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Is there such a thing as genderlect? Do gender based language differences play a significant role 

in L2 learning? Can we, in practice, differentiate genderlect from other "individual" differences? 

What are the most ethical and "effective" teacher strategies for dealing with gender differences? 

This paper cannot presume to answer such questions. What we will attempt to do is to open up 

some space for discussion, make some suggestions. This paper will also attempt to finalise some 

of the genderlect related questions that tend to defer the imperative for actual change in the 

language classroom on the basis that there are too many questions that first have to be answered. 

The aims of this paper, then, are:  

 

1. To dispose of the question(s) of whether genderlects exist and/or whether they play a 

significant role in the L2 learning environment;  

 

2. To thereby present a polemic whereby the imperative for change in the L2 learning 

environment can be no longer deferred as being subsequent to the sufficient "answering" of 

these questions; 

 

3. To present a sufficient and non-restrictive model for conceptualising genderlects (and other 

"lects");  
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4. To suggest certain possible directions whereby strategies can be utilised in the L2 learning 

environment so as to radically accommodate genderlects in all their diversity and 

unpredictability;  

 

5. To see how far an honest consideration of the gap between an idealised ethics and institutional 

prescriptivity can be activated so as to provoke the imagination to a genuine pragmatics which is 

moving towards a real student centredness, intersubjectivity and utopian ethics.  

  

Now, while this paper makes significant use of an analytic method, and while the suggestions 

made herein tend to de-centre the teacher, we certainly do not wish to suggest that empirical 

researches into genderlect should cease or that the teacher is no longer important and can be (or 

should be) done away with. Similarly, we do not wish to create the impression that the problem 

that this paper raises with regards to the demands of a utopian ethics versus the demands of 

institutional prescriptivity can be solved in an ideal sense. 

  

In opening our discussion, we would like to begin with a fairly rigorous empirical study into 

genderlect in the communicative L2 classroom. Pica et al (1991) conducted an investigation of 

NS-NNS interaction in same and cross-gender dyads on four information tasks. The subjects 

included 17 male and 15 female Japanese L1 speakers learning English as L2, aged between 18-

47; and 12 male and 20 female native speakers of American English, aged between 20-35. The 

variables which were under control in the Japanese L1 speaker group were: 1. Their linguistic 

and sociocultural backgrounds (they were all born and raised in Japan and were basically of 

middle to upper class backgrounds); and 2. Their TOEFL scores (455.4 for female NNSs and 

455.1 for the male NNSs).  

  

However, and strangely, in the American-English native speaker group, mothers and persons 

experienced in dealing with NNSs were excluded from the study (perhaps in attempt to control 

the native speaker groups' ability to use 'caretaker' language when interacting with NNSs).  

  

The genderlect related results of this experiment were firstly, that they found little evidence to 

support a wide range of findings from earlier genderlect experiments. Cross gendered pairs did 

not produce more negotiated interactions (male NS/female NNS dyads were particularly non-
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communicative). Female NNSs did not produce more signals in general (in other words, they 

were not fundamentally less or more communicative). Repudiating another myth, male NSs did 

not produce more modification in their speech in response to female NNS questions. Instead of 

cross-gendered pairs producing more exchanges, it was found that more exchanges were 

produced by female subjects when placed in same sex dyads, while male speakers produced 

about the same amount of speech in either same sex or cross-gender dyads.  

  

Basically, extending the findings would support the suggestion (now fairly frequently made) that 

female subjects are disadvantaged in mixed sex situations. Secondly, it was discovered that the 

sex of the NS interlocutor (ie: the teacherly figure?) affected the amount of NNS language 

produced, rather than the sex of the NNS him/herself (ie: the student figure?). Again 

extrapolating, this finding suggests that it is the sex of the male teacher that might be most 

significant in limiting the discourse of female subjects. Most importantly, however, and as Pica 

et al have themselves emphasised, these findings might not be the result of genderlect 

differences per se, but rather the result of complex sets of interactions between subjects using 

multiple genderlects which are culturally specific, class-based, and depend on age, marital status 

and any number of other factors. For example, the American women who were native speakers 

communicated differently when compared to the Japanese women. Again, language proficiency 

must be admitted, alongside "culture", gender, age and so on, as a factor which would probably 

affect the behaviour of language learners. The point here is obvious. Far from proving a basic 

transcultural gender preference for certain language acts, the experiment, when read in this way, 

suggests the opposite: that there is no transcultural genderlect. Instead, it must be acknowledged, 

that there are certain predispositions, language based and otherwise, which may be associated 

with each social "identity".  

