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Abstract 
 

The aim of this comparative study is to investigate language proficiency in English among 

Swedes and the Finnish-speaking population living in Sweden, henceforth referred to as 

Sweden Finns. The main issue is to discover to what extent Sweden Finns show similarity and 

how they differ from Swedes regarding their proficiency in English, concerning grammar and 

vocabulary. Through a proficiency test, this essay intends to compare and discover any 

possible tendencies among male and female monolingual and bilingual participants.  

     Gender issues are rather unexplored in research on bilingualism. Sex, or gender, as a 

variable has received a limited amount of attention compared with other factors of individual 

variation, such as age or language learning strategies in the field of SLA.  

     The results of the statistical analysis of the data indicate that results are varied, and 

therefore confirm previous results. Sweden Finns score higher as a group on the test than 

Swedes, but male Swedish participants gave the most correct answers on all questions, 

followed by female Sweden Finns, then male Sweden Finns and ultimately female Swedes. 

Interesting, but not statistically significant, findings suggest that the students participating in 

this study have a good vocabulary size and are acquainted with high-frequency words and 

pronouns. Most errors were found in the parts concerning irregular verbs and synonyms. 

Multiple-choice questions received a higher frequency of right answers than open questions. 

     As the results are varied since this type of study has not been carried out before, it shows 

that there is a need for nuanced quantitative research in this field of study.  

 

Keywords 
 

Language proficiency, SLA, gender, sex, bilingualism, Swedes, Sweden Finns.  

 



 

 

Contents 
 

1. Introduction ................................................................ 1 

1.1 Definitions ............................................................................... 1 

1.1.1 Sex and gender .................................................................. 1 

1.1.2 Bilingualism ....................................................................... 2 

1.1.3 Ethnic groups ..................................................................... 3 

1.2 Aims ....................................................................................... 3 

1.3 Research questions ................................................................... 4 

1.4 Hypotheses .............................................................................. 4 

1.5 Disposition ............................................................................... 5 
 

2. Background ................................................................. 5 

2.1 Swedes and Sweden Finns ......................................................... 5 

2.2 Bilingualism and gender ............................................................ 7 
 

3. Previous research ......................................................... 8 
 

4. Theoretical framework.................................................. 10 
 

5. Methodology ............................................................... 11 

5.1 Participants ............................................................................ 11 

5.2 Limitation .............................................................................. 12 
 

6. Results ...................................................................... 12 

6.1 Gender distribution ................................................................. 13 

6.2 Distribution of results by gender ............................................... 13 

6.3 Results for each question ......................................................... 15 
 

7. Analysis and discussion ................................................ 19 
 

8. Conclusion ................................................................. 23 
 

References ..................................................................... 24 

 

Appendix   
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

 

1. Introduction 
 

According to the Urban Dictionary (2005), sexpectation is a hopeful anticipation for future, 

imminent sex. The term itself is a wordplay of the words sex and expectation; a technique 

with a purpose of intended, often humorous, effect to emphasize meaning. In the present 

study, I have elaborated the term even further in order to emphasize the dichotomy of male 

and female; a binary opposition that claims that men and women interact with each other 

differently. This launches a gradual process of learning to be a boy or a girl, a man or a 

woman, and people expect to pattern all kinds of things about themselves as a function of that 

initial dichotomy (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003:16). 

     The famous statement made by Simone de Beauvoir, “One is not born, but rather becomes, 

a woman” asserts that a woman is not born feminine but instead chooses to become a woman 

(de Beauvoir 1972:297). By that, she means to eliminate the assumption that the male and 

female dichotomy is natural. She claims that people acquire the identity of a man or a woman 

due to social processes (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003:15).  

     It is a lifelong process of making a man or a woman that begins even before birth. 

Someone begins to wonder if the unborn child will be a boy or a girl, which in turn leads to 

that men and women are interpreted differently, based on their sex. As gender is so deeply 

engrained in our social practice, most people do not know how to interact with another human 

being, or even judge them, unless they can attribute a gender to them (Eckert & McConnel-

Ginet 2003:17). According to Eckert & McConnel-Ginet, this gender work is rarely noticed in 

our everyday interactions, which means that our actions and inactions are coloured by our 

own gender and attribution of gender to others. Therefore, it is vital to be able to construct, 

deconstruct and reconstruct gender.   

