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Literature review: English language research
Previous research shows that singular they is no longer a fringe form in contemporary English.

❑ Contemporary English research treats singular they as a legitimate grammatical option rather than a 

usage error (Konnelly & Cowper, 2020). 

❑ Style guides and editorial norms have reinforced this shift by normalising singular they in academic 

prose, especially through APA guidance (American Psychological Association [APA], n.d)

❑ English, therefore, offers an increasingly routine and institutionally supported inclusive strategy (APA, 

n.d.; Konnelly & Cowper, 2020)
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[Sources] Konnelly and Cowper (2020) on singular they; APA Style guidance on singular they (APA Style, n.d.).



Literature review: Arabic language research
Arabic research points to workaround strategies rather than one stable neutral form.

❑ Inclusive Arabic often relies on lexical pairing, collective nouns, reformulation, or 

visibly gendered morphology (Alaedine, 2022).

❑ Innovative graphic forms remain marginal because they can seem orthographically 

awkward or ideologically marked (Alaedine, 2022).

❑ The literature frames Arabic inclusivity as constrained and contested rather than 

settled (Alaedine, 2022; Soliman et al., 2023).
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[Sources] Arabic gender-inclusive discussion from Kohl emphasizes structural constraints, stylistic cost, and the marginal status of innovative forms (Alaedine, 2022).



Literature review: institutional contestation
The two languages differ not only grammatically but also in how inclusive practice is institutionally framed.

English

❑ Stronger codification through style guides and 

editorial practice

❑ Singular they presented as a legitimate academic 

choice

❑ Inclusive usage easier to align with formal writing 

norms

Arabic

❑ Guidance exists, but conventions remain less 

stable

❑ Inclusive alternatives intersect with readability 

and ideology

❑ Students may avoid visibly marked forms in 

formal prose
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[Sources] APA Style provides explicit English guidance; Arabic discussion and guidance remain less settled in practice (APA Style, n.d.; Alaedine, 2022).



Literature review: bilingual writing and audience design
Bilingual writers are expected to recalibrate rather than carry one stable repertoire across languages.

❑ Recent research shows that multilingual language choice shifts with audience and 

context rather than remaining stable across settings (Gonzales, 2025; Liu, 2021).

❑ In bilingual writing, strategies are therefore likely to be recalibrated across languages 

rather than transferred automatically (Curry & Lillis, 2022; Gonzales, 2025).
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[Sources] Audience design theory from Bell (1984) provides the sociolinguistic frame for context-sensitive bilingual style shifting.



Literature review: research gap
The literature is growing, but the bilingual comparison remains underdeveloped.

❑ Much of the existing work treats English pronoun change and Arabic structural 

constraints separately.

❑ There is still limited corpus-based work comparing the same writers across L1 Arabic 

and L2 English.

❑ The Gulf university context remains underrepresented in this discussion.
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[Sources] This gap statement synthesises the literature strands above: English pronoun-change research, Arabic gender-constraint research, and audience-design theory.



Literature review: positioning the present study
The study connects grammar, pedagogy, and institutional norms in one bilingual corpus frame.

❑ It examines gender-inclusive reference across paired Arabic and English student essays by the 

same writers.

❑ It moves beyond single-language description by tracing how inclusive practice changes across 

languages within the same corpus.

❑ The study positions inclusive language as bilingual, strategic, and institutionally shaped.
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[Sources] Study positioning draws on the uploaded manuscript sections for findings, discussion, and implications.
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Study focus and research questions
Within-writer comparison of gender-inclusive reference in paired English and Arabic essays

Analytical focus

• Which inclusive strategies 

appear in English writing?

• Which strategies appear in the 

same writers’ Arabic texts?

• Do writers transfer inclusive 

practice across languages, or 

recalibrate it?

Core claim

The same bilingual writers do not carry one stable inclusive repertoire 

across languages. They move from a low-cost neutraliser in English 

to structurally heavier, lexically dispersed, or conventionally gendered 

solutions in Arabic.

195

paired writers

98,807

English tokens

95,582

Arabic tokens

3

RQs

Why this matters

• Shows how grammar, pedagogy, and audience design jointly shape inclusive writing.

• Provides a bilingual evidence base for writing instruction and corpus-informed 

feedback design.
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Findings summary
Evidence-based overview of the three research questions

• A clear English–Arabic asymmetry emerged across the paired 
corpus.

• English showed a limited but identifiable inclusive pathway 
centred on singular they.

• Arabic showed no equally routinised counterpart and relied on 
a more dispersed repertoire.

• The writer-level comparison showed recalibration rather than 
stable transfer.

English

Compact 

route

Arabic

Dispersed 

repertoire

Cross-

language

Recalibration, not 

transfer

Key point: the same writers adapt inclusive practice differently across English and Arabic.

