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Abstract: 

In recent years, many organizations and universities have introduced gender-inclusive 
language guidelines. However, the concrete impact of such guidelines on students’ 
language use remains largely unexplored. This question is particularly relevant in 
distance learning programs, where many students study part-time alongside their jobs 
and aim for future leadership roles. As such, they are likely to influence both academic 
and professional language practices. A representative survey of students and graduates 
from distance programs in Germany, investigates how institutional guidelines, 
supervisors’ recommendations, and socio-demographic factors (e.g., gender, age, field 
of study) shape the language choices made in bachelor’s and master’s theses. The study 
also explores students’ reasons for adopting or rejecting gender-neutral forms and the 
generic masculine in the context of current societal developments (“backlash”). The 
findings will provide insight into attitudes toward inclusive language and offer 
implications for teaching and policy at higher education institutions. Finally, the study 
aims to contribute to broader discussions of language change in academia and to 
highlight the role of students as agents of linguistic and thus social transformation. 
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