  

By "linguistic predisposition" we are referring to what Pierre Bourdieu describes as a "feel for 

the game". (Bourdieu, 1990) A predisposition in this sense offers the social agent a set of 

strategies for using language. It does not mean that the language user is trapped inside a 

particular set of strategies, but merely that certain strategies will be usually preferred, and seem 

to present themselves, consciously or unconsciously (it does not matter which), as "paths of least 

resistance". People can, of course, be mistaken in this regard as the field of play is objectively 

structured. Hence, certain language strategies are not as effective in academic environments as 
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the students and teachers who are using them often believe.  

  

Predispositions are the effects of socialisation, but the real limits that we are up against are the 

limits of our imaginations. A subject, even when predisposed, can utilise any imaginable 

strategy. To be a member of a particular culture or subculture means, however, among other 

things, to adopt or to be expected to adopt, the badges of distinction (Bourdieu, 1989) that are 

associated with that group. This is not so much a conscious matter of choosing to belong, but 

more often appears as the result of long and dynamic processes of socialisation. (Bourdieu, 1990 

reprint) Similarly, it is of course, possible to resist genderlects and consciously adopt different 

ways of speaking. Gender based language differences, then, whether we envisage them as the 

shared codes "subcultures", or as parole of a particular gendered langue, provoke us to an ethical 

reconsideration of the effectiveness of our teaching procedures.  

  

Some questions can now be answered. The idea of genderlect does not mean that women have 

one way of using language and men another. Genderlects are not translinguistic, or even trans-

dialectic. The idea of a biological basis for genderlect, or the idea that women of all cultures 

behave in certain similar ways because they experience similar things and live under similar 

forms of patriarchy remains a distinct possibility; but such factors are not needed to untangle the 

origin of genderlects. The presence of socially constructed "identities" and processes such as the 

social inculcation of language are enough to explain genderlects.  The idea of genderlect, by the 

same logic, does not erase or even "structurate" (ie: provide an underlying and determining 

structure) for idiolect. Genderlects should be thought of as socially inculcated predispositions to 

certain linguistic habits that are identified, socially, as gender-connected. So, even though 

genderlects are objective social phenomenon, and not just heuristic models, a subject might 

speak an idiolect and a genderlect at the same time or a subject might speak in a way which 

seems to disrupt the listener's stereotyped expectation(s) of genderlect. This means that subjects 

of one sex can actually prefer (either generally, or in certain situations) to employ the language 

strategies that the teacher/researcher has come to associate with a different gender. Just because 

genderlects depend on the social identification of particular gendered identities, this does not 

mean that genderlects are merely produced by the oppressive stereotypings of others, nor does it 

mean that genderlects are just academic constructs. The users of genderlects themselves are 

actively involved in these social identifications. As each subject operates a multiplicity of 
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agencies or "roles" genderlects need not be seen as directly sourced from the essential nature of 

the sexed body, but can rather be considered as discursive conglomerations that inform 

subjectivity, yet remain open to any imaginable strategic deployment. (cf: Bourdieu, 1990) 

  

If, therefore, genderlects  are not determinants, that is "linguistic prisons", why should we, as L2 

teachers, be concerned with them? Can't we trust the learners to choose which genderlect to 

operate within freely? Such a scenario is possible, but is probably not universal. We must 

remember, nevertheless, that genderlects are also important to those who use them. Besides, 

suggesting that students choose their genderlect(s) might also suggest that subjects of one sex 

should change their genderlect to fit in with the culture of the institution (which might actually 

be disadvantaging one genderlect, as in the experiment with the Japanese NNSs).  If teachers 

cannot be depended upon to modify their classroom discourses, why should students be expected 

to alter their genderlects? Genderlects matter because they involve the subject's intimate idea of 

him or herself as a gendered person. The predisposition to genderlects, because it is tied to our 

idea of ourselves as people, can be staggeringly powerful. Being disadvantaged for operating a 

genderlect that is not rewarded equally can be very distressing, and can, in certain cases, even 

result in the minimalisation of that student's learning. And anyway, even if the predisposition to 

genderlect is weak, should students be disadvantaged if they choose to operate a genderlect? 

