice at Åbo Akademi University, which is the
Swedish-speaking university of Finland. In total, the pilot experiments were
completed by 79 first-year students who attended an obligatory English course at
the university’s language centre. After the first round of piloting, some items in the
experiment were modified slightly, so that they would elicit a larger number of
relevant answers. The female-stereotyped item themental health nurse (see Table 2)
was first included in the second round of piloting.

Table : Antecedents in the elicitation experiment.

Experiment task Type Notional number Stereotyping

the average user  definite NP singular neutral
Everybody  indefinite pronoun plural neutral
the MH nurse  definite NP singular feminine
a prisoner  indefinite NP singular masculine
every employee  quantificational NP plural neutral
a person  indefinite NP singular neutral
Anyone  indefinite pronoun plural neutral
Someone  indefinite pronoun singular neutral
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The final version of the experiment was completed by 338 university students
of English Language and Literature in the following countries: Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, Sweden, and Switzerland. In
terms of language proficiency, the students were higher intermediate to advanced
learners of English (CEFR B2–C1). The target group was students in their first or
second year at university. The experiment was advertised to students by contact
persons at the universities and the students completed the experiment in their own
free time. Table 3 shows the number of respondents for each L1 group, as well as
the number of pronoun tokens produced by the groups. The figures in brackets
represent the potential number of pronouns for a given L1 group, i.e. the number of
relevant items (8) times the number of participants.

Table 4 shows how the participants group in terms of age and gender. A
majority of the participants (319, 94.4%) fall into the age group 18–29. In terms of
gender division, 270 (79.9%) female students and 63 (18.6%) male students
completed the experiment. The uneven distribution reflects the fact that more
women than men tend to study a language subject at university. The category N/A
(1.5%, N = 5) includes students who are neither male nor female, or who did not
want to state their gender.

Table : Breakdown of participants by age and gender.

– – N/A Total

Female    

Male    

N/A    

Total    

Table : Number of respondents and number of epicene pronouns in the experiment.

L No. of respondents No. of pronouns

Czech   ()
Danish   ()
Finnish   ()
French   ()
German   ()
Italian   ()
Russian   ()
Swedish   ()
All Ls  , (,)
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The analysis of the data focuses primarily on the frequency of singular they,
both in relation to the L1 groups and in relation to the eight antecedents. The
influence of the three aspects of the antecedent is also examined: definiteness,
notional number, and gender expectancy. Where appropriate in the analysis, the
L1 groups are compared to one another for statistical significance using the
Kruskal–Wallis test, with Dunn’s post hoc for multiple comparisons. The alpha
level for significance is set at p < 0.05. The variables age, gender, and time spent in
an English-speaking country were not associated with any statistically significant
differences in the use of epicene pronouns, and they are therefore not explored
further in the analysis.

5 Results

5.1 According to antecedent

Table 5 shows the overall distribution of epicene pronouns with each of the eight
antecedents in the experiment. The bars represent percentages of use of each
pronoun type. The items are ordered according to the frequency of singular they,
starting with the antecedent with the highest frequency of this pronoun. The
category “Other” includes instances of the pronouns it, you, one, and we.

As seen in the table, a total of 2205 pronoun tokens were elicited from the
experiment. Overall, singular theywas the most frequently used epicene pronoun,
accounting for 59.5% of all occurrences; theywas used more than 60% of the time
with all items except for the two gender-stereotyped antecedents, that is themental
health nurse (47.5%) and a prisoner (28.0%). The highest proportion of they was
seen with the two indefinite pronouns everybody and anyone (85.4 and 72.8%

Table : Distribution of epicene pronouns according to antecedent.

N they he he or she she Other

everybody  . . .  .
Anyone  . . .  .
a person  . . . . .
the average user  . . .  .
every employee  . . . . .
Someone  . . . . 

the MH nurse  . . . . .
a prisoner  . . . . .
Total  . . . . .
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respectively), which are notionally plural. The second most common epicene
pronoun was generic he, the use of which accounted for 22.9% of all pronoun
tokens. The frequency of he ranged from 3.5%with the female-stereotyped item the
mental health nurse, to 58.5% with the male-stereotyped antecedent a prisoner. He
or she variants were generally rare in the data (9.8%), as was the pronoun she;
however, she did occur with some frequency in co-reference with the female-
stereotyped antecedent the mental health nurse (27.7%).