     I combined the study of language and gender with the study of language proficiency in 

English as a second language (ESL) among mono- and bilinguals, which are my target groups 

in the present study. A linguistic study of bilingualism can take many aspects into account, 

e.g. second language acquisition, bilingual language skills, language proficiency, interference 

and code-switching (Bijvoet 1998:17). These aspects have been analysed and discussed 

thoroughly for several decades by many researchers, such as Bijvoet and Jiménez Catalán. 

Sweden Finns as an ethnic minority living in Sweden have been studied relatively much, more 

than other ethnic groups in Sweden (Tryggvason 2002:29). However, this area concerning 

language proficiency among Swedes and Sweden Finns has never been studied, to my 

knowledge, linguistically with a gender perspective. Language and the use of language are 

inseparable, according to Eckert & McConnell-Ginet. When bilinguals use their both 

languages when in contact with society, these actions are also marked by attributes of gender. 

Therefore, language is continually constructed through practice. 

 

1.1 Definitions 

 

The key terms used in this study are explained below.  

 

1.1.1 Sex and gender 

 

Sex and gender should be defined and separated with two different meanings in the present 

study, as it sometimes is hard to understand exactly what is meant by each term and how they 
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differ from each other (WHO 2011). Since this is a small scale study where only one of the 

terms can be considered and evaluated in the final analysis, the distinction should be clear.  

     Sex is a biological categorisation which means that it is based on a combination of 

anatomical, endocrinal and chromosomal features (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003:10). 

When labelling someone a man or a woman, we have scientific knowledge to help us make 

the decision.  

     Gender is based on biological sex but exaggerates and carries the biological differences 

into domains in which it is irrelevant (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003:10). Gender is the 

criterion for what makes someone masculine or feminine. Gender extends beyond 

socialisation to social construction: gender determines how gender relations are represented 

and/or constructed in different ways, which is an “ongoing lifelong process which involves 

multiple and (synchronically and diachronically) shifting gender identities” (Jiménez Catalán 

2010:5). A wider definition of gender is that it is not something we are born with and not 

something we have, but something we do or perform (WHO 2011).  

     Although gender is based on biological sex, understanding gender often focuses on sex and 

sex differences. These aspects are sought simply because given a mixed-sex group of research 

participants; it is straightforward to do so. In other words, previous research into language and 

gender are not gender-blind but not necessarily theorized in terms of to what extent any 

gender differences found are socially constructed (Jiménez Catalán 2010:9). This study will 

focus on sex tendencies, as Jiménez Catalán (2010) has suggested that using tendencies rather 

than differences shows that this matter of language and gender is something relative rather 

than absolute.  

     Focusing on sex tendencies narrows down the research questions, which in turn limits and 

makes it possible to answer them. A gender perspective on the study cannot provide and 

account for everything that is included in the scope of gender perspectives; one must choose a 

certain focus in order to be able to conform and limit the outcome of the study. Hence, this 

study will focus on sex and sex tendencies, although gender needs to be considered in the 

final analysis. Other principles such as class and race are also salient to my account in the 

final analysis.  

 

1.1.2 Bilingualism 

 

Bilingualism has originally been defined in terms of the presence of two or more languages, 

according to Dewaele et al (2003) and Romaine (1995). However, the concept of bilingualism 

has increasingly broadened into a wider definition that does not only include the perfect 

bilingual or the balanced bilingual, but also the imperfect and unstable bilingual (Dewaele et 

al 2003:1). Dewaele et al (2003) claim that perfect and balanced bilinguals are rare, which in 

turn leads to theoretical and methodological difficulties when the focus is only on equal 

language capacity. The definition of the term, as used popularly, that a bilingual “[has] or uses 

two languages especially as spoken with the fluency characteristic of a native speaker”, needs 

to be revised (Hamers & Blanc 2000:6). It is impossible to exclude someone from being 

bilingual if that person possesses high competence in a second language without necessarily 

being perceived as a native speaker. Hamers & Blanc (2000) suggest that defining 

bilingualism needs to refer to a multidimensional continuum of bilingualism instead of a 

single dimension, by reducing the linguistic structure and language skill. More recent 

definitions identify a bilingual speaker as “more than the sum of two monolinguals in the 

sense that the bilingual has also developed some unique language behaviour” (Hamers & 

Blanc 2000:7). The degree of bilingualism concerns proficiency, but also the function, 

alternation and interference (Mackey 1967, quoted in Romaine 1995:12). By acknowledging 
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the bilingual‟s language proficiency, how s/he uses the languages, how well the languages are 

alternated between each other and how the languages are managed, in order to keep them 

separated, it is easier to treat and define bilingualism.  

