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CAPÍTULO 54 

UNDERSTANDING HIDDEN GENDER CURRICULUM IN EFL TEXTBOOKS 

AS CISHETEROSEXISM 

 

Esteban Francisco López Medina 

 

 

1.   INTRODUCTION 

Spanish society has undeniably changed in recent decades. A landmark, fifteen years 

ago, was the Act 13/2005, which legalised same-sex marriages. Later, some other local 

laws aiming to prevent discrimination on grounds of gender identity or sexual orientation 

have also been passed.  

In this time, it has been suggested that LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, 

intersexual and queer) realities should be explicitly represented in textbooks of subjects 

like PSHE (Personal, Social and Health Education). Though a valuable proposal, it 

doesn’t seem to be enough to include such contents in just one subject, which explains 

why it is important to unveil and condemn the invisibilisation of a significant proportion 

of the population, both young and adult, as a means towards the effective application of 

the current Spanish legislation. 

 

2.  LEGAL AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Education has been defined in different ways throughout history, highlighting each 

era’s most sensitive interests. As a result, it would be possible to compile a list of terms 

related to education which, if they were considered as its synonyms, would immediately 

reduce it. Following García, Ruiz & García (2009), we could think of words such as 

teaching, learning, instruction or training, among others. As these authors claim, 

education can be understood as “any permanent process aimed at perfecting the person in 

their being, knowing, doing and coexisting” (p. 39, my own translation). 

In a nutshell, education should be understood as a holistic process in a person’s life, 

affecting every possible aspect. This stance about education is also present in ample 

legislation at all levels: worldwide, national and regional, from the UN’s Universal 
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Declaration of Human Rights (1948) to the Spanish Constitution (1978) or Spain’s current 

Education Act (LOMCE, 2013). 

Accordingly with this spirit, the present laws remark that fundamental rights, 

education among them, should be exercised “without distinction of any kind, such as race, 

colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, birth or other status” (UN General Assembly 1948: article 2). Similar 

expressions can be read in the laws already mentioned. 

Focusing on Spain’s current Education Act, LOMCE, it lists the following principles 

as those which must guide educational practices: equal opportunities and rights, inclusion, 

freedom, tolerance, respect, justice, overcoming discriminations, prevention of conflicts 

and their peaceful solving, as well as the prevention of bullying and gender violence (Act 

8/2013). 

It is relevant that LOMCE only modified the previous Education Act, LOE, in its 

articles but not in its preamble, which is still valid today and states “the awareness of 

affective-sexual diversity” as one of the education system’s targets (Act 2/2006: 

Preamble,  p. 10). This statement being in the law’s preamble, despite being legal 

nowadays, it is only a recommendation rather than mandatory as the articles are. 

However, it allows us to correctly interpret expressions present in the articles such as this 

one: the need to prevent and punish the violence any member of the school community 

could suffer because of their “sexual orientation or identity” (Act 8/2013: article 124, my 

own translation). 

In light of the above, it seems clear that affective-sexgeneric diversity must be an 

integral part of the education process, not only because of its aim, self-fulfilment, but also 

to abide by both international and national laws. Besides, as education does not take place 

exclusively at schools and other formal contexts, but also in non-formal and informal 

sceneries (García et al., 2009), it is vital that affective-sexgeneric diversity be visible in 

all possible educational environments and their teaching resources. 

Arguably, in Spain, one of the most popular teaching resources in both formal and 

non-formal education is the textbook. According to Martínez Pose (2019), although they 

are commonly regarded as “written witnesses of a society’s mindset at a specific moment 

in History” (p. 136, my own translation), they are far from being purely objective and 

eventually perform five simultaneous functions: symbolic, pedagogic, ideological, social 

and political. In fact, as long as they are “strategies to materialise the curriculum” (Alves 
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& Martínez, 2009, p. 87), they are at the intersection of mechanisms of production and 

reproduction as well as power struggles and politics which take place at schools as a social 

phenomenon (Torres, 1998). 

The most important myth which underpins the planning and working of the 

education system in capitalist countries is the neutrality and objectivity of the 

education system, thus of schooling. […] However, we often forget that the 

education system and, consequently, education institutions are a social and 

historical construct. (Torres, 1998, p. 14, my own translation) 

If it is true that the school is a historical-social construct, so must be textbooks, which 

can then be subjected to critical studies. Schoolbooks are one of the several realisations 

of curricula or, in other words, “the cultural content which educational institutions try to 

instil among those who interact at them, as well as the effects such content may cause in 

its receptors” (Gimeno Sacristán, 2010, p. 12, my own translation). Following Escribano 

(2004), it is possible to understand the curriculum contents realised in textbooks as 

imposed by the way society and the person is understood by the dominant ideology. This 

is how the close link between ideology, curriculum, school and textbooks becomes 

evident. 