5.2 According to L1 group

Table 6 shows the distribution of epicene pronouns in the eight L1 groups. The
figures for each pronoun type represent percentages of usewithin a given L1 group.
The groups are ordered according to their use of singular they, starting with the L1
group with the highest frequency of this pronoun.

As seen in the table, there was considerable variation between the groups in
terms of overall pronoun use. The most frequent users of singular theywere the L1
Danish speakers (87.6%, N = 113), closely followed by the L1 Swedish group
(85.7%,N = 126) and the L1 Finnish group (84.7%,N = 470). As singular theywas so
common in these groups, none of the other pronouns occurred to any large extent.
The frequency of singular they also accounted for the largest proportion of pro-
nouns in the Czech L1 group (74.2%, N = 120), the German group (68.2%, N = 352),
and the French group (56.1%,N = 221). The use of generic he exceeded 10% in all of
these groups. In the remaining two groups, L1 Italian and L1 Russian, singular they
accounted for 31.8% (N = 655) and 30.4% (N = 148) respectively; the most common
pronoun in these groups was generic he, which was used in 42.3% of all cases by
the L1 Italian students, and in 38.5% of all cases by the L1 Russian students. These

Table : Distribution of epicene pronouns according to L group.

N they he he or she she Other

Danish  . . . . .
Swedish  . . . . .
Finnish  . . . . .
Czech  . . . . .
German  . . . . .
French  . . . . .
Italian  . . . . .
Russian  . . . . .
All Ls , . . . . .
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two groups were also the only ones in which the use of he or she forms exceeded
10% (L1 Russian 20.3%, L1 Italian 12.8%). The overall variation in the frequency of
they between the groups proved to be statistically significant (H = 137.751, 7 df,
p < 0.001). Post-hoc testing revealed that singular they was significantly less
frequent in the L1 Italian group compared with the L1 German, L1 Czech, L1
Finnish, L1 Swedish, and L1 Danish groups (p < 0.001). The frequency of singular
they was also significantly lower in the L1 Russian group compared with these
same L1 groups (p < 0.001).

Table 7 shows inter-learner variation in the L1 groups with respect to the use of
the two most frequent pronoun types in the overall data, that is singular they and
generic he.

As seen, singular they had the largest overall range, being used between zero
and eight times by individual students. In the L1 Swedish and the L1 Danish
groups, all students used they at least once and at least four times respectively. The
use of generic he, in turn, ranged from zero to seven times in the individual
datasets. The smallest range of this pronounwas seen in the top two groups: No L1
Swedish student used generic hemore than once, and no L1 Danish student used
this pronoun more than twice.

5.3 According to L1 group and antecedent type

Table 8 shows the distribution of epicene pronouns in relation to antecedent as
well as to L1 group. The L1 groups are listed according to the proportion of theywith
each antecedent, following the same order as in Table 5. The figures for each
pronoun type represent percentages of use in a given L1 group.

Table : Inter-learner variation in the L groups.

N Range (min, max) Median

they he they he

Danish  . . . .
Swedish  . . . .
Finnish  . . . .
Czech  . . . .
German  . . . .
French  . . . .
Italian  . . . .
Russian  . . . .
Total  . . . .
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Table : Distribution of epicene pronouns according to antecedent type and L group.

Antecedent N they he he or she she Other

everybody
Swedish  .    

Danish  .    

Finnish  .  .  

Czech  .    .
German  . .   

Russian  . . .  

French  . .   .
Italian  . . .  .
anyone
Swedish  .    

Danish  .    

Finnish  .  .  

Czech  .  .  

German  . . .  .
French  . .   .
Italian  . . .  .
Russian  . . .  .
a person
Swedish  .    

Danish  .    

Czech  . .   

Finnish  . . . . .
German  . . . . 

French  . . . . 

Italian  . . . . .
Russian  . . .  

the average user
Danish  . .   

Swedish  .  .  

Finnish  . . .  .
German  . . .  .
Czech  . . .  

