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Abstract: The gender-sensitive language (GSL) is the subject of lively debate in the German-speaking coun-

tries, both academically and publicly, and a manifestation of the ongoing changes in the German language. 

It seems impossible to ignore this phenomenon in the teaching of German as a foreign language (DaF), espe-

cially at the academic level. This article will discuss GSL in university classes at AMU in Poznań, Poland, 

offering first a theoretical introduction and a review of research in feminist linguistics, gender linguistics and 

especially in the DaF area. Consecutively, the program and conclusions of an optional GSL workshop for 

students, conducted as part of a DAAD lectureship in 2024, will be discussed. This contributes to the linguistic 

and academic debate on teaching GSL in the field of foreign language didactics, highlighting the specific 

linguistic and cultural conditions influencing the teaching of DaF outside Germany. The article concludes that 

GSL should be included at least as an optional component in the academic study of German as a foreign 

language. To this end, a preliminary concept is proposed for discussion and further development. 
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Introduction  

Gender-sensitive language (GSL) is a term covering the use of non-sexist and inclusive 

language. The European Parliament (2018: 3) promotes gender neutrality in language and 

uses the term gender-neutral language as “a generic term covering the use of non-sexist 

language, inclusive language or gender-fair language”. The purpose of this use is “to avoid 

word choices which may be interpreted as biased, discriminatory or demeaning by imply-

ing that one sex or social gender is the norm”. Using inclusive language “also helps reduce 

gender stereotyping, promotes social change and contributes to achieving gender equal-

ity”. According to Szpyra-Kozłowska and Chmura-Rutkowska (2022: 11) the meaning of 

the term is explained through its synonyms. GSL is otherwise equal, inclusive, gender 

non-discriminatory, non-sexist, gender-neutral language. It is defined as the opposite of 

unequal, exclusionary, gender-discriminatory, sexist, male-centric, androcentric lan-

guage.  

GSL (geschlechtergerechte Sprache) is the central term of the German gender linguis-

tics (Genderlinguistik). As a result of the wave of feminist linguistic criticism that swelled 

in German linguistics in the late 1970s, feminist linguistics (Feministische Linguistik) was 
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constituted in the 1980s. The assumptions of this trend and the actions of its representa-

tives, aimed at eliminating linguistic sexism and shaping a “woman-sensitive language” 

that preserves gender symmetry, making women visible (frauengerechte Sprache), 

had a major impact on the use of the German language in the following decades. Influ-

enced by the implemented recommendations for the use of non-discriminatory language, 

the German language aligned itself with the principles of equal treatment of men and 

women. These measures have paved the way for further linguistic changes taking place 

today, no longer based on the classic binary division of genders, but occurring according 

to new premises. The debate around the issue of gender in language has been revived 

especially under the influence of the Bundestag's 2018 amendment of the law on the reg-

istry of civil statuses, under which – “in keeping with the spirit of the times” – it is now 

possible for intersex individuals (or their parents at the child’s birth) to enter a third gender 

as divers (other, different) in the gender designation column. The legal situation has thus 

changed significantly, also changing the perception of the prototypical categorisation of 

gender. Questions have arisen about linguistic forms for identifying intersex people, and 

new non-binary solutions have been further intensified in the use of GSL. In linguistics, 

meanwhile, a paradigm turn occurred, outlining the shift from feminist linguistics to gen-

der linguistics in the 1990s.  

It can be observed that German universities are actively engaged in the negotiation of 

GSL and its usage. This also applies to the area of German as a foreign (Deutsch als 

Fremdsprache, DaF) and second language (Deutsch als Zweitsprache, DaZ)1. In this field, 

too, studies have already been carried out and teaching materials were published. Mean-

while, in German-language departments outside the German-speaking area, this trend is 

observed with some caution, as long as no consensus has emerged in the native societies. 