The conclusion seems clear: textbooks convey an ideology. Though tempted to think 

they act as if they were microscope lenses helping us to discover even the minimal details 

of reality, or as telescope lenses to analyse far-fetched realities, the case is they are closer 

to being virtual reality headsets which select and recreate reality for us. 

It can be concluded that teaching resources in general and textbooks in particular do 

not present reality. Instead, they represent it based on a pool of choices from which they 

select the contents they actually transmit (Sunderland, 2015). Deepening into what such 

selective representation means, Sunderland & McGlashan (2015) claim this selection is 

the right of the powerful, which is why school resources don’t just convey an ideology: 

they represent hegemonic ideologies. That is why these authors stress that “representation 

is not just ‘the icing on the cake’, something that simply reflects the world, but rather 

something that is also socially constitutive: certainly of ideas, perhaps of practices” 

(Sunderland & McGlashan, 2015, p. 24). 

Unveiled how biased and contingent formal education and its resources are, given 

their role as effective agents of the hegemonic ideology, it can’t be surprising that in 

schools’ everyday life there are countless unforeseen elements, practices, messages and 
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results, which the experts usually label as “hidden curriculum”. This hidden curriculum 

is “a regular and effective element of school experiences” (Vallance, 1989, p.1051, my 

own translation). 

In spite of its dark and vague character, it is also a phenomenon which can be studied 

by means of its indirect oral, written, visual and performative manifestations (Acaso & 

Nuere, 2005; Austin, 1962; López Medina, 2020). Focusing on its different thematic 

contents, it is possible to claim the existence of a hidden gender curriculum: 

Group of thought constructs, judgements, meanings and beliefs, assimilated and 

non-visible, hidden to awareness, which build and determine relationships and 

social practices of and between men and women. (Lovering & Sierra,  1998: p. 2, 

my own translation) 

When explaining this concept, their authors specify three fundamental components: 

androcentrism, essentialism and gender polarisation. Albeit constitutive factors of current 

societies and, as such, reflected in school contexts, these three elements can only explain 

part of the hidden message about human sexuality conveyed by the education system. 

López Medina (2020) states the need to complement these messages with the concept of 

“compulsory heterosexuality” posed by Rich (1996). This way, he claims, the content of 

the hidden gender curriculum conveyed by schools, outlined in these four ideas, can be 

labelled with just one word: cisheterosexism (López Medina, 2020). 

To conclude, Nemi’s words, which lucidly summarise this section, should be quoted: 

Current teaching methods, in general, through textbooks, start from the 

assumption of compulsory heteronormativity and heterosexism. That is to say, 

there is a certain maintenance of the hegemonic powers that are reproduced in 

various social situations. (Nemi, 2018, p. 7) 

 

3.   METHODOLOGY 

The methodology used to unveil the cisheterosexim present in EFL textbooks has 

been a combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques. Given its topic, the 

research may be qualified as educational and documentary, shedding light on the results 

from gender, feminist and queer standpoints. 

In order to sample the books to analyse, the publishing companies to contact were 

selected. Provided with a market research, their different market shares during the course 
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2017-2018 were known, which allowed the author to choose those more relevant for the 

study. 

Although it was necessary to commit to silence about the specific details available in 

this market research, eight different EFL textbook titles, published by three different 

companies and having the highest market share quotes during that course, were selected. 

It was decided to only study the books used in the first and last years of Secondary 

Education -twelve and fifteen-year-old users, correspondingly-, in order to have a more 

comprehensive understanding of the messages conveyed by school resources in this 

educational stage. Similarly, it was decided to only analyse those books students have 

direct and frequent access to: student’s book and workbook. Having all these criteria into 

account, the final sample was formed by eight first-year student’s books, eight fourth-

year student’s books, eight first-year workbooks and eight fourth-year workbooks, adding 

up a total of 32 textbooks, distributed as follows: 

Burlington Books: English in Use, English World and Advanced Real English. 

Oxford University Press: Mosaic and Solutions. 

MacMillan Education: New Pulse, Gateway and Beyond. 