French  . . .  .
Russian  . . .  

Italian  . . .  .
someone
Danish  .    

Finnish  . .  . 

Swedish  .  .  

Czech  . . .  

German  . . . . 

French  . . . . 
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Because of the small number of instances per antecedent in some cases, the
figures in the table need to be interpreted with caution; however, some general
tendencies in the use of they can still be discerned. In all L1 groups, the frequency of
they varied considerably depending on the antecedent type. For instance, the fre-
quency of they ranged from 86.0 to 28.0% in the L1 German group, and from 68.4 to
8.8% in the French group. A similar degree of variation was seen in the rest of the
groups. The antecedent everybody was the only item in the experiment that elicited
more than 50%useof they ineachof theeight L1 groups; theL1 Italian andL1Russian
students used they less than 50%of the timewith all other items. In these twogroups,
the frequency of generic he was the same as or exceeded that of singular they with
most items. The lowest frequencies of singular they in all groups were foundwith the

Table : (continued)

Antecedent N they he he or she she Other

Italian  . . . . 

Russian  . . .  

every employee
Danish  .    .
Finnish  . . .  .
Swedish  .  .  

French  . .   .
German  . . .  

Czech  . . .  

Russian  . . . . .
Italian  . . . . .
the MH nurse
Danish  .  . . 

Finnish  .  . . .
Swedish  .  . . .
French  . . . . .
German  .  . . .
Czech  .  . . 

Russian  .  . . .
Italian  . . . . .
a prisoner
Swedish  . . .  

Czech  . . .  

Finnish  . . . . 

Danish  . . .  

German  . . .  

Russian  . . .  

French  . . .  

Italian  . . .  .
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two gender-stereotyped items, the mental health nurse and a prisoner; instead these
items had the highest frequency of she and he respectively in all eight groups. In the
L1 Swedish group, a prisoner was, in fact, the only item to elicit use of generic he.

5.4 Individuation in the text-completion task

As Table 7 disclosed, variation was found in individual students’ use of epicene
pronouns. In the final task, text completion, there were also cases where a
participant usedmore than one type of pronounwith one and the same antecedent,
that is someone. Examples (1) and (2) illustrate this kind of variation. The examples
are continuations of a short text extract ending with the half-finished sentence
Strangely, if someone’s even more shy than me, I … (see Appendix).
(1) think the same, why is he (or she) being that rude? I myself can’t even realize

that they’re acting like I would dowithout someone pointing that out, which is,
of course, very embarrassing. (Task 3, L1 Italian)

(2) feel sympathy for him because I can tell exactly howmuch effort he/she puts in
his/hers everyday social interaction. Sometimes I try to overcome the fact that I
do not want to be the center of the attention and start talking to them first, just
to help them ease into the conversation. (Task 3, L1 Czech)

In both of these cases, the use of pronouns goes from more individuated
(gendered) to less individuated (non-gendered). In the second example, the stu-
dent even uses three types of pronouns: he, he/she and they.

The text-completion task also included examples of different kinds of con-
ceptualisations of singular they. As seen in (3) and (4), for instance, the use of the
NPs an arrogant person and a snob clearly shows that the writers conceptualise
they as a singular pronoun in its own right.
(3) assume the exact same as other people do with me. I think of them as an

arrogant person even though I should know myself that this has not to be the
case. On the contrary! (Task 3, L1 German)

(4) tend to firstly think of them as shy too. However after some time has passed and
I have not gotten to know them I tend to lean towards the impression that they
are a snob. (Task 3, L1 Finnish)

These two examples can be contrasted with the one in (5), in which the plural
NP better people is used. In this example it appears that the writer is no longer
referencing one single imagined individual with they, but rather shy people in
general.
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(5) do think that they are better people. I guess it is in our nature. (Task 3, L1
Finnish)