  

The questions of whether genderlects exist, and whether they play an important role in our 

classrooms, can be finalised. We need no longer defer the pressing ethical problem of how we 

should teach in order to minimise the structural inequalities that are inherent in our classrooms. 

Wherever there are socially identified differences, there are also language differences associated 

with those identities. Without such differences, "correctness" of articulation could not be used as 

a badge of belonging or distinction, in fact, there would be no "correctness", no "inappropriate 

language", no "socially different language contexts". 

  

The extreme diversity of genderlects however, and the fact that many students do not operate 

stereotyped genderlects means that we cannot merely swat up on Deborah Tannen (or other 

studies that attempt to describe genderlects) and presume that we are now in a position to 

understand the urgencies of our students. (cf: Spivak, 1987) Our learners will always radically 

exceed any predictions that we make concerning "masculine" and "feminine" ways of doing 
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things.   

  

With this in mind, we propose a practical suggestion. In order to affirm and accommodate both 

the social existence of genderlects and the fact that these genderlects are not, in practice, 

predictable, we suggest that classroom practices should, as far as possible, be organised as if 

there were an infinite number of different learning styles and preferences. By imagining extreme 

plurality, we are affirming the radical need for teachers to surrender, as much as possible, their 

prescriptive predispositions.i In the second part of the paper, then, we seek, to tentatively provide 

an interrogation of certain classroom practices in order to see how far a radical approach to 

equity in the learning environment can be made to work.  

  

First of all, the assumption that foreign languages have to be learnt and taught within the 

confines of a classroom needs to be re-examined. The language classroom is a site of struggle. 

The outcome of such struggles appear in the forms of who directs or navigates the discourses of 

the classroom and its silences. (cf: Luke, C., 1994) Clearly a classroom teacher is incapable of 

providing equal opportunities for learning on all these fronts. An alternative presents itself in a 

different arrangement of learning space in the form of a combination of certain kinds of 

language classes with self-access studies; and freedom for students to choose when and what 

language skills are to be examined. Diversification of space and task does not mean the adoption 

of an "eclectic methodology", a "feels-right-to-me-lets-do-it methodology" or in other words, 

"no methodology whatsoever" - instead it is a way of attempting to accommodate learner 

differences, including genderlects. 

  

The fact that students often request lecture-style lessons does not however mean that we should 

abandon a student-centred approach. The argument that a student centred classroom can be, if 

students ask for it, a return to teacher centredness rests on a subtle rhetoric. Desire is not simply 

the stated desire(s) of a small number of students. Rather, desire is always making assemblages 

and connections (cf: Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) that exceed or bypass those proffered by the 

teacher or the "course". Teacher-talk is not always "bad"; some teacher talk is always needed; 

but this does not mean we throw out a student-centred task-oriented approach. Remember, the 

teacher must remain close and actively involved, but he or she should not dominate the 

urgencies of the learners. In my experience, even students who say they want lecture-style talk 
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tend to develop less under a lecture-regime than when they are engaged in tasks and are 

following up their own interests and producing their own discourses. In this regard, it is 

absolutely necessary that negotiations between teacher and students are always taking place. 

Listening is the basis of an ethical teaching practice.ii If a teacher does not attempt to honestly 

negotiate, then how can he or she even begin to think that he/she understands anything of his/her 

students urgencies? 

  

Thus, even though negotiations are never free of power, and even though the teacher, as 

assessor, is already positioned with a power to close down learner needs, negotiated curricula, 

tasks, and assessments are absolutely indispensable to an ethical teacher practice. Such 

negotiations have to be handled with as much honesty and tact as possible. The teacher has to 

really listen (which is actually more difficult than it sounds), and ask him or herself not so much: 

"Will this enable the student to fulfil course requirements?" but rather "Is there any way in 

which the enthusiasm of the student for this task and course requirements can be brought 

together?" 