This article attempts to outline important aspects of the ongoing debate in academic 

and social discourse in Germany2 on the gender category in language. Under its influence, 

changes are being made in the use of the German language, which is also being translated 

into academic teaching of DaF in Germany and abroad. The potential attitudes of users 

and controversies surrounding this topic will be presented and discussed, as illustrated by 

the example of teaching German language classes at the Applied Linguistics Department 

at Adam Mickiewicz University (AMU) in Poznań, Poland. Furthermore, a preliminary 

concept will be presented to illustrate how GSL could be addressed in an extracurricular 

workshop for students to expand their language skills and facilitate their engagement with 

the debate. 

 

1. GSL in the concepts of German feminist linguistics and gender linguistics  

The feminist linguists (Trömel-Plötz 1984; Pusch, 1984; Hellinger 1980) pointed out the 

mechanisms of discrimination against women in the German language system and usage, 

declaring the language sexist and demanding a change in linguistic habits. They criticised 

the communicative behaviour of men and women, the language system in terms of gender-

 
1 To avoid confusion with the term gender-sensitive language (GSL), this article employs the Ger-

man abbreviations DaF/DaZ in place of the English abbreviations GFL/GSL. 
2 It should be noted that this debate affects the whole German-speaking area. For reasons of con-

ciseness, however, this article focuses on the situation in Germany. 
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asymmetry and the use of language in relation to men and women.3 The study of linguistic 

usus focused on observing and analysing sexist manifestations in various communicative 

practices. Language policy measures were taken, including recommendations on the use 

of non-discriminatory language (Guentherodt et al., 1980) to help eliminate discrimina-

tion against women in the fields of law, regulations, or job advertisements. Two strategies 

were recommended – firstly, feminisation, i.e. the increased use of female personal des-

ignations to promote the visibility of women, and secondly, gender neutralisation, i.e. the 

avoidance of gender references. The changes to the German language initiated by the 

feminist language politics, although met with criticism, have come full circle, finding ex-

pression in legislation or the linguistic practice of, i.a., the federal administration.  
Since the 1990s, new aspects have been emerging in the study of language-gender 

relations (Günthner et al., 2012a; Nübling/ Kotthoff, 2018; Diewald/ Nübling, 2022). 

The focus of research is also shifting from the linguistic representation of gender in the 

system and use of language to the construction of gender identity in various areas of com-

munication, situations, and textual genres. It becomes important to assume that gender is 

a variable of many closely interrelated aspects, such as ethnicity, social environment, age, 

social roles, sexual orientation, education, or non/disability (Günthner et al., 2012b: 9–

10). The research applies methods of multivariate analysis and process approaches, in-

cluding the concepts of interactional linguistics, such as doing gender, undoing gender, 

indexing gender (Nübling/ Kotthoff, 2018), and critical discourse analysis, as performing 

gender (Lazar, 2005). The essence of gender linguistics, like feminist linguistics, is a so-

ciolinguistically oriented critique of language, which, however, modifies and develops 

both the theoretical basis and methodology. This stream is rapidly establishing its position 

in linguistics especially on the ground of conversation analysis and critical discourse anal-

ysis but also in discourse semantics and the study of language change, political correct-

ness, language-institution relations, thus permeating various areas of linguistics. Gender 

linguistics, like feminist linguistics, combines systemic aspects in the study of phonology, 

morphology, syntax, and lexicology with the study of written and spoken language use, 

but in a broader scope and based on a new methodology, as corpus-based research or 

psycholinguistic experiments. The fundamental difference between the two streams stems 

from the fact that the traditional binary concept of gender, which was still dominant in the 

1980s, is no longer the sole and unquestioned point of reference today. The legal sanc-

tioning of the third gender in Germany and the choice of the designation divers resulted 

in questions about terms for genders that deviate from the prototypical ones. Social groups 

starting from different conceptions of gender propose different forms of linguistic repre-

sentation, but still the vast majority of those committed to gender equality in language 

share the prototypical conception of sexuality striving to ensure equitable representation 

of men and women in it. In the use of language, both strategies of feminisation and gender 

neutralisation remain relevant, but with the legal accommodation of the “third option”, 

 
3 Analysis of conversations between people of both sexes uncovered conversational mechanisms 

of violence, used more often by men against women than vice versa, regardless of status. Studies 

of the language system looked at morphology (moiety and the generic masculine gender) and lexis 

(personal names, especially occupational designations). In particular, the use of masculine-per-

sonal forms to refer to women and mixed groups was stigmatised as a mechanism responsible for 

women's invisibility in language. 
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the gender neutralisation strategy that allows reference to all gender identities by abstract-

ing from linguistic gender distinctions is recommended in the first instance.  