6 Discussion

The results clearly show that the antecedent type had an influence on the use of
singular they in the L2 data. A feature that proved to be particularly relevant was
gender expectancy: The gender-stereotyped antecedents, a prisoner and themental
health nurse, were the only items in the overall data with which singular they was
used less than half of the time. Conversely, a prisoner had the highest proportion of
generic he in the data, while the mental health nurse was the only item with which
the pronoun she was used with some frequency. A possible explanation for these
findings is that language users’ mental models of stereotyped antecedents are
more figure-like than those of gender-neutral antecedents, which increases the
likelihood that the userwill choose a pronoun thatmatches the stereotypical social
gender, rather than opting for the non-gendered pronoun they. The findings can be
put in relation to Speyer and Schleef’s (2019) self-paced reading study, which
showed that singular they can cause processing difficulties for learners of English
when the pronoun is usedwith gender-stereotyped antecedents, whereas this does
not appear to be the case with antecedents that are neutral.

With regard to individuation, the one aspect that proved to be relevant in the
overall data was notional number. The two items that elicited the highest fre-
quencies of singular they (more than 70%) were the notionally plural indefinite
pronouns everybody and anyone. Because of their plural meaning, antecedents of
this kind are very low in individuation and are thus unlikely to be conceptualised
as specific individuals. This factmay increase the likelihood that the language user
opts for the pronoun they in anaphora rather than a gendered alternative. For L2
users in particular, the use of theywith antecedents like everybody and anyonemay
also be perceived as the most acceptable use of the pronoun, given that pre-
scriptive grammars tend to give examples of singular they predominantly in co-
reference with indefinite pronouns (Paterson 2014).

The experiment revealed statistically significant differences between the L1
groups in terms of the use of they as a singular pronoun. The overall frequency of
they ranged fromabove 80% in the L1Danish, L1 Swedish andL1 Finnish groups, to
below 35% in the L1 Italian and the L1 Russian groups. In the L1 Italian and L1
Russian groups, the overall frequency of singular they was instead exceeded by
generic he. Differences between the L1 groups were also found with respect to the
specific antecedents in the experiment. In the groups with the lowest overall fre-
quency of they, the only item that elicited more than 50% use of singular they was
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the notionally plural indefinite pronoun everybody. Conversely, in the groups with
the highest proportion of singular they, this pronoun was never used less than half
of the time, not even with the gender-stereotyped items nurse and prisoner. These
findings suggest that there are differences in how the students perceive singular
they. In the groupswhere theywas used extensivelywith all types of antecedents, it
can be assumed that a majority of the students view singular they as a singular
pronoun in its own right, rather than amodification of the plural form. On the other
hand, it seems that singular they functionsmostly as a syntactic extension of plural
they in the L1 groups where the pronoun was primarily used with notionally plural
antecedents. It can be assumed that learners who do not use singular they
generically are also unlikely to produce specific uses of singular they, including
non-binary reference.

A possible reason for the overall variation between the groups is influence
from the students’ L1 syntax. The least frequent users of they, the L1 Russian and L1
Italian students, have gendered L1swhere genericmasculines are commonplace. A
perceived cross-linguistic similarity between the L1 and English may explain why
generic hewas usedmore often than singular they in these two groups. In addition
to L1 grammar, it can be expected that L1 sociolinguistic norms are crucial to the
use of epicene pronouns in L2 English, for instance what gender ideologies and
stereotypes are expressed and maintained in the L1, and how much language and
sexism is discussed in the language community. This may, at least partially,
explain why they exceeded he in the L1 Czech, L1 German, and L1 French groups,
who have L1s that are structurally similar to Russian and Italian in terms of the
gender systems. In the case of German, for instance, there is a long tradition of
feminist linguistic activism, and language authorities have generally been quick at
adopting policies for the use of gender-fair language (for an overview, see
Bußmann and Hellinger 2001, 2002, 2003). Although there has been some debate
about gender-fair language in Italian and Russian, the implications have not been
as far-reaching as in German, and extensive changes in language use are yet to be
seen (see Doleschal and Schmid 2001; Formato 2016).

The present data cannot disentangle influence from the linguistic back-
ground and influence from the socio-cultural background; arguably, these two
are inextricably linked. The structural make-up of a languagemay limit the kinds
of changes that can be implemented, but it is ultimately down to socio-cultural
factors whether reforms are successful or not. A case in point is the Swedish
language, which has received a lot of attention in recent years because of the
introduction and widespread adoption of the new gender-neutral pronoun hen.
Against this background one would expect L1 speakers of Swedish to have a high
awareness of questions relating to gender and language. This assumption is also
supported by the findings of the present study, as the L1 Swedish students were
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the least frequent users of generic he out of all L1 groups, and the only item that
elicited the use of he in this group was the strongly gender-stereotyped noun
prisoner.