  

In terms of structuring the course, it might be possible to employ a number of interconnected 

workshops. The workshops would be as diverse as possible, and wouldn't be organised around 

year grades. Students could choose to attend these workshops for as long as they like. For 

example, a student who wanted some speaking practice could join that workshop, then, when he 

or she wanted to, the student could move on to another workshop. This "Merry-go-round" model 

(Kutash, 1991) actually addresses certain issues of diversity, but it must be remembered that 

each workshop has to be internally devoted to diversity as well. Too many students take options 

which seem exciting on paper but later turn out to be despotic and not open to learner's needs. 

Group work, for example, should almost always take place in self-selected groups. Open 

questions and tasks should always be suggested rather than closed questions and tasks where the 

answer is already foreordained.  

 

As such, curricula should not be organised like trees (with a set starting point and prearranged 

branches), nor as a conglomeration of discrete and disconnected "spheres", but should be 

designed so that the "curriculum" is full of all sorts of possible connections. Students might be 

able, under such conditions, to start in any place they like and follow whatever paths they 
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choose. Teachers would have to organise curricula and assessment procedures so that students 

could make connections where they desire to, instead of following some pre-set program or 

textbook. The passion of learning is seeing how far a particular direction will take us. Even a 

basic speech lesson has to be full of open tasks where what the students produce will always be 

surprising, always unpredictable.  

  

Self-access learning with computers, and especially the Internet opens all sorts of possibilities 

here. (cf: Lian & Mestre, 1983) Self-access learning should be exploratory rather than directed. 

The Net, in fact, provides the new model for L2 curricula. It is non-binary, multiplicitous and 

open to various uses and connections. Like language itself, it is always capable of surprising and 

largely unpredictable. The Net is a resource that is structured like language itself, multi-layered, 

omni-functional, potentially social, and yet non-predetermined.  

  

This certainly does not mean that all students should be forced to access the Net. At the moment, 

the Net is still, in some regards, a rather sexist place. What we mean is that the entire curriculum 

needs to be "net-like" (or "rhizomatic"). (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) Like language itself, their 

should be connections everywhere. The Net or the "net-like" learning environment is a vast and 

inexhaustible milieu where everything that is imaginable is made available to any sort of use that 

the students' desire. Students' don't even have to be using the Net to be actively engaged in a 

situation where information is arranged in a "net-like" way. "Macrosimulations" and advanced, 

ongoing role-plays, for example, are not only good for teaching registers, and other language 

conventions, they are also open and unpredictable. (cf: Lian et al, 1985) Furthermore, the right 

to adopt a mask or personae (perhaps even an identity that is not in accord with your "real" age, 

gender, or cultural denomination), can be, for many students, rather liberating. Again, open 

questions and tasks are involved as opposed to closed tasks and questions. Which is not to say 

that power suddenly disappears in a macrosimulation. Involvement in such a game, however, 

offers ways in which players can operate a character who is objectively powerful. For example, 

a quiet student might choose to play a Supreme Court Judge, and thereby gain access to a kind 

of privilege to speak which in the "normal" classroom seems to be denied. The teacher's role is 

thus one of a "facilatator", but not in the way that the term is usually normativised in practice. It 

also allows players who feel shy to meaningfully contribute without feeling like they are being 

exposed.  



 

 
 
 9 

  

The teacher's role changes too - or rather we are calling for a continual return to the idea of the 

teacher as facilitator in the most radical sense. Under such a "netlike" regime, the teacher is just 

one provider of resources. He or she organises the paperwork and scheduling. She or he is still 

involved in the selection of materials, but this role has diminished due to the availability of 

authentic material through the World Wide Web. For example, teachers need only to provide 

Net addresses to students rather than be directly involved in choosing particular texts. The 

teacher as facilitator in this sense, does not mean that the teacher is a powerful yet ghostly 

presence, but that the teacher is really part of a classroom community or culture where he or she 

has certain responsibilities both to the students and the institution. 