Feminist linguistics has been calling for the abandonment of the generic masculine 

and the establishment of woman-sensitive language for 40 years, and this has contributed 

to a change in language in many contexts. In Germany, for example, the use or disuse of 

GSL is established in the academic context, has been enshrined in law at federal and state 

level and is taken up by the mass media. Nevertheless, it shall be stressed that there is still 

no uniform standard for the use of GSL. For this reason, almost every German university 

has already published recommendations for the use of GSL4 forms in official university 

documents, such as statutes or study and examination regulations etc. Many university 

guidelines recommend the use of gender-neutralising approaches (i.e. neographic writ-

ings) only when they cannot be replaced by other functional forms of gendering, such as, 

i.e., participles5. In addition, GSL is also present in many university classes, including 

majors and DaF/DaZ courses, where it is an important part of gender-sensitive didactics.  

 

2. Research on GSL in the field of DaF/DaZ6  

The topic of GSL is not explicitly anchored in DaF curricula, but it is essential for under-

standing language in everyday life as well as for conveying values and demonstrating the 

effects of language. German researchers point out that although GSL is present in the 

public and academic debate, there is still a lot of catching up to do in the DaF/DaZ area. 

According to Peuschel (2018: 357), even though the subject of DaF/DaZ is inherent in the 

variability of linguistic competence, research still lacks approaches that go beyond binary 

and heteronormative constructions of gender. The category of gender, although illumi-

nated in language teaching from different perspectives (Lutjeharms/ Schmidt, 2006; Eich-

hoff-Cyrus, 2009; Gutenberg, 2014; Peuschel, 2018; Kegyes, 2022; Hirschberg, 2024), 

is still treated as a fixed rather than dynamic category, which does not fully reflect its 

complexity (Peuschel/ Schmidt, 2022: 54). The ability to participate in the German-lan-

guage discourse, however, is dependent on knowledge of the order of gender, which the 

researchers believe should be reflected in the training of DaF/DaZ lecturers.  
Several studies of gender-sensitive didactics deal with the representation of gender in 

DaF/DaZ school textbooks, both in synchronic (Maijala, 2009; Peuschel/ Dirim, 2019; 

Stummer, 2024) and diachronic (Freudenberg-Findeisen, 2004; Elsen, 2018) terms. 

They have analysed selected aspects of the (un)equal treatment of men and women, such 

as the number of references of both genders, professional representation, division of roles 

 
4 A collection of guidelines, Leitfadensammlung V.3 of D. Elmiger, currently contains over 3000 

records, including all university guidelines in German-speaking countries. (URL https://airta-

ble.com/shrLfUavJqISnRPEf). [28.10.2024]. See also Siegenthaler (2023). 
5 Resolution of the Senate of the University of Greifswald dated 17.04.2019: „The Senate of the 

University of Greifswald (17.04.2019) resolved to implement gender-neutral language in statutes, 

framework examination regulations, basic regulations and official documents. Gender-neutral 

forms are to be given preference and if this is not possible, the gender star* should replace gendered 

and non-gendered personal designations”. (Translated by H.B.) 
6 DaF and DaZ are a common field in German studies of gender-sensitive didactics. As this article 

addresses the thematisation of GSL in academic language teaching in non-German-speaking coun-

tries, the focus here will remain on DaF. 
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in private life, the extent of GSL use. In principle, the textbooks should encourage critical 

reflection and show the changing social reality. Meanwhile, the results of the analyses 

clearly indicate that women are less represented in them (Peuschel/ Dirim, 2019: 160–