Another factor that could influence the use of epicene pronouns in L2 English
is the learners’ exposure to English, including the EFL instruction that they have
received. There may be considerable variation between countries in how – if at
all – gendered language is expressed and discussed in class and in textbooks. It is
very difficult to assess the impact of EFL teaching as well as language exposure
with respect to the present study: As all participants are university students of
English Language and Literature, they are likely to encounter the language in
many different contexts, which may include interaction with L1 speakers to
varying degrees. The background questionnaire revealed that only 12.1% of the
students (N = 338) had spent longer than 6months in an English-speaking country,
and it can therefore be assumed that the students have primarily been exposed to
English in their respective countries of residence, as well as in online settings. No
statistically significant differences were found in the use of epicene pronouns
between studentswhohad spent time in anEnglish-speaking country and students
who had not done so, regardless of the length of their stay (1–4weeks, 2–6months,
6–12 months, 1+ year).

Compared to the relevant L1 groups in Stormbom’s (2018) study of L2 argu-
mentative essays, the overall frequency of theywas higher and the frequency of he
was considerably lower in each of the eight L1 groups in the present study. This
change in the distribution of the pronoun types is likely to be an effect of time, as
the corpus used in Stormbom’s study was compiled between 1991 and 2004; since
then, issues relating to language and gender have continued to spark public dis-
cussions across language communities. Based on the data in the present study, it
thus appears that singular they is surpassing generic he as the most common
epicene pronoun in advanced L2 English.Nonetheless, register-related variation is

Table : Modified paradigm of personal pronouns in English.

Person Number

Singular Plural

st I we
nd you you
rd Human Masculine he they

Feminine she
Unspecified they

Non-human it
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still to be expected: Although he or she variants were rarely used in the present
study, these types of pronouns proved to be almost as frequent as singular they in a
recent study of current academic L2 writing (Stormbom, 2019). It is also possible
that the experimental design encouraged the participants in the experiment to use
simple pronominal forms rather than coordinations and composites, as students
may be used to filling in one word only in gap-fill tasks. However, a finding that
speaks against this assumption is that he or she forms were not exceptionally
frequent in the sentence-completion and text-completion tasks, in which the
participants were asked to write full sentences.

The use of singular they is now firmly established in L1 English, and, as sug-
gested by the present data, also in some varieties of advanced learner English.
Based on this development, I propose a modified paradigm of personal pronouns
in English, with they included not only as a third-person plural pronoun, but also
as a third-person singular pronoun of unspecified gender. The paradigm is sche-
matized in Table 9.

This paradigm could be included in English teaching at various levels and
across language communities (see also Brown 2019; Sunderland 1992), in
particular in L1 groups that retain a strong tendency to use gender-biased forms
like generic he. An understanding of they as a singular pronoun is also important
from the point of view that the pronoun is gaining popularity for non-binary
reference.

7 Conclusion

The present study adds to current research of the use of epicene pronouns, by
examining the use of singular they in advanced L2 English. The findings show that
singular they is the preferred pronoun overall, but that both antecedent type and L1
background are factors that greatly affect the distribution of epicene pronouns,
and the frequency of they in particular. Two aspects of the antecedent are found to
be relevant: notional number and gender expectancy. Whereas notional plurality
increases the likelihood that singular they is used, high gender expectancy is
associated with a lower frequency of they and a higher frequency of gendered
pronouns. The reason for this tendency can be traced to the saliency of the ante-
cedent as an individuated concept; highly salient antecedents, such as gender-
stereotyped ones, appear to be particularly likely to attract the use of gendered
pronouns rather than singular they.