  

We are not therefore suggesting that the teacher should, or can, be disposed of. The teacher is an 

important person in this environment, not just because he or she is the assessor, the facilitator 

and the interface with the institution (although these are all important considerations), but 

because he or she can help the students learn to listen and recognise certain traits of the target 

language. (Lian & Mestre, 1983) The teacher is potentially the most powerfully interactive and 

dynamic site within this environment. But again, this does not mean that the teacher intervenes 

to close down students' desire. If the students are driving their own learning, if their desires are 

really engaged, then this desirousness can create a situation where what the teacher has to offer 

is seen by the students as an absolutely indispensable resource. 

  

The regime we are suggesting is not, therefore, unstructured, just open. organising a negotiated, 

"net-like" course is actually a much more demanding task structurally, than organising a course 

around the desires of the teacher and/or the predetermined prescriptions of "knowledge" (eg: 

competence in the target language).iii The discourse of truly student-centred L2 classroom still 

has to move away from the discourse of the university  where some "objective" body of 

"knowledge" takes the place of the "master" and the urgencies of different students are 

subordinated or ignored, towards the discourse of the listener where the desires of the students 

become central. (Lacan, 1985 edition, & Jameson, 1977) Today's teacher, then, is captured to a 

certain extent by institutional demands that are inescapably prescriptive. (cf: Bourdieu, 1988 & 

Foucault, 1970 & 1977) Successful students are measured as successful in institutional ways. In 

this sense, an "ethical" teaching is made institutionally impossible.iv 
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On the other hand, a real ethics cannot be a matter of "political purity" either. It is a pragmatic 

and ongoing negotiation in which we attempt to give and not just to take, to require, to assess. 

And so the real problem arises - the problem that we are only beginning to open, the problem for 

which there are no easy answers. We want to be ethical, and we know that decentring the teacher 

is ethical because it is less hierarchical and more intersubjective. We know that allowing 

students to make their own urgencies felt can maximalise learning by connecting students' 

desires with the actual business of the classroom, and we know that the student centred 

classroom is more open to diversity. But, we also know that there is a certain amount that must 

be taught in order to arrive at the "educational goal". And what is more, we know that the 

community of the classroom is still unequal; that certain forms of discourse receive more 

approval than others and that certain language users are more powerful than others. We are torn 

three ways between: 

 

1. The institutional demands that presuppose meritocracy in the form of assessment, stipulate 

class sizes, and (increasingly) set "objective standards for L2 competence;  

 

2. Our own urgencies that include getting the students to arrive at certain preinscribed standards; 

and  

 

3. Teaching in an ethical way. We are torn between ethics and prescriptivity to the degree that 

we can actually witness the historical process of normativisation at work, not in some abstract 

theory of discursive competitiveness, but here in our own classrooms. 

  

Rethinking the student centred classroom, then, does not mean a blindness towards institutional 

power, or even the mechanical adoption of certain classroom practices. What it means is to 

continually return to the idea that learning can be an eventfulness where the teacher is not 

"empowering" students (as though power were something in the student's future), but where 

their learning is already an expression of their own power, energy and joy. (cf: Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987) It means backing off as far as possible while still remaining close and intimately 

concerned. It means accepting, as far as institutional constraints will allow, the different 

trajectories of learning that students are embarked upon. Sometimes, happily, these teacherly 
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and institutional demands seem to coincide with students' desires and preferred learning styles, 

discursive preferences, and physical environments. Yet, we remain aware that there are always 

desires and urgencies that are not addressed, students failing in silence, smiling students, grimly 

struggling.v 

  

The issue of genderlects in the L2 classroom, thus broaches the absolute contradiction in which 

we find ourselves as teachers. In this struggle, however, we already have the students on-side. 

Situations in which the learner is able "to choose between dependence and independence as he 

perceives the need" remain common. (Candy, 1987) Nevertheless, students' ability to learn 

despite institutional controls in no way diminishes the teacherly problem of institutional 

prescriptivity versus a truly ethical learner centredness.  
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NOTES 

 
1. In taking such an approach, we are not insinuating that genderlect is irrelevant, on the contrary, we have already 

asserted that there are objective structural inequalities in our classrooms (and even in group work) that are gender 

based. Instead, what we are attempting to do is provide a methodological strategy for accommodating the 

irrefutable plurality of genderlects (and, at the same time, other learner differences). We are not suggesting that 

learner differences are individually based; a view that might lead us to "shape-up-or-ship-out" styles of classroom 

management.  

