
English as a language reflects typical trends in society, shifting the way it represents certain human values. During the mid-to-late 
1970s, feminism started to cement itself as a viewpoint largely valued, and thus began a shift in the way that language started to be 
viewed. This research project is meant to track this particular era and the evolution of the use of gendered masculine and feminine
nouns (man, woman, etc.) as compared to the use of their counterpart gender-neutral nouns (people, human, etc.). This is the first 
semester that we are conducting this research, so it is not even close to finished. However for this section of the research, we have 
finished conducting research on two composition journals--finished conducting research on two composition journals--College Composition and Communication in the APA style guide and 
Composition Studies in MLA. Between the two journals in their different style guides, we predicted that both would follow similar
patterns in their changes over the last half-century.

Introduction

This research was done using the text corpus collected and segmented based on the accepted articles within each issue released since 
1970 for College Composition and Communication volumes, and then since 1975 for Compositional Studies, since their first volume was 
released in 1972 and we wanted to remain consistent on looking at every fifth year. Then, we put those collections of articles into a 
corpus searching program, AntConc.exe, which allowed us to type in key words and explore their usage in context. The key words 
that were used were: man, men, boy, brother, son (for masculine nouns), woman, women, girl, sister, daughter (for feminine nouns),
and then person, people, human, child, first-year (for gender-neutral nouns). First-Year, though somewhat odd when compared toand then person, people, human, child, first-year (for gender-neutral nouns). First-Year, though somewhat odd when compared to
the rest was picked as a counterpart to “Freshman.”  We chose these words because they were of the most common words that 
contribute to this research and gave us a good range, especially when adding compounded words containing any of those key words, 
which could be found by adding an asterisk before and after the word in AntConc. Then, we went through and marked  down any 
usage of the word that wasn’t referring to a specifc person, but rather refering to a general that could’ve been replaced by another 
gendered or gender-neutral word.

Methods

Located to the right, both in table and graph form are the numerical results of the study, showing that College Composition and
Communication had around 50/50 usage of both the generic masculine noun and the generic gender-neutral noun per year, and then
ended at a point where there was only 5% at most for generic masculine usage and the other 95% being gender-neutral nouns. In
this journal, feminine terms rarely ever extended over 1% of the generic noun usage. Composition Studies varied much more in the
earlier years that we studied, It started in 1975 with significantly more masculine words at 73.24% whereas gender-neutral nouns
were at 26.76%. However, it eventually reached a point in 2015 where its results started to mirror were at 26.76%. However, it eventually reached a point in 2015 where its results started to mirror College Composition and
Communication. Notably, no generic feminine terms were used in the articles studied from Composition Studies. In College Composition 
and Communication the term “First-Year” first appears in some of the 1995 articles, going from using just the term “Freshman” to refer 
to first year students to having 43 uses of “First-Year” as compared to the 28 uses of “Freshman.” In Composition Studies there were 38 
uses of “First-Year” and 16 uses of “Freshman.” After 2000, there were only 27 recorded uses of “Freshman” and 196 uses of “First-
Year” in Year” in College Composition and Communication. In Composition Studies, there were a recorded 47 uses of “Freshman” as opposed to 181 
uses of “First-Year.”  There is a notable shift from the use of “Man” as a generic term and also as a compounded word to the use of 
“Person” in the same context found in both journals from 1970 to 1980/1985.

Results

Looking at the results of the corpus analysis in both of these journals, there seems to be a decline in the use of generic masculine
nouns that follows an increase in the use of gender-neutral nouns. In both, the use of generic feminine nouns is little-to-none and
remains constant throughout the years of study. This implies that there has been a shift in both journals to value gender-neutral
terms when not refering to a specific entity. As well as this, there are some significant shifts seen in the College Composition and
Communication results, once staring in the 1980 articles and again in 1995 and 2000. In Composition Studies, there is one major shift
starting in 1985 and ending in 1995, where the results steady. starting in 1985 and ending in 1995, where the results steady. Composition Studies also seems to have a more sporadic shift in the
earlier years that we studied, which may have been due to significantly less marked generic words in their published articles.
Regardless, Compositional Studies, though following the same basic trend as College Composition and Communication, seems to use 
more generic masculine nouns than College Composition and Communication and thus, less gender-neutral nouns. Also worth note,
certain shifts in the use of masculine versus gender-neutral nouns seem to mirror specific shifts in certain terms. Notably, the first
major shift in major shift in College Composition and Communication matches a shift from the generic “Man” and “Men” to “People” and “Person” as
well as an increased use of “Freshman.”  The introducation of the term, “First-Year” as a stand-in for “Freshman” happened in 1995
for both of these journals, which also seems to be a period in which a major shift happened from the previous year studied. As
“Freshman” was also a heavily-marked word--being used often in both journals--it implies that the introduction of “First-Year”
could have caused that shift. This also holds true with Compositional Studies having a higher “Freshman” to “First-Year” Ratio  of 
47:181 as compared to 47:181 as compared to College Composition and Communication with a ratio of 27:196 after the year 2000. This also matches with
Composition Studies having a higher use of generic masculine nouns than College Composition and Comunication. This could be due to
the style guide’s rules on the subject, however it is impossible to tell with just one journal from each style guide, as it could also be
attributed to editors of the journals or the journal guidelines, itself. The difference could also be an attribution of the articles in the
journal itself. More research needs to be done to make any suggestions on language evolution regarding this research.

Summary and Discussion

Figure 1. The results from College Composition and Communication
shows a steady incine in the use of gender-neutral nouns as 
masculine noun usage declines.

Figure 2. Composition Studies shows a sporadic relationship 
between masculine words and neutral words before gender-
neutral nouns increase and masculine nouns decrease.
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