The results also show considerable variation between L1 groups. In some L1
groups, amajority of the students seem to conceptualise singular they as a separate
pronoun from plural they, in line with Paterson’s (2014) proposed theory of
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singular they in L1 English. In other groups, however, they appears to function
mostly as an adaptation of the plural form, with generic he still being a strong
contender. A possible reason for such variation is that assumptions of similarity
between English and the L1 can lead to overuse of generic he.

The use of they as a gender-neutral singular pronoun is now well-established
in the English language – including in some L2 English varieties – and singular
they is also gaining ground as a non-binary pronoun. In this light, learners of
English would benefit from being taught a revised pronoun paradigm, where they
is also included as a singular third-person pronoun of unspecified gender.

Appendix

Task 1: Clozes
Your first task is to fill in the blanks in three short text extracts. Each text

includes six gaps. Please write your answers in the boxes below the texts. You do
not need to spendmuch time thinking of your answer to each item–writewhat first
comes to your mind.
Text 1: Are YOU obsessed with your phone?

For almost a decade, humans have been (1)__________ the planet with a small
computer sin their hands. And to see (2)__________ how attached we are to our
smartphones, researchers at Dscout explored in-the-moment behaviours of 94
Android users. The study found that the average user touches (3)__________ device
about 2617 times a day, for a grand total of onemillion times per year. Although one
million times in a year sounds like a (4)__________ deal of touching, the study also
discovered an elite 10 percent that presses the display 5427 times throughout the
day, which equals two million times (5)__________ the course of a year. And it
seems like these numbers will not be decreasing (6)__________ soon.

Text 2: Everyone needs to experience heartbreak
You may think you don’t know (1) ___________ it’s like to have a broken heart if
you’ve never had one, but, if you’ve ever been in love, that’s not true. The be-
ginnings of love and a broken heart are quite similar – cruelly so. The gut-
wrenching feeling of not being (2)___________ to eat or sleep or function without
thinking of someone? Present and correct. The (3)___________ is that when you’re
in love, you know it’s only going to get better. With a broken heart, you have no
such (4)___________. Many people would think of being heartbroken as a negative
thing and while it’s happening to you it certainly feels that way, but everybody
needs to have (5)___________ heart broken once – it makes you more human. And
once you’ve had a broken heart of your (6)___________, you feel much less keen to
give one to somebody else.
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Text 3: What is a mental health nurse?
A mental health nurse cares for patients who are (1)__________ from a mental
illness, dysfunction or mental disorder. Not all patients that a mental health nurse
treats are (2)__________ ill though; they may be suffering from stress or emotional
difficulties in their own home, in a nursing home or in hospital. The duties of a
mental health nurse may include assessing patients who are mentally ill, obser-
vation, helping patients take (3)__________ in activities, giving medication,
observing if the medication seems to be working, assisting in behaviour modifi-
cation programs or visiting patients who are at home but still (4)__________ the
services of a mental health nurse. It’s important that the mental health nurse has
good judgement, as (5)__________ will have to exercise it in a variety of different
settings. Mental health nurses may have to undertake family liaison duties, where
they give support to both the patient and the patient’s family and help the patient’s
family understand what the patient is going (6)__________ and how well the
treatment is working.

Task 2: Sentence completion
Your second task is to complete 10 unfinished sentences. Please write your

answers in the boxes next to each sentence. You do not need to spend much time
thinking of your answers – write what first comes to your mind.
1. When people hear very sad news they …

2. If a prisoner behaves in a good way …

3. There are so many things that I …
4. You should wash an apple very well before …
5. It is only fair that every employee who works hard is properly rewarded for…
6. Have you ever dreamt about …
7. My forgetfulness may annoy my family, but I …
8. When a person is feeling upset and discouraged, it may be beneficial …
9. If I were rich I would …

10. We live in a world where anyone can do exactly what …

Task 3: Text completion
Your third and final task is to complete a short text extract. Imagine that you

are the narrator of the text. Please write 3–5 sentences that you think would be a
plausible way for the narrator to end the text.