1. Ethics is a sort of giving. One of the things we try to give is equality. But, what is equality? It is not measurable 

and it is not abstract. It does not depend on an idea of everyone being equal already. Equality is not about states of 

being, it is about processes of doing. Equality is not an abstract noun, and the adjective "equal' is not, as far as 

ethics is concerned, an adjective. Equality is a verb. To try to give equality is not condescension. It is the reverse of 

condescension. Condescension presupposes a superiority like that of teacher to student. To give equality however, 

is an attempt to put one's own ego, one's own urgencies, one's own world view and grammar into the context of 

other subjectivities, urgencies, and grammars. Above all, equality is listening with as much openness as we can 

muster. For the language classroom to be equal then, it must be ethical, and for it to be ethical, it must take 

differences such as genderlect into account. 

1. Using Lacanian notation where [a] stands for the object of the subject's desire; [$] stands for the subject; [S1] 

stands for the Logos or power that organises discourse; and [S2] represents the signifying chain (ie: knowledge), the 

equation {a/S2 > $/S1} comes to represent the structure of both the teacher's discourse as "listener" and the course 

structure itself. Under the regime suggested here, "the question of [students'] desire[s]" (Rose and Mitchell, 1985) 

takes precedence over the demands of either the teacher as "Master" or even "knowledge" (as it is institutionally 

measured). The Lacanian topology for the discourse of the analyst/listener can be represented as: {a/S2 > $/S1}. 

Here a represents the desire of the subject which is given precedence; S2 represents the signifying chain 

(knowledge) which is subordinated to the desire of the subject; $ represents the subject whose alienation from 

his/her desire is placed as a central issue; and S1 represents the transcendental signifier (power and meaning) which 

is given over to the subject's desire in the form of empowerment and dealienation. If we re-read desire as bodies 

making connections (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) then the normal tree-curricula (with core and options) or set of 

"spheres" (ie: isolated subjects to be "known") needs to be re-organised in a "net-like" way. This is not a regime of 

"chaos", devotion to emphasising students' desires actually places greater demands on course structure. The teacher 

needs to spend more energy in imagining possible connections while at the same time remaining open to surprise 

and wonderment. (cf: Irigaray, 1993) Such a listening is the basis of any "intersubjective" ethics (cf: Irigaray, 1993 

& Levinas, 1991). What we are suggesting here admittedly breaches the limits set by the institution, whether 

Language Learning be considered as operating under the logic of what Foucault describes as a "Society of 
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Discourse" or, alternatively, a "Discipline". (cf: Foucault, 1970) The classroom which utilises listening as the basis 

of ongoing negotiation and takes a true student-centredness as its utopian telos. To this regime of the negotiated, 

"net-like" curricula (which grows out of students' own desires) we oppose those classrooms organised upon what 

Lacan calls the "Discourse of the Master" {S1/$ > S2/a} and, to a lesser degree, the Discourse of the University" 

{S2/S1 > a/$} under the regime of the Teacher as Master the student operating a non-acceptable genderlect is likely 

to experience the "tyranny of the all-knowing {teacher] and exclusion of fantasy... [as well as the subsequent] 

retreat of subjectivity" (Rose & Mitchell, 1985) For the Master, the desire of the student is subordinated to the 

demands of the Master/Teacher/Author. Under this discursive regime, students' desires are restricted to those that 

correspond to the desires of the teacher. Even the demands of the Institution are likely to take second place. 

"Masters" typically place great emphasis on their own expertise. Such a regime largely corresponds to Foucault's 

description of "Societies of Discourse" in that the student is expected to be subservient to the "teacher"/text and 

produce commentaries that accord with the rules of a limited field. (Foucault, 1970) This aptly describes the 

ultimate in despotic classrooms where teacher says and students are not allowed to disagree. When "knowledge" 

itself takes the place of the Master, the "Discourse of the University" is produced.  Here "knowledge [of the Target 

Language is] in the place of Master. Primacy [is given] to discourse itself [which is] constituted as knowledge, 

producing knowledge as the [enforced] ultimate object of desire over and against any question of the subject." 