The sample compiled, two variables to research were identified: heterosexuality and 

affective-sexgeneric diversity. With these two in mind, a list of textual and visual 

indicators was drafted. For example, terms such as husband, wife, mother, father, woman, 

man, sex, gay, lesbian or homophobia, among numerous others. From a visual point of 

view, images such as the LGBTIQ flag or exclusively male or exclusively female 

interactions. 

These indicators made it possible to build up a linguistic corpus made up of 58,919 

words which, by means of the online tool Sketch Engine, cast light upon messages hidden 

in the sample textbooks. Later, the most relevant texts contained in this corpus were 

critically analysed from a queer discourse perspective (Motschenbacher & Stegu, 2013). 

Given the essential multimodality of current textbooks (Sunderland & McGlashan, 2015), 

the last methodological step consisted in a critical study of the most relevant images found 

in the sample, according to the guidelines provided by visual grammar (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006). 
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4.   RESULTS 

The original research extended over four years and its results were described in detail 

in three chapters throughout 100 pages. As a result, when reducing them to a few pages, 

selecting the most significant ones is a must. That is why this section focuses only on the 

terminological results, clear enough about the hidden cisheterosexist curriculum. 

Silences sometimes are more telling than words, and this is the first significant result 

of the study. Although words like heterosexual, gay, lesbian or homophobia, among other 

labels to refer to queer people39, were singled out as indicators, none of them was ever 

found in any of the 32 EFL textbooks analysed (López Medina, 2020). 

To understand the significance of this fact, it is important to consider the estimations 

that around 10-20% of the world population could be considered as LGBTIQ (Allen, 

1997; Patterson, 1998, cited by Menéndez, 2001). As Sunderland & McGlashan (2015) 

pointed out, textbooks are the result of a previous selection of contents from a wider 

choice pool, carried out by the powerful according to the hegemonic ideology. This idea 

can rightfully explain the silence in the entire sample about queer people, effectively 

signalling a hidden cisheterosexist curriculum. 

It was stated before that textbooks are closer to being virtual reality headsets which 

recreate reality rather than mirrors reflecting it. The blatant silence about queer people 

confirms that their representation is actively censored in the process of elaboration of 

school resources. The question to pose now is, is it possible to come across their indirect 

representation? This other kind of representation, hard to discover but still true, is present 

in the textbooks studied and it will be described next. 

The combinations of names and surnames was considered significant, as they convey 

a higher degree of feasibility or reality than isolated proper names, regardless of their 

designated people being real or fictional. Out of 1,477 such combinations, only 102 name 

real or fictional people who live beyond cisheteronormativity, which represents 7% of the 

entire sample. Again, to fully understand queer people’s underrepresentation, we should 

bear in mind estimations about the proportion of LGBTIQ people worldwide. 

If, instead of considering the number of times each combination is mentioned, we 

focus on the combinations themselves, the total number shrinks to just 25, unevenly 

 
39 The term queer is used inclusively, lacking all political connotations, in order to name all those people 

who live beyond cisheteronormativity, thus overcoming the linguistic and conceptual limitations of the acronym 

LGBTIQ+. 
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distributed: the most common names are those of the “allies” —people who are not queer, 

but publicly support them—, such as Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp. Contrarily, openly queer 

people, such as Pedro Almodóvar, Oscar Wilde or Frida Kahlo are mentioned only once 

in the entire sample. 

Table 1.  

Queer realities represented through proper names (López Medina, 2020, p. 211). 

  MAN WOMAN GROUP TOTAL 

QUEER  7 2 1 10 

QUEER?  5   5 

ALlLIES  3 7  10 

TOTAL  15 9 1 25 

 

When analysing representations, it is not only what is represented that matters but 

also how it is represented. This is of utmost importance in this case since there is not even 

one explicit allusion to their queer condition. This renders their representation less 

effective because they can’t be read as people who live outside cisheteronormativity 

unless the readers, may they be teachers or learners, know it beforehand or, out of 

curiosity, read up on them (López Medina, 2020). 

The analysis of the proper names in the sample allows us to approach other aspects 

of the hidden cisheterosexist curriculum, the different representation of men and women. 

72% of all the mentions are of male combinations of name and surname, while only 28% 

of them are females. Even more revealing is to study how these mentions are distributed. 

If the sample is reduced to just the 10% most cited combinations, it is soon revealed that 

only 10% of such are women, which means most female names record a lower number 

of mentions than males’. 