What I’m really thinking: The shy person
I used to think being shywas something I’d grow out of, but it seems that isn’t true.
I’ve realised over the years that shy people are perceived as, variously, up them-
selves, snooty, standoffish, antisocial and weird. You’d think that would be all the
motivation I would need to change, but it doesn’t appear towork that way. It seems

22 C. Stormbom



strange to me that people don’t naturally assume that a quiet person is shy or
unconfident, rather than arrogant. Strangely, if someone’s evenmore shy thanme,
I …

References

Abudalbuh, Mujdey. 2012. Ideology, gender roles, and pronominal choice: A sociolinguistic
analysis of the use of English third persongeneric pronounsby native speakers of Arabic.PhD
Thesis. Lawrence: University of Kansas.

Antón-Méndez, Inés. 2009. Gender bender: Gender errors in L2 pronoun production. Journal of
Psycholinguistic Research 39. 119–139.

Antón-Méndez, Inés. 2010. Whose? L2-English speakers’ possessive pronoun gender errors.
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition 14(3). 318–331.

Balhorn, Mark. 2004. The rise of epicene ‘they’. Journal of English Linguistics 32(2). 79−104.
Baranowski, Maciej. 2002. Current usage of the epicene pronoun in written English. Journal of

Sociolinguistics 6(3). 378−397.
Baron, Dennis. 1981. The epicene pronoun: The word that failed. American Speech 56(2). 83−97.
Bjorkman, Bronwyn. 2017. Singular they and the syntactic representation of gender in English.

Glossa: A Journal of General Linguistics 2(1). 1−13.
Bradley, Evan, Maxwell Schmid & Hannah Lombardo. 2019. Personality, prescriptivism, and

pronouns: Factors influencing grammaticality judgments of gender-neutral language.
English Today 2019. 1−12. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000063.

Brown, Michael H. 2019. The reality and necessity of teaching singular ‘they’. The PanSIG 2018
Journal. 28−34. https://pansig.org/publications/2018/PanSIG_2018_Journal.pdf.

Bußmann, Hadumod & Marlis Hellinger. (eds.). 2001. Gender across Languages: The linguistic
representation of women and men. vol. 1, Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Bußmann, Hadumod & Marlis Hellinger. (eds.). 2002. Gender across Languages: The linguistic
representation of women and men. vol. 2, Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Bußmann, Hadumod & Marlis Hellinger. (eds.). 2003. Gender across Languages: The linguistic
representation of women and men. vol. 3, Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Carreiras, Manuel, Alan Garnham, Jane Oakhill & Kate Cain. 1996. The use of stereotypical
gender information in constructing a mental model: Evidence from English and Spanish.
The Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology 49(3). 639−663.

Corbett, Greville. 1991. Gender. Cambridge: CUP.
Council of Europe. 2001. Common European framework of reference for languages: Learning,

teaching, assessment. Cambridge: CUP.
Curzan, Anne. 2003. Gender shifts in the history of English. Cambridge: CUP.
Doherty, Alice&Kathy Conklin. 2017. Howgender-expectancy affects the processing of ‘them’. The

Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology 70(4). 718−735.
Doleschal, Ursula & Sonja Schmid. 2001. Doing gender in Russian: Structure and perspective. In

Marlis Hellinger & Hadumod Bußmann (eds.), Gender across languages, vol. 1, 253–282.
Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Ellis, Nick. 2012. Frequency-based accounts of second language acquisition. In Susan Gass &
Alison Mackey (eds.), The Routledge handbook of second language acquisition, 193−210.
New York: Routledge.

Singular they in EFL 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000063
https://pansig.org/publications/2018/PanSIG_2018_Journal.pdf


Foertsch, Julie & Morton Ann Gernsbacher. 1997. In search of gender neutrality: Is singular they a
cognitively efficient substitute for generic he?. Psychological Science 8(2). 106−111.

Formato, Federica. 2016. Linguisticmarkers of sexism in the Italianmedia: A case study ofministra
and ministro. Corpora 11(3). 371−399.

Gerner, Jürgen. 2000. Singular and plural anaphors of indefinite personal pronouns in spoken
British English. In John Kirk (ed.), Corpora galore: Analyses and techniques in describing
English: Papers from the nineteenth international conference of English language research
on computerised corpora (ICAME 1998), 93−114. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

Holmes, Janet. 1998. Generic pronouns in NZ English. Kōtare: New ZealandNotes andQueries 1(1).
32−40.