(Rose & Mitchell, 1985) Under this regime the teacher typically argues for students' having to proceed in certain 

ways in order to come to a "correct" state of "knowledge", "competence" or "empowerment". Such a regime 

effectively corresponds to Foucault's description of a "Discipline" where knowledge takes primacy over the 

"Author" of knowledge (eg: "Master"). Students are expected to conform to the limits set by the Discipline. This is 

a fairly typical classroom where institutional demands take precedence. What is exciting, however, is that, unlike 

most other academic subjects which function by way of commentary and/or memorisation within a restricted field, 

L2 learning takes an entire language as its field, and as such is capable of exceeding all institutional limits (that is, 

as far as the institution will allow).  

1. By "ethics" here, we are not suggesting "codes of ethics" or performing as an "effective teacher". Ethics is a 

concern for the relation of entities who are different. (cf: Levinas, 1991 & Irigaray, 1993) It is a caring for others 

that steps beyond institutional sense of doing one's job. The often flaunted word, "empowerment" describes not 

only the enabling of students within the world of the target language and the academy, it also conceals 

prescriptivisms that alienate students who are succeeding despite the discourse of the classroom, and others who 

are commonly considered "failures".  

1. Again, we must divest ourself of a myth. The much vaunted "empowerment" of students which enables them to 

operate as "effective communicators" is not ethically, or even educationally, unproblematic. Empowerment is also 

a form of prescriptivity, just as much as it can be a way of attempting to give equality. Wherever there is 

communicative competence, wherever there is a theory of genre, wherever there are pre-set academic goals and 

modes of assessment, there is also a superordinate power, a pressure to normativisation and prescription. Indeed, 

even the concept of "effective teaching", when measured against results, reduces finally to prescriptivity. There is 

no non-prescriptive teaching, which is not to say that we cannot make our teaching more ethical. We should, 
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however, stop patting ourselves on the back with this word, "empowerment". It conceals more than it renders. 
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i. In taking such an approach, we are not insinuating that genderlect is irrelevant, on the contrary, we have already 
asserted that there are objective structural inequalities in our classrooms (and even in group work) that are gender 
based. Instead, what we are attempting to do is provide a methodological strategy for accommodating the 
irrefutable plurality of genderlects (and, at the same time, other learner differences). We are not suggesting that 
learner differences are individually based; a view that might lead us to "shape-up-or-ship-out" styles of classroom 
management.  

ii. Ethics is a sort of giving. One of the things we try to give is equality. But, what is equality? It is not measurable 
and it is not abstract. It does not depend on an idea of everyone being equal already. Equality is not about states of 
being, it is about processes of doing. Equality is not an abstract noun, and the adjective "equal' is not, as far as 
ethics is concerned, an adjective. Equality is a verb. To try to give equality is not condescension. It is the reverse of 
condescension. Condescension presupposes a superiority like that of teacher to student. To give equality however, 
is an attempt to put one's own ego, one's own urgencies, one's own world view and grammar into the context of 
other subjectivities, urgencies, and grammars. Above all, equality is listening with as much openness as we can 
muster. For the language classroom to be equal then, it must be ethical, and for it to be ethical, it must take 
differences such as genderlect into account. 