162). The textbooks, moreover, do not reflect the prevailing gender diversity, they do not 

challenge but reinforce gender stereotypes, although diachronically there has been a slight 

improvement in this regard (Freudenberg-Findeisen, 2004: 262; Elsen, 2018: 185). Much 

better fared in these studies of textbooks is the evaluation in terms of GSL use. Other 

studies provide practical guidance on integrating the category of gender into language 

teaching (Peuschel, 2017). Gender can be both a subject of teaching in general and a sub-

ject of literary interpretation or an issue of GSL. Using GSL in lessons, the equality tenets 

of school education, the current linguistic changes and their impact on students' worldview 

are implemented. In addition, GSL illustrates typical changes and variants in language 

development, which also should be the subject of teaching. Foreign language thus be-

comes a subject of reflection on gender and gender-related activities. These activities from 

the point of view of greater distance from foreignness are easier and freer than in the 

native language. By implementing gender issues, general goals of language teaching such 

as the development of competence and the formation of a sensitive attitude toward others 

are fulfilled. Also, for a mature point of view in the discourse, an enlightened and reflected 

discussion is necessary. The goal should not be to convey a certain world view to the 

learners, but rather to enable them to position themselves and express themselves in a re-

flective manner. On the part of the teachers, it is also important to avoid unreflective at-

tributions and addressing. 
Further studies in the form of surveys were carried out in adult education and in non-

university and university settings (Stark, 2021). The aim of the first survey, which was 

carried out worldwide, was to take stock of the status of GSL among DaF/DaZ teachers 

and their assessment of the topic. The focus here was on determining how DaF/DaZ teach-

ers feel about GSL and its teaching, to which extent it is already part of their lessons and 

whether there is a connection between the teachers' assessment or private use of GSL and 

its inclusion in lessons. The survey revealed that the evaluation of GSLs and the assess-

ment of their teaching in DaF/DaZ lessons are highly polarised. Despite a predominantly 

neutral assessment, the generic masculine continues to play a central role in the debate. 

For example, GSL is usually rejected on the grounds of the neutrality of the generic mas-

culine, especially by teachers who use the generic forms. The gender star (*) can be named 

as the antagonist here. Teachers who use this variant are predominantly open-minded to-

wards GSL. Overall, there is a rather open-minded assessment of GSL. This is mainly due 

to the desire to avoid discrimination and the pursuit of gender equality. Despite the legal 

recognition of a third gender in Germany in 2018 and thus the elimination of a binary 

gender norm, the teachers surveyed are particularly keen to achieve equality between 

women and men with GSL.  

A survey of DaF/DaZ students was conducted in Germany, analysing the emotions 

evoked by various forms of gendering in the footnotes of scientific papers (Peuschel/ 

Schmidt, 2022). The respondents most often expressed scepticism or indifference toward 

the various variants of personal names being evaluated, felt neither strong positive nor 

negative emotions, however, they found the topic difficult, in which the researchers saw 

an opportunity to initiate learning processes. These processes should be preceded by stud-

ies of gender relations and the ways in which GSL is used in curricula, considering the 
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possibility of integrating approaches based on gender equality in different areas of 

DaF/DaZ studies (ibid.: 67). According to researchers, furthermore, stronger links should 

be pursued with linguistic practice, considering the use of GSL outside of academic dis-

course. 

Another survey was conducted among lecturers and students of DaF in Poland (Błasz-

kowska, 2024). The survey was designed to find out whether GSL is a subject of DaF 

classes and what the attitudes of those teaching and studying it are in the face of current 

changes in the German language. Only half of the eligible DaF lecturers as well as stu-

dents participated in the survey, which may indicate little interest in the topic. This attitude 

may also be influenced by the fact that the discussion of GSL in Polish is less advanced 

and changes are taking place much more slowly. The survey results showed that the sub-

ject of GSL neither arouses much interest, nor does it reveal extreme attitudes in both 

groups of respondents. The reason for this status quo stems from the inadequate coverage 

of GSL issues in DaF classes – both by teachers and in teaching materials. Both groups 

of respondents agreed on the benefits of using GSL, as they shape anti-discrimination 

attitudes and promote equality, but both groups spoke against introducing the topic into 

the academic DaF course curriculum due to the lack of standardisation in German. 