     This study refers to bilingualism in the latter sense, meaning that a bilingual person does 

not necessarily use the languages in a native-like manner but might use them differently for 

different purposes in different domains. Also, bilingual development will be used in the 

present study only to refer to simultaneous acquisition of more than one language. However, 

this study requires the bilingual to be able to understand, read and write both languages, as the 

participants attend elementary schools that aim towards active and balanced bilingualism in 

Swedish and Finnish.  

 

1.1.3 Ethnic groups 

 

The categorisation of individuals into different groups is fundamental in this comparative 

study. The cultural identity of a group is often linked to the notion of culture being a people‟s 

„whole way of life‟, which is somewhat unclear (Gilbert 2000:33). Therefore, it is important 

to note that in this usage a language group, or a linguistic group, is not necessarily a cultural 

group. A group culture consists of the multiplicity of group-specific traits that can be 

distinguished from others (Gilbert 2000:34). They have something in common, e.g. a 

language they all speak, which others lack and is therefore the basis for the functional system 

of that constructed group. However, it is crucial to understand that a culture might be 

synonymous with a nation or a people, that is, people within a given territory or homeland, 

sharing a distinct language and history. Sweden and Finland have a common history for over 

800 years which has caused migrations back and forth between the countries (Tryggvason 

2002:13). These migrations have led to the obvious fact that Swedes and Sweden Finns now 

share a common territory and nation, Sweden. But the two groups originally have different 

cultural backgrounds and do not share both languages, which makes the definition of cultural 

groups irrelevant to this study. Ethnicity is more suitable as it provides an accurate description 

of groups that are socially constructed (Gilbert 2000:22). A common culture is not relevant to 

this study. Other factors, such as religion or political view, could instead demonstrate the 

variability of different ethnic groups when attempting to focus on relevant aspects and making 

a distinction.  

     In this study, I have chosen not to refer to Swedes or Sweden Finns as different cultural 

groups or language groups, but as distinct ethnic groups. When presenting and comparing 

results in section 6, individuals from the different ethnic groups are referred to as either 

monolingual Swedes or bilingual Sweden Finns.  

 

1.2 Aims 

 

The aim of this comparative study is to investigate language proficiency in English among 

Swedes and the Finnish-speaking population living in Sweden with gender as a second 

variable. The linguistic features that will be analysed and discussed are grammar and 

vocabulary. In order to investigate these parameters, a diagnostic proficiency test was 

produced and given to the participants (see Appendix). The purpose is to compare language 

proficiency and possible language errors among Swedes and Sweden Finns. The results 

obtained from this study are the basis for the analysis.  

     As Sweden Finns are the largest ethnic minority in Sweden with over 450 000 members 

(Bijvoet 1998:17, Wetterstrand 2009, Stockholms Stad 1998), it seems not only relevant but 
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appropriate to make a comparative study with these two ethnic groups with gender as a key 

concept, as it has not been done extensively before. Vocabulary is crucial for language 

acquisition (Jiménez Catalán 2010:15), and therefore an interesting aspect when finding out 

and comparing the participants‟ starting points and results in the present study. Understanding 

differences between monolinguals and bilinguals becomes a question of interest when 

comparing their language proficiency in English with each other. When adding gender as an 

independent variable rather than a perspective to this study, the outcome can be presented and 

analysed on another level, where all surrounding aspects can be taken into consideration.  

     It is within the aims of this study to give a precise result of what type of errors occur when 

male/female Swedes and male/female Sweden Finns took the proficiency test. All the data is 

presented in section 6 (Results).  All data is analysed according to the techniques of 

measuring second language acquisition (SLA), see section 4.1, but analysis and discussion 

will primarily focus on errors that are relevant to the present study namely if the errors can 

indicate tendencies that show significant information regarding possible tendencies among 

male and female monolingual and bilingual participants (Doughty & Long 2003:720). Errors 

relevant to this study might be found in the section regarding pronouns, as Finnish has no 

grammatical gender. Swedish has corresponding terms for s/he („han/hon‟) but Finnish does 

not („hän‟) (Hellinger & Bussman 2003:111). The Finnish personal pronoun system does not 

distinguish female and male forms. This is deliberately included in the proficiency test and 

will therefore be presented separately, as the choice of including pronouns into the test might 

influence the results. Other factors that could possibly influence vocabulary acquisition and 

which are not controlled are taken into consideration in the final analysis.  