iii . Using Lacanian notation where [a] stands for the object of the subject's desire; [$] stands for the subject; [S1] 
stands for the Logos or power that organises discourse; and [S2] represents the signifying chain (ie: knowledge), the 
equation {a/S2 > $/S1} comes to represent the structure of both the teacher's discourse as "listener" and the course 
structure itself. Under the regime suggested here, "the question of [students'] desire[s]" (Rose and Mitchell, 1985) 
takes precedence over the demands of either the teacher as "Master" or even "knowledge" (as it is institutionally 
measured). The Lacanian topology for the discourse of the analyst/listener can be represented as: {a/S2 > $/S1}. 
Here a represents the desire of the subject which is given precedence; S2 represents the signifying chain 
(knowledge) which is subordinated to the desire of the subject; $ represents the subject whose alienation from 
his/her desire is placed as a central issue; and S1 represents the transcendental signifier (power and meaning) which 
is given over to the subject's desire in the form of empowerment and dealienation. If we re-read desire as bodies 
making connections (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) then the normal tree-curricula (with core and options) or set of 
"spheres" (ie: isolated subjects to be "known") needs to be re-organised in a "net-like" way. This is not a regime of 
"chaos", devotion to emphasising students' desires actually places greater demands on course structure. The teacher 
needs to spend more energy in imagining possible connections while at the same time remaining open to surprise 
and wonderment. (cf: Irigaray, 1993) Such a listening is the basis of any "intersubjective" ethics (cf: Irigaray, 1993 
& Levinas, 1991). What we are suggesting here admittedly breaches the limits set by the institution, whether 
Language Learning be considered as operating under the logic of what Foucault describes as a "Society of 
Discourse" or, alternatively, a "Discipline". (cf: Foucault, 1970) The classroom which utilises listening as the basis 
of ongoing negotiation and takes a true student-centredness as its utopian telos. To this regime of the negotiated, 
"net-like" curricula (which grows out of students' own desires) we oppose those classrooms organised upon what 
Lacan calls the "Discourse of the Master" {S1/$ > S2/a} and, to a lesser degree, the Discourse of the University" 
{S2/S1 > a/$} under the regime of the Teacher as Master the student operating a non-acceptable genderlect is likely 
to experience the "tyranny of the all-knowing {teacher] and exclusion of fantasy... [as well as the subsequent] 
retreat of subjectivity" (Rose & Mitchell, 1985) For the Master, the desire of the student is subordinated to the 
demands of the Master/Teacher/Author. Under this discursive regime, students' desires are restricted to those that 
correspond to the desires of the teacher. Even the demands of the Institution are likely to take second place. 
"Masters" typically place great emphasis on their own expertise. Such a regime largely corresponds to Foucault's 
description of "Societies of Discourse" in that the student is expected to be subservient to the "teacher"/text and 
produce commentaries that accord with the rules of a limited field. (Foucault, 1970) This aptly describes the 
ultimate in despotic classrooms where teacher says and students are not allowed to disagree. When "knowledge" 
itself takes the place of the Master, the "Discourse of the University" is produced.  Here "knowledge [of the Target 
Language is] in the place of Master. Primacy [is given] to discourse itself [which is] constituted as knowledge, 
producing knowledge as the [enforced] ultimate object of desire over and against any question of the subject." 
(Rose & Mitchell, 1985) Under this regime the teacher typically argues for students' having to proceed in certain 
ways in order to come to a "correct" state of "knowledge", "competence" or "empowerment". Such a regime 
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effectively corresponds to Foucault's description of a "Discipline" where knowledge takes primacy over the 
"Author" of knowledge (eg: "Master"). Students are expected to conform to the limits set by the Discipline. This is 
a fairly typical classroom where institutional demands take precedence. What is exciting, however, is that, unlike 
most other academic subjects which function by way of commentary and/or memorisation within a restricted field, 
L2 learning takes an entire language as its field, and as such is capable of exceeding all institutional limits (that is, 
as far as the institution will allow).  

iv. By "ethics" here, we are not suggesting "codes of ethics" or performing as an "effective teacher". Ethics is a 
concern for the relation of entities who are different. (cf: Levinas, 1991 & Irigaray, 1993) It is a caring for others 
that steps beyond institutional sense of doing one's job. The often flaunted word, "empowerment" describes not 
only the enabling of students within the world of the target language and the academy, it also conceals 
prescriptivisms that alienate students who are succeeding despite the discourse of the classroom, and others who 
are commonly considered "failures".  

v. Again, we must divest ourself of a myth. The much vaunted "empowerment" of students which enables them to 
operate as "effective communicators" is not ethically, or even educationally, unproblematic. Empowerment is also 
a form of prescriptivity, just as much as it can be a way of attempting to give equality. Wherever there is 
communicative competence, wherever there is a theory of genre, wherever there are pre-set academic goals and 
modes of assessment, there is also a superordinate power, a pressure to normativisation and prescription. Indeed, 
even the concept of "effective teaching", when measured against results, reduces finally to prescriptivity. There is 
no non-prescriptive teaching, which is not to say that we cannot make our teaching more ethical. We should, 
however, stop patting ourselves on the back with this word, "empowerment". It conceals more than it renders. 
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