The lecturers were less inclined to introduce GSL topics in class expressing concern that 

it would hinder foreign language learning. This concern was not shared by the learners, 

who expressed interest in optional classes raising the topic, as they considered it essential 

to know the tendencies.  

 

3. Conceptual example of an academic workshop on gender-sensitive German 

As previously stated, students and academic teachers of DaF may hold divergent attitudes 

towards bringing up the issue of GSL in class. Initial findings suggest that students might 

perceive the topic as more essential to gaining linguistic competences than their educators 

(Błaszkowska, 2024). Nevertheless, it can be observed that those learning German, par-

ticularly at higher levels, encounter the topic of GSL anyhow – for example through au-

thentic texts, informants, or social media. As the discourse surrounding GSL in the Ger-

man-speaking countries has become more contended in recent years it might be time to 

consider whether omitting the topic of GSL in curricula is still appropriate and didactically 

sensible.  

While, de facto, some DaF textbooks address the phenomenon, they often lack the 

conceptual context7 due to didactical or editorial reasons. Some resources openly recom-

mend that learners pay attention to GSL. While these statements are didactically reasoned, 

a non-contextualised recommendation for these forms might take too little account of the 

discursive connotations. For example, the use of the particularly contentious neographic 

spellings may encounter disapproval from linguistically more conservative recipients 

 
7 A case in point is the textbook “Deutsch üben: Briefe, E-Mails und Co.” (Brill et al., 2021) by 

the publisher Hueber, which was designed to familiarise learners with the conventions of business 

correspondence. The textbook acknowledges the existence of different approaches to addressing 

people regarding their gender and states that traditions are currently undergoing changes. It con-

cludes with the assertion that attention should be paid to gender inclusiveness. Other textbooks, 

such as for example “Vielfalt” (Giersberg et al., 2023), also published by Hueber, employ various 

ways of gender references (generic, dual, neographic) in reading texts.  
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while conversely, their absence might be perceived negatively in certain gender-sensitive 

contexts. A lack of contextualisation could lead to students, and thus future intercultural 

professionals, not knowing what is expected of them as language users. Consequently, 

it could be argued that the academic teaching of DaF should consider treating GSL as 

a form of linguistic variation.  

In response to requests made by students, a concept for a voluntary workshop on GSL 

was developed at the AMU in Poznań. The extra-curricular unit was conducted as part of 

the activity within the local DAAD Lectureship. The general concept of this workshop, 

which is presented below, should not be regarded as a definitive template. Rather, 

it should serve as a suggestion for discussion on how this topic, which is of great im-

portance in terms of language policy and sociolinguistics, can also be incorporated into 

the academic teaching of DaF. 

The proposed workshop concept on German GSL consists of a single session lasting 

four academic hours (i.e. 180 minutes plus break) and aimed at engaging students in a dis-

cussion about personal designation in German as well as the various advantages and dis-

advantages of different approaches. As of May 2024, the workshop has been held twice, 

with 18 participants of different genders and at various stages of their studies in Applied 

Linguistics or Germanic Philology at AMU. For an intensive discussion, the small group 

size is important. All participants had a German language level of CERF B2 or higher, 

which could be recommended to be able to engage thoroughly with the content. Further-

more, a similar workshop was made available to academic DaF teachers. 

The course concept consists of two parts: The first phase is devoted to clarifying the 

subject matter and presenting various methods of personal reference in German. Based, 

i.a., on Diewald and Steinhauer (2017), the following nine forms8 are discussed, which 

can be divided into four groups according to gender markedness:  

1. Generic forms in which one grammatical gender stands for all social genders: 

− Lehrer (generic masculine); 

− Lehrerinnen (generic feminine). 

2. Double forms using both grammatical genders:  

− Lehrerinnen und Lehrer; 

− Lehrer und Lehrerinnen; 

− LehrerInnen (short form using a word-internally capitalised female suffix). 