Accordingly with previous research, it is clear that women are less frequently 

represented than men (Sunderland, 2015). Moreover, they are also represented 

anonymously more often than men, as they are commonly referred to as “woman”, “girl”, 

“mother” or “sister” rather than by their own names. 

 Beyond isolated names, the mentions of two or three people together also offer a 

deep insight into messages hidden in EFL textbooks. It can easily be perceived that when 

such naming is of heterosexual couples, such as Bill and Melinda Gates or Barack and 

Michelle Obama, men consistently accumulate more mentions than women. Exceptions 
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are women who are represented as more powerful or important than their male partners, 

Elizabeth II being a good example when compared to her husband, prince Philip. 

Occasionally, the variable reality/fiction can also determine which person is more 

frequently named than the other, such as Shakespeare, more usually named than his 

creation Hamlet. 

In conclusion, the analysis of proper names enhances the understanding of the 

interaction of variables which condition the decision of representing one person or 

another. As a result, it can be claimed that the variables of gender, reality and 

power/prestige interact in such a way as to result in a greater representation of real men 

with some degree of power or prestige in EFL textbooks (López Medina, 2020). Two sets 

of examples can make this point clearer: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle is more frequently 

named (seven times) than his creation, Sherlock Holmes (four times) who, in turn, is more 

commonly represented than his assistant, Dr. Watson (three times). Similarly, while Walt 

Disney is mentioned seven times, his creation Mickey Mouse only appears two times in 

the sample; his female partner, Minnie Mouse, on the contrary, can only be found once 

in 32 textbooks. 

 Moving on, the words “discrimination” and “bullying” appear in nine books of the 

sample, approximately 25% of them. Nemi (2018) highlights that foreign language 

textbooks are generally written from the perspective of their intended users’ self or, as 

the names it, the “I”. The schoolbooks analysed here were written having teenagers in 

mind and, consequently, it can’t be surprising that a heated topic like bullying is present 

in them. 

However, it is baffling that when the concept of discrimination is explained or when 

the phenomenon of bullying is condemned, textbooks unanimously omit sexual 

orientation and gender identity as some of the possible reasons why a person could be 

discriminated or bullied. As a result, they are not only silencing one of the most frequent 

reasons why some people are effectively excluded, but also legitimising it and,  even 

more, minimising the violence these people are subjected to, eventually reinforcing the 

homophobia which underpins the cisheterosexist mindset which is instilled in a great 

number or school resources (López Medina, 2020). 
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4.   DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Following Sunderland & McGlashan (2015), the fact that textbooks don’t present 

reality objectively, but rather selectively represent some of its aspects in order to favour 

a certain message, has been sufficiently explained before. 

The fieldwork uncovered explicit and hidden messages present in the sample of EFL 

textbooks, thus revealing the perspective from which they represent reality. The idea that 

it is the privilege of the powerful to choose what to represent in school resources 

(Sunderland & McGlashan,  2015) together with the claims by Lovering & Sierra (1998) 

have made it possible to decode a range of hidden messages which these last authors 

named as “hidden gender curriculum”. 

Although Lovering & Sierra (1998) explained that this specific hidden curriculum 

affected the lives of men and women and how they relate to each other, this research has 

allowed us to enrich this idea with the realisation that there is another numerous specific 

group of people conditioned by it: those who defy cisheteronormativity, generically 

named as queer in this article. 

The concept of “cisheterosexism” (López Medina, 2020) stems from both the sexist 

messages about women and men and those which silence queer people, thus widening 

and enriching the original idea of “hidden gender curriculum” (Lovering & Sierra, 1998, 

p. 2). 

This research has unearthed some of the hidden cisheterosexist messages contained 

in the most popular EFL textbooks at secondary schools in Spain in recent years. These 

contents can be summarised in the following points (López Medina, 2020): 

• They convey and strengthen chauvinist sexism. 

• They convey and strengthen compulsory heterosexuality. 

• They silence affective-sexgeneric diversity and contribute to its censorship. 

• They hide discrimination on grounds of gender identity and sexual 

orientation, thus contributing to legitimise this kind of bullying. 

The factual check of these characteristics, though convenient from a theoretical and 

descriptive point of view, is not enough. It is necessary to search for the causes they stem 

from. The most obvious and, probably, superficial of them all is the publishers’ fear to 

lose market share, were their books to break socially accepted norms (Sunderland & 

McGlashan, 2015). 
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To fully understand this phenomenon, we may resort to what Generelo & Pichardo 

(2006, p. 35) name as “stigma infection” (contagio del estigma) to refer to the negative 

consequences those who openly support queer people may suffer. 

