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What to expect

1. Where my research comes from and why it is necessary
2. Phase 1 of my research
3. Phase 2 
4. Implications and reflections



Designing Process: Problem Space

● In Italian there is no gender neutral grammar + the default 
is the masculine

● Heated debate in Italy, with two approaches
○ Feminist and LGBT+

● Most popular options: ə and *, but no consensus 
○ Examples:

■  “Tu sei bellə” instead of “Tu sei bello” (masculine) or 
“Tu sei bella” (feminine)

■ “Ciao a tutt*” instead of “ciao a tutti” (masc.) or “ciao 
a tutte” (fem.)



Designing Process: Problem Space

● Interest from colleagues in creating a gender 
inclusive/expansive setting in their own Italian classes

● Questions from students: 
○ “How do I refer to you/other nonbinary people in my 

life?”
○ Many questions about gendered things and concepts

■ “Why is the chair a ‘lei’ (she)?”
■ “Why are we, as a class, “gli studenti” (the students, 

masc.) even though we are mostly female 
students?”



Designing Process: Initial Goals

● Having an answer for my students 
● Providing an opportunity for open discussion and 

respectful debate within the class
● Involving the students in the cultural debate happening in 

Italy around gendered language 
● Creating a tool to help colleagues with similar hopes



Designing Process: Central Question

How do we teach Italian while providing room for gender 
neutral grammar, however experimental this grammar might 
be?



Phase 1: getting to know the students, 
introducing gender



Survey at the beginning of the semester

NB: before each question set, a definition 
of “gendering” was included - “to assign 
grammatical gender to someone”

“English is not really centered in 
gender based wording compared to 
the romance languages, which is why 
I don’t really focus too much on 
gendering. However, I do sometimes 
think of how the pronouns I use for 
someone else might make them feel.”



“I try to think about it, but it is 
easy to forget in Italian 
because some words end with 
a or o because of conjugation 
and some because of gender, 
which can be confusing.”



“I’m not sure of all the 
gender-neutral options in 
Italian but I’m willing to 
learn.”
“I know of gender neutral 
options in Spanish and 
English, but not in Italian.”



Can you think of an example in the language(s) that you speak where there 
is gendering? How has it impacted you? How have you reacted to it? Feel 
free to share any thoughts or specific experiences you might have in 
regards to this.

● In Italian, I feel like there is gendering as we learned last 
semester if there is one boy and multiple women, you would 
address the group in the masculine plural because there is 
one male. I thought that was interesting, as it is clearly 
something that comes from different times when men and 
women were seen differently.

● I honestly can not think of a time where gendered speaking 
has impacted me, but I try to be respectful as best I can.



Phase 2: teaching the curriculum, furthering 
discussion



Gay.it Article

Historical sentence at 
the Court of Rome: a 
person with non-binary 
gender identity is 
recognized – interview

Gay.it interviewed Giovanni 
Guercio, lawyer of Alex, a 
non-binary person who had 
their gender identity legally 
recognized for the first time in 
Italy.



Pre-reading exercise

Example of 
student work



Simultaneous exercise

Example of 
student work



Paola Cortellesi’s 2018 monologue



Survey, take 2



Differences and similarities from the start of the semester

● Generally, slight move towards more awareness of gender 
neutral options

● Positive feedback about gay.it article and Paola Cortellesi 
video

● Students noted clearer understanding of LGBT+ issues in 
Italy and stated being “curious to learn more about [it].”

● “For those who use masculine, learning Italian is much 
simpler, due to the fact that the default in Italian is 
masculine. It is an interesting concept, but definitely a 
problematic one.”



Can you think of an example in the language(s) that you 
speak where there is gendering? How has it impacted 
you? How have you reacted to it?

● If I don’t know someone’s gender identity in Italian it is 
awkward

● I don't think English is gendered, so I don't frequently 
dwell on it. However, when I speak Farsi, I actively think 
about whether there is gendering, but Farsi is not a 
"gendered" language. On the other hand, when I was 
learning Spanish, gendering was constantly drilled in our 
practice, so I am cognizant of "gendering" when I speak a 
highly gendered language like Italian and/or Spanish.



Next steps & takeaways

● Developing a proper guide for instructors, including example 
exercises and assignments 

● Discussing social gendering appears useful from a 
grammatical gendering point of view too

● There are challenges:
○ “Risky” 
○ Italian curricula are very packed, so additional work 

needs to take a backseat



What to consider moving forward 

How to encourage students to reflect on grammatical/social 
gender in English?
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