3. Inherently gender-neutral forms:  

− semantically neutral grammatical replacements such as adjectives or participles, 

e.g. Lehrende; 

− semantically neutral replacements, e. g. Lehrkräfte, didaktisches Personal; 

− avoidance of using a noun altogether: Wer unterrichtet, … 

 

 
8 In GSL practice, not every designation can be expressed through each method in a way preserving 

the same semantic or stylistic level – e.g., in the case of the designation “Gärtner” (gardener), the 

present participle of the corresponding verb (“Gärtnernde”, meaning “someone gardening”) is not 

currently in widespread use. 
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4. Gender-neutralising strategies:  

− neographic forms, in which a special character is inserted in-between the male 

root form and the female suffix, e.g., Lehrer:innen, Lehrer*innen.9  

 

Using sample text fragments, students were asked to consider each of these forms from 

different perspectives. The objective of the first phase was to ensure that all learners had 

a comprehensive grasp of the subject matter and could develop a nuanced understanding 

of the topic from a linguistic perspective. Thus, they were prompted to identify examples 

of ways to reflect gender markedness at the morphological, syntactic and lexical level. 

The students analysed the different strategies, formulated their own preferences, and dis-

cussed that each form may have some advantages and disadvantages, such as readability, 

language conventions, accessibility for the visually impaired, text length, visual aesthetics 

and others. The fragment used as a sample text for this task was derived from the former 

German chancellor Angela Merkel’s New Year's address from 2018/201910. This text, in 

its original form, already contains a variety of the above-mentioned strategies. During the 

exercise, the students were asked to reflect on the text’s personal designations which were 

then subjected to multiple editorial changes (e.g., using only generic masculine, double or 

neographic forms etc.). The participants have come to recognise that gender sensitivity 

can be seen as a value at play when editing texts, which needs to be weighed against other 

factors on a case-by-case basis, depending on the function and audience of a given text. 

The second phase of the workshop was dedicated to offering insights into the current 

political and social discourse around GSL taking place in the German-language area. 

The objective of this phase was to familiarise learners with the diverse arguments and 

attitudes pertaining to the matter in the current public discourse. Students should be ena-

bled to understand GSL not as a closed and fully regulated unity, but as a discursively 

negotiated topic which is still in progress. Furthermore, they should gain an understanding 

of the social, linguistic, political and ethical implications of GSL. For this purpose, 

the second section presented students with common arguments for and against the use of 

forms of gendering. The participants engaged in a structured debate, considering the so-

cial, linguistic, and cultural implications of these arguments. The students were encour-

aged to uncover the underlying rationale behind each argument, while also developing 

their ability to assess the persuasiveness of the arguments presented. In the subsequent 

phase, the students were presented with quotations from prominent figures of the German-

speaking world, which they were asked to contextualise with the results of their earlier 

discussions. The different viewpoints were gathered from various publicly available me-

dia sources. To elicit a diverse range of perspectives, the students were presented with 

contrasting standpoints of which two shall be presented here as an example. The first 

 
9 Given its innovative nature, this form has become particularly associated with the reflection of 

non-binary gender identities. However, preferences towards the inserted special character can dif-

fer. In speaking, some speakers use a glottal stop in this position. Importantly, these neographic 

forms spark the most controversy among language users because they deviate from the generally 

accepted conventions not only in terms of linguistic usage but also in terms of standard grammar, 

lexicon, pronunciation, and orthography. 
10 Source: https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/service/newsletter-und-

abos/bulletin/neujahrsansprache-2019-von-bundeskanzlerin-dr-angela-merkel-1566380 

[Accessed 28.05.2024] 
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quotation is drawn from an interview with Ferda Ataman, the Independent Anti-Discrim-

ination Commissioner of the German Federal Government. When asked about her opinion 

on the ban on certain GSL forms of spelling in correspondence by some Federal state 

authorities, Ataman replied:  

I'm one of those people who don't always use the correct gender forms 100 per cent 

perfectly. I think you don’t have to strain yourself. You should feel comfortable with 

language. The whole thing is not a compulsory exercise and not a competition. In the 

21st century, prohibiting state institutions from addressing more genders than two is 

clearly a step backwards. What exactly is being banned here, tolerance and respect?11 