Huddleston, Rodney & Geoffrey K. Pullum. 2002. The Cambridge grammar of the English
language. Cambridge: CUP.

Kennison, Sheila & Jessie Trofe. 2003. Comprehending pronouns: A role for word-specific gender
stereotype information. Journal of Psycholinguistics Research 32(3). 355−378.

LaScotte, Darren. 2016. Singular they: An empirical study of generic pronoun use. American
Speech 91(1). 62−80.

Laitinen, Mikko. 2007. Agreement patterns in English: Diachronic corpus studies on common-
number pronouns. Helsinki: Société Néophilologique.

Ledin, Per & Benjamin Lyngfelt. 2013. Olika hen-syn. Om bruket av hen i bloggar, tidningstexter
och studentuppsatser. Språk & Stil 23. 141-174.

Lee, Jackie. 2006. Acceptability of sexist language among young people in Hong Kong. Sex Roles
56. 285−195.

Lee Jackie & Peter Collins. 2010. Construction of gender: A comparison of Australian and Hong
Kong English language textbooks. Journal of Gender Studies 19(2). 121–137.

McConnell-Ginet, Sally. 2014. Gender and its relation to sex: The myth of ‘natural’ gender. In
Greville G. Corbett (ed.), The expression of gender, 3–38. Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton.

Misersky, Julia, Pascal, Gygax, Paolo Canal, Ute Gabriel, Alan Garnham, Friederike Braun, Tania
Chiarini, Nunne Englund, Adriana Hanulikova, Anton Öttl, Jana, Valdrova, Lisa Von
Stockhausen, Sabine Sczesny. 2014. Norms on the gender perception of role nouns in Czech,
English, French, German, Italian, Norwegian, and Slovak. Behavior ResearchMethods 46 (3),
841–871.

Naughton, James. 2005. Czech: An essential grammar. London: Routledge.
Newman, Michael. 1992. Pronominal disagreements: The stubborn problem of singular epicene

antecedents. Language in Society 21(3). 447−475.
Newman, Michael. 1998. What can pronouns tell us? A case study of English epicenes. Studies in

Language 22(2). 353−389.
Paterson, Laura Louise. 2011. Epicene pronouns in UK national newspapers: A diachronic study.

ICAME Journal 35. 171–184.
Paterson, Laura Louise. 2014. British pronoun use, prescription, and processing. Linguistic and

social influences affecting ‘they’ and ‘he’. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Pauwels, Anne. 2001. Non-sexist language reform and generic pronouns in Australian English.

English World-Wide: A Journal of Varieties of English 22(1). 105−119.
Sanford, Anthony J, Filik Ruth, Catherine Emmott & Lorna Morrow. 2007. They’re digging up the

road again: The processing cost of institutional they. Quarterly Journal of Experimental
Psychology 61(3). 372−380.

Speyer, Lydia Gabriela & Erik Schleef. 2019. Processing ‘gender-neutral’ pronouns: A self-paced
reading study of learners of English. Applied Linguistics 40(5). 793−815.

24 C. Stormbom



Stormbom, Charlotte. 2018. Epicene pronouns in intermediate to advanced EFL writing.
International Journal of Learner Corpus Research 4(1), 1–22.

Stormbom, Charlotte. 2019. Language change in L2 academic writing: The case of epicene
pronouns. Journal of English for Academic Purposes 38, 95–105.

Sunderland, Jane. 1992. Gender in the EFL classroom. ELT Journal 46(1), 81–91.
Timberlake, Alan. 1977. Reanalysis and actualization in syntactic change. In Charles Li (ed.),

Mechanisms of syntactic change, 141−177. Austin, London: University of Texas Press.
Whitley, M. Stanley. 1978. Person and number in the use of we, you and they. American Speech

54(1). 13−39.

Singular they in EFL 25


	1 Introduction
	2 Singular they in L1 and L2 English
	3 Epicene antecedents
	4 Materials and methods
	5 Results
	5.1 According to antecedent
	5.2 According to L1 group
	5.3 According to L1 group and antecedent type
	5.4 Individuation in the text-completion task

	6 Discussion
	7 Conclusion
	Appendix
	References