1

4
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RQ1: English findings
English shows a compact but limited inclusive pathway

98,807
English tokens

830
all they hits

21
validated singular they

2.13
per 10,000 words

Measure Value

Corpus size 98,807 tokens

Total they hits 830

Validated singular they 21

% of all they hits 2.53%

Rate per 10,000 words 2.13

Main inclusive pathway Singular they

Supporting resources Plural neutralisation; lexical 
avoidance

• Singular they occurred mainly with generic 
antecedents such as a student, a learner, an 
individual, and a person.

• The most common environments were modal 
and conditional frames.

• The form is recognisable, but not highly frequent 
across the corpus.

English inclusivity is compact, low-cost, and clause-integrated.

1

5
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RQ1: English concordance examples
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RQ2: Arabic findings
Arabic shows rare pronominal candidates and broader reformulation strategies

95,582
Arabic tokens

407
screened plural pronoun/clitic tokens

Measure Value

Corpus size 95,582 tokens

Screened plural pronoun/clitic tokens 407

Validated singular-plural candidates 0

• Arabic did not show a stable equivalent to 
singular they.

• Inclusive work was distributed across 
collective nouns, neutral lexical reformulation, 
and rare explicit pairing.

1

8
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RQ2: Arabic raw search pools
Broader lexical search space, but only a small validated pronominal core

Search item Raw hits

–الشخص The Person 93

-الإنسان Human 125

All Everyoneالجميع 46

Students 28الطلبة

People 430الناس

Individuals 132الأفراد

Search item Raw hits

والطالباتالطلاب Male and female students 2

وطالبةطالبكل Every male and female student 0

/الطالب Male/female studentـة 0

the individualالفرد 120

شخصكل Every person 9

شخصأي Any person 7

Raw search pools support the Arabic profile, but they are not all equivalent to validated inclusive tokens.

1

9
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RQ2: Arabic strategy types
Inclusive work is distributed across several non-equivalent resources

Strategy type Example forms Role in corpus

Collective nouns الناس،الطلبة،الجميع Main broad-reference strategy

Explicit binary pair والطالباتالطلاب Visible inclusion, but rare

Neutral lexical 
reformulation

شخصأي،شخصكل،الفرد Broader human reference 
without pronominal 
neutralisation

Arabic inclusivity was less neutralised than reformulated.

2

0
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RQ3: Cross-language comparison
Inclusive practice was not consistently maintained across languages

• The dominant pattern was English-only 
inclusive use.

• Stable bilingual maintenance was limited.

• No writer showed Arabic-only inclusive use.

Cross-language outcome Writers Percentage

Inclusive in English only 166 85.1%

Inclusive in both English and Arabic 26 13.3%

Non-inclusive in both languages 3 1.5%

Inclusive in Arabic only 0 0.0%

The dominant cross-language pattern was not transfer, but asymmetry.

2

1
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Cross-language interpretation
Writers reorganised inclusive reference across languages rather than carrying one stable form across both

Dimension English essays Arabic essays

Main inclusive pathway Singular they No single stable equivalent

Supporting resources Plural neutralisation, lexical avoidance Collective nouns, lexical reformulation, rare pairing

Frequency profile Limited but identifiable Dispersed and weakly standardised

Typical realisation Pronoun in core clause position Collective reference, lexical reformulation, plural phrasing

Structural effort Low Higher

Overall interpretation Recognisable compact route Recalibration to language-specific affordances

Cross-language differences reflect language-specific affordances, not one stable bilingual norm.

2

2
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Final takeaway
One-slide synthesis across the three research questions

Research 
question

Main answer

RQ1 English relied mainly on singular they, with limited support from plural neutralisation and lexical avoidance.

RQ2 Arabic showed only rare singular-plural candidates and relied more on collective, lexical, and occasional paired 
strategies.

RQ3 Most writers were inclusive in English only, showing recalibration rather than stable cross-language transfer.

• English offered a recognisable, low-effort, inclusive route.

• Arabic offered a more constrained and structurally heavier repertoire

• The study shows language-specific bilingual recalibration, not one stable shared inclusive norm.

2

3



Discussion 
Gender-inclusive reference across L2 English and L1 Arabic student writing

Core claim

Inclusive practice is 

reorganised across 

languages rather than 

transferred intact.

• English offers a limited but recognisable route through singular they (APA, n.d.; Konnelly & 
Cowper, 2020).

• Arabic offers no equally routinised counterpart and instead relies on collective, lexical, 
and occasional paired forms (Alaedine, 2022; Soliman et al., 2023).

• Writer-level results support recalibration across languages rather than stable transfer 
(Bell, 1984).

Discussion integrates the study findings with prior work on inclusive language, Arabic gender marking, and audience design.



Discussion: English and Arabic patterns
Low-cost English neutralisation contrasts with structurally heavier Arabic reformulation.

English: limited but recognisable route Arabic: dispersed and reformulation-based

• Singular they functions as a legitimate academic 
option, reinforced by style guidance.

• The corpus suggests selective uptake rather than 
full routinisation.