Ataman's rather supportive but cautious stance towards GSL can be contrasted with the 

clearly negative attitude of Alice Weidel, Co-chairwoman of the German far-right popu-

list political party AfD. In a press statement, Weidel is quoted as follows: 

The so-called 'gender-sensitive' language is an Orwellian project. It not only rapes our 

mother tongue and smashes texts to the point of incomprehensibility, but it also wants 

to influence and control our thinking in line with gender ideology by manipulating 

language.12 

The two quotations already demonstrate two exceedingly divergent perspectives13 and 

make clear why the fundamental issue of categorising the topic of GSL discursively is of 

great importance for language learners and native users alike. While language planning 

institutions are monitoring developments, the lack of consensus on the use or non-use of 

certain forms is a significant issue that has yet to be resolved. The German Orthography 

Council, for example, states it is observing current trends but doesn't see a final solution 

that would allow it to make an official recommendation (Rat für Rechtschreibung 2018). 

The current use of gender-sensitive forms and the discourse surrounding them are devel-

oping rapidly, and it is unlikely that this debate will be resolved soon. In the context of 

academic teaching, however, this could be regarded as an argument in favour of address-

ing GSL rather than against it. Only by engaging in the debate can students gain an un-

derstanding of the complexity of the issue and the current state of the German-speaking 

discourse on the matter. 

At the end of the second phase, students were provided supplementary resources and 

online content. The workshop concluded with an opportunity for students to share their 

opinions on the matter anonymously. They were asked about their prior knowledge, their 

perception of acquired competences, and their views on the integration of GSL into cur-

ricula. The feedback was positive. Many noted that the workshop helped them to better 

understand the complexity of GSL, its applications and surrounding controversies. This 

can be exemplified by the case of one student's anonymised written feedback, which en-

capsulates many points made by participants: 

 
11 Translated by M.K. (URL https://www.rnd.de/politik/ferda-ataman-ueber-genderverbote-und-

gendergerechte-sprache-man-muss-sich-keinen-abbrechen-

FJ5OI2WXP5CMNOW2URYUXFPP5Y.html) [Accessed 28.05.2024]. 
12 Translated by M.K. (URL https://www.presseportal.de/pm/130241/4216071). [Accessed 

28.05.2024]. 
13 Some of the other text fragments presented in the workshop relate to the pursuit of gender-

sensitive or neutralising strategies in general, while others pertain to specific sub-forms. 

https://www.rnd.de/politik/ferda-ataman-ueber-genderverbote-und-gendergerechte-sprache-man-muss-sich-keinen-abbrechen-FJ5OI2WXP5CMNOW2URYUXFPP5Y.html
https://www.rnd.de/politik/ferda-ataman-ueber-genderverbote-und-gendergerechte-sprache-man-muss-sich-keinen-abbrechen-FJ5OI2WXP5CMNOW2URYUXFPP5Y.html
https://www.rnd.de/politik/ferda-ataman-ueber-genderverbote-und-gendergerechte-sprache-man-muss-sich-keinen-abbrechen-FJ5OI2WXP5CMNOW2URYUXFPP5Y.html
https://www.presseportal.de/pm/130241/4216071
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I think it [GSL] is a part of linguistic politeness, and we also learn about that in class 

(greeting formulas, salutation etc.). Ways of using gender-sensitive German could be 

introduced without “forcing” someone to use a certain form (i.e. it  

wouldn't have to be assessed by tests). Also, controversies are always interesting for 

philology/linguistics students, especially such “language controversies”, so they could 

potentially make normal classes more appealing14. 

Another student provided a summary of their experiences, emphasising that an under-

standing of the social and political context associated with GSL is essential for being able 

to navigate through the discourse surrounding it. They not only mentioned the interest in 

controversies, but also stressed the relevance of knowing about them to professionally 

engage with language:  

Before the workshop, I knew that there are many ways of writing gender-inclusively. 

However, I had no idea that this topic is so controversial. In my opinion, this matter 

is of great importance, especially because I am a philology student, thus it is very 

useful to know about cultural and social issues15. 