When applied to companies rather than people, this concept enhances the 

understanding of publishers’ fear to explicitly represent queer realities (López Medina, 

2020): those that dared to do so, would remain blotted for having broken hegemonic 

Western cisheterosexist norms, consequently sharing infame with the queer people 

represented by them and eventually facing prestige and economic hazards. 

“Stigma infection” (Generelo & Pichardo, 2006, p. 35) allows us to explain these 

facts; however, it is possible to take one step further. Indeed, albeit less evident than the 

invisibilisation of queer realities, “stigma infection” remains visible and can, and must 

be, more deeply explained. 

If publishing companies can be affected by this stigma as much or even more than 

individuals, it is because Western society is not just openly homophobic, it is subtly 

homophobic, too. To fully understand this statement, the concepts of liberal and 

institutional homophobia are required. None of them is an open manifestation of explicit 

aggressions against queer people or their allies, affected by the stigma as well. However, 

they are still efficient and effective when it comes to discrimination. 

Liberal homophobia is, according to Borrillo (2001), the thoughts and actions which 

support that affective-sexgeneric diversity is a private matter whose explicit 

manifestations should remain exclusively in private contexts, as the public environment 

is the domain of normative heterosexuality. On the other hand, institutional homophobia 

(Pichardo, de Stéfano, Faure, Sáenz & Williams, 2015) explains that this mentality and 

its consequent actions are an integral part of both public and private institutions. 

In short, the pervasive silence about affective-sexgeneric diversity in EFL textbooks 

can obviously be explained by the publishers’ fear to lose market share (Sunderland & 

McGlashan, 2015) but, more deeply, by the “stigma infection” (Generelo & Pichardo, 

2006, p. 35) based on both liberal homophobia (Borrillo, 2001) and its institutional 

manifestation (Pichardo et al., 2015). 

The facts checked and condemned, and their deep roots exposed, the last logical step 

remaining is to come up with solutions to this problem. Of course, it is the education 

authorities that must assess their own policies in order to discover their shortcomings and, 
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eventually, guarantee that all sorts of people with no distinction at all are included in 

education processes and their teaching resources. 

From an academic point of view, we must put forward criteria and guidelines for 

these initiatives to be successful. Following Sánchez Sáinz (2019), the aim must be to 

rethink formal educational actions and their resources from a queer perspective, so that 

the following may come true at schools: 

• Understand privileges and oppressions. 

• View education from and for abnormality. 

• Make sexualities and bodies visible. 

• Make education an affective process in which identities are not unchangeable. 

According to this spirit, it is necessary to make queer both teaching resources in 

general and textbooks in particular (López Medina, 2020). This way, the problems 

reviewed in this article could be addressed and the rich diversity of human realities 

represented, thus avoiding silences and their consequent legitimisations and 

delegitimisations. 

So far, long term solutions have been presented. Until they become feasible, we can 

only stay attentive and look for the “vanishing points” (puntos de fuga) of the education 

system and its resources (Sánchez Sáinz, 2019, p. 97): their cracks, which are real 

opportunities for us to make visible and legitimate what the system itself consistently 

silences and minimises. 

Regarding EFL coursebooks, their “queer reading” becomes a temporary but 

powerful tool in the short term, until “queer schoolbooks” become an effective reality. 

According to McKee (2009), queer reading consists in “questioning the seemingly 

orthodox from a standpoint which reckons the weird can be found, hidden, anywhere” (p. 

266, my own translation). This practice can be easily performed in current classrooms, 

but it demands teachers with appropriate training, who can discover the hidden 

opportunities in the current education system. As a consequence, there is no denying 

another solution to the problems presented in this article is, necessarily, the training of 

critical teachers with queer sensitivity (Penna, 2012). 

This article has unearthed and condemned Western hegemonic cisheterosexism 

which, in a hidden but effective way, infiltrates the school system and its teaching 

resources. Short and long term solutions have also been posed. Proposals which aim to 
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change the current situation of women and queer people in educational contexts, 

brilliantly described by Judith Butler (2004, p. 8) in the following excerpt: 

In the same way that a life for which no categories of recognition exist is not a 

livable life, so a life for which those categories constitute unlivable constraint is 

not an acceptable option. 
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