• Inclusive reference remains compact and clause-
integrated when used.

(APA, n.d.-a, n.d.-b; Konnelly & Cowper, 2020; Stormbom, 2019, 2022)

• No compact equivalent to singular they emerged 
in the Arabic essays.

• Inclusive work is re-distributed across collective 
nouns, lexical reformulation, and rare visible 
pairing.

• The Arabic system is less absent than dispersed, 
and less neutralised than reformulated.

(Alaedine, 2022; Soliman et al., 2023)

Interpretation: the English–Arabic difference is not just numerical. It reflects different grammatical architectures and different costs for 

making inclusivity visible in formal writing.

English and Arabic patterns differently because they offer unequal structural and institutional routes to inclusive reference.



Cross-language recalibration rather than transfer
The same writers behave differently across the two languages under matched task conditions.

• Most writers were inclusive in English only, 
not in both languages.

• This weakens a simple transfer explanation.
• A better interpretation is recalibration: 

writers re-distribute inclusive work 
according to language-specific affordances 
and audience expectations.

(Bell, 1984)

Outcome distribution

English only 166 (85.1%)

Both 26 (13.3%)

Neither 3 (1.5%)

Arabic only 0 (0.0%)

Percentage of writers by outcome

English only 85.1%

Both 13.3%

Neither 1.5%

Arabic only 0.0%

Cross-language asymmetry is visible at the writer level, not only in aggregate corpus counts.



Implications
The findings matter for theory, bilingual corpus design, and inclusive-writing pedagogy.

Theory

• Inclusive language is 
language-specific, not 
universally transferable.

• English-centred models 
cannot simply be projected 
onto Arabic.

(Konnelly & Cowper, 2020; Alaedine, 2022)

Method

• Paired bilingual corpora 
reveal re-distribution of 
strategies within the same 
writers.

• This design is stronger than 
comparing unrelated 
English and Arabic 
datasets.

(Bell, 1984)

Implications extend beyond pronoun choice to bilingual pedagogy and corpus methodology.



Implications
The findings matter for theory, bilingual corpus design, and inclusive-writing pedagogy.

Applied Corpus Linguistics

• Pairing texts by writer reveals cross-

language strategy shifts that aggregate 

corpora hide.

• Frequency counts need concordance-

based micro-analysis to recover 

discourse function and stance.

• Morphologically aware tokenisation is 

essential for gender-rich languages such 

as Arabic.

(Konnelly & Cowper, 2020; Alaedine, 2022)

• English instruction can 

continue modelling singular 

they as a standard academic 

option.

• Arabic instruction may focus on 

collective nouns, balanced 

binary pairs, and context-

sensitive reformulation.

• Feedback tools should be 

language-aware rather than 

assuming one inclusive norm 

transfers across both 

languages.

• Inclusive-writing instruction 
should be language-specific.

Writing Pedagogy

(Bell, 1984)

Pedagogy

Implications extend beyond pronoun choice to bilingual pedagogy and corpus methodology.



Conclusion
The main contribution is a bilingual account of how inclusive reference is reorganised across English and Arabic.

• English provides a compact and institutionally legitimate route to 
inclusive reference through singular they.

• Arabic requires more dispersed and structurally heavier 
alternatives, mainly collective and lexical reformulation.

• The same bilingual writers adapt to those unequal conditions 
rather than transferring one stable norm intact.

Take-home

Inclusive writing in 

bilingual settings is best 

understood as 

recalibration under 

unequal linguistic 

conditions.

(APA, n.d.-b; Alaedine, 2022; Bell, 1984)

Conclusion: inclusive practice is reorganised across languages rather than transferred intact.
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Limitations and future research
The current corpus identifies a robust pattern, but not the full ecology of inclusive writing

Limitations

• Single institution and first-

year argumentative essays 

only.

• Textual output cannot fully 

recover writer intention

• Essay-level pairing may miss 

finer intra-textual 

correspondences.

Future directions

• Longitudinal tracking of the same cohort to test change over 

time.

• Reader-response experiments on masculine plurals versus 

binary pairs in Arabic.

• Comparative work with other gendered or diglossic languages 

such as Spanish.

• Pedagogic intervention studies testing whether explicit 

instruction alters Arabic practice.
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Closing conclusion
Inclusive language is a situated bilingual practice, not a single transferable skill

❑ Qatari bilingual undergraduates show high fluency with English mechanisms for gender

inclusivity, especially singular they, but rely on more conventional or structurally heavier

solutions in Arabic.

❑ The gap is produced by the interaction of grammar, pedagogy, sociolinguistic meaning, and

audience expectations.

❑ A bilingual corpus approach is therefore essential for describing inclusive writing accurately

and for designing realistic teaching and feedback interventions.

Thank you

Abdelhamid M. Ahmed & Lameya M. Rezk

aha202@qu.edu.qa

Lrezk@qu.edu.qa
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