These participants’ statements show that the integration of GSL into the academic teach-

ing of DaF could mean an opportunity to enrich the linguistic competence of students 

while fostering awareness of contemporary discourses. Thus, the workshop demonstrated 

that it is possible to engage students in meaningful discussions about GSL. Such discus-

sions could enable students to gain insight into the potential of the subject area, develop 

their own attitudes towards it, and acquire the skills necessary to navigate possible con-

troversies. 

 

4. Conclusions and prospects  

Research into gender-sensitive language (GSL) shows its profound influence on German 

linguistics and socio-cultural dynamics. Originating from the feminist critique of language 

in the late 1970s, German GSL has evolved into an important element of gender linguistics 

and reflects wider social changes, such as growing gender equality and the recognition of 

non-binary identities. Despite the at times contentious discourse around the topic, the lack 

of a social consensus for or against the use of gender-sensitive or even gender-neutralising 

scripts and speech remains a challenge, leading to different approaches and ongoing de-

bates in the academic and public spheres.  

For some time, these discussions have extended to the field of didactics of German as 

a foreign language (DaF). While academic institutions inside Germany play a key role in 

these societal changes themselves already, a general didactical response to these changes 

is still evolving and its outcome remains uncertain. Therefore, foreign German language 

departments often opt for an observational role. When analysing the possibilities of in-

cluding GSL in the academic teaching of DaF at these departments, conclusions can be 

drawn in the form of a triad of potentials, attitudes and controversies. 

 
14 The feedback was originally provided in German. (Translated by M.K.) 
15 The feedback was originally provided in German. (Translated by M.K.) 
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Despite certain prevailing hesitations among teachers, the potential of addressing GSL 

in academic DaF lessons should not be ignored. Therefore, this article proposed a concept 

for an extracurricular workshop on the matter, which has been subjected to a practical 

trial. Its main aim is not to prescribe certain behaviours, but to improve participants' skills 

navigating through the debate. The unit includes an analysis of personal reference meth-

ods in German, as well as a discussion of common arguments for and against GSL. 

The voluntary workshop was well received by participants, who stated that they felt their 

competences could be strengthened by such initiatives. This suggests that thematising 

GSL could help prepare students to deal with variation linked to gender sensitivity. 

It needs to be stressed that the proposed concept is not intended as a blueprint, but as an 

invitation for discussion and further development.  

While attitudes towards the subject may occasionally overlap on both sides of the 

classroom, there are instances where their understanding of the implications diverge. 

A survey conducted among lecturers and students of Applied Linguistics at AMU Poznań 

explored attitudes towards including GSL in DaF lessons amidst ongoing changes in the 

German language. The survey revealed moderate interest and no extreme attitudes, at-

tributed to limited coverage of the topic in classes and materials. Despite acknowledging 

the advantages of GSL, both groups were hesitant to incorporating it into the academic 

curriculum due to a lack of standardisation. Lecturers expressed particular concern about 

the potential impeding impact on language learning, while students were more open to the 

possibility of optional classes on the topic.  

Controversies surrounding GSL are prominent in Germany both in academia and the 

public sphere. The choice of certain new or traditional forms of spelling or speech can be 

associated with political positioning, and a symbol as small as an asterisk can evoke feel-

ings of sympathy or provoke harsh metaphors. Understandably, the intensity of this debate 

can deter educators from addressing GSL in class. However, there are indications that 

including the topic could be beneficial for students, as it allows them to engage with an 

important current language policy debate directly. Addressing GSL in the classroom not 

only facilitates a deeper understanding of linguistic nuances but can also promote critical 

thinking and enable students to engage more deeply with cultural codes and contexts. 

In conclusion, GSL represents a contentious yet fruitful and dynamic development in 

the field of modern German linguistics that requires constant attention and adaptation in 

didactical practice. Being a highly controversial topic, GSL is undergoing constant dis-

cussion in German mass media, academia, politics, economy and even pop culture. 

It seems unlikely that this topic will either disappear from academic discourse or can be 

excluded from treating authentic materials until the German-speaking societies have 

reached a social consensus.  
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