     It is hoped that this study will contribute to and stimulate further research on investigating 

and analysing language proficiency among Swedes and the Finnish-speaking population 

living in Sweden, especially with a gender perspective. 

 

1.3 Research questions 

 

The specific goal of the study is to answer the following research questions: 

 

1. Which of the studied groups scores better in the proficiency test;  

the monolingual Swedes or the bilingual Sweden Finns? 

2. Do men and women score equally on the proficiency test?  

3. If tendencies are found, such as similar results for men/women in a specific section,  

          what underlying factors could account for them? 

 

1.4 Hypotheses 

 

My hypothesis is that the results from this study will confirm previous studies (e.g. Jiménez 

Catalán 2010, Pavlenko 1998), namely that the outcome will be varied. However, I expect 

that there will be differences in results among the monolingual Swedes and the bilingual 

Sweden Finns because I expect bilinguals, as a group, to score higher.  I assume that 

bilinguals have advantages in their future language development, such as vocabulary 

acquisition, which is based on personal observations that it is easier to learn a third language 

when one already manages two languages. I also assume that results will indicate tendencies 

among the sexes, slightly in favour for the girls, despite the fact that I expect the results 

obtained from this study will, overall, be mixed. This is based on Jimenéz Catalán‟s claim that 
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there is a gender gap in school grades in foreign languages, in favouring girls (Jiménez 

Catalán 2010:6).  

 

1.5 Disposition  

 

The present study is organised in the following way: 

 

Brief definitions of the key terms are initially given in order to show how they are used, but 

also to avoid any uncertainty and to clarify why these key terms are found to be most 

appropriate in this particular study. The aim, research questions and hypothesis are presented 

subsequently to show the purpose and to establish the framework of the essay. Sections 2 

(Background) and 3 (Previous research) set out the background, focusing on the different 

ethnic groups and the concept of gender, but also how language and gender are interrelated. 

As the scope of the present study is limited to exploring language proficiency between 

monolingual Swedes and bilingual Sweden Finns with gender as a second variable, the focus 

is set on bilingualism and gender. This information shows how this study is related to 

previous research, which is presented ultimately. The theoretical framework is used 

deductively in order to verify and test the hypothesis of the present study in section 4. The 

method employed for the analysis of the results is described and exemplified in section 5, 

where a discussion of the uses and limitations relative to the method are clearly stated.  

     The results are presented thoroughly in section 6. Overall results are presented and collated 

in tables and figures to illustrate statistical findings, but also to show certain points of interest 

and possible errors that can indicate tendencies among the target groups. 

     Finally, there will be a section (7) on analysis and discussion that of the results, where data 

interpretation and the validity of the results are taken into consideration before the conclusive 

section (8) summarises the study.  

 

 

2. Background 
 

This section will introduce background information about the two ethnic groups, Swedes and 

Sweden Finns (section 2.1) to provide an accurate description of the groups‟ social and 

linguistic situations. The concept of language and gender is also presented in this section to 

show how this field of study has evolved in the past and how gender is now taken into 

account when discussing if, or if not, such „gender differences‟ are statistically significant 

(section 2.2).  

 

2.1 Swedes and Sweden Finns 

 

Sweden and Finland have over 800 years of common history which has caused minor 

migrations back and forth between the countries for centuries. Finland belonged to Sweden 

for over 600 years, since the 12
th

 century, until the Swedish Empire ended and Sweden lost 

Finland to Russia in 1809 (Tryggvason 2002:13).  

     During this long period, the Swedish and Finnish languages had completely different 

statuses in Finland. Finnish was spoken by the rural people and had a very low status while 

Swedish carried a certain cachet and was used mainly by people with prominent positions in 
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society. The Swedish language was used within the areas of administration and management, 

culture and education (Bijvoet 1998:17). 

     Swedish was the official language in Finland until 1863 when Finnish became the second 

official language (Bijvoet 1998:18). Finland‟s bilingual status was eventually reinforced and 

Finnish received the same official status as Swedish and has played a central part in creating a 

national and cultural identity (Huovinen 1989:55, Lainio 1996:255-257, quoted in Bijvoet 

1998:18). 

     The peak of migration took place at the end of the 1960‟s and the beginning of the 1970‟s, 

when almost 2% of the population of Finland moved to Sweden (more precisely 80,086 

Finns) (Allardt 1996, quoted in Tryggvason 2002). This was due to the socioeconomic 

structure change in Finland; unemployment was increasing and the housing situation became 

difficult in the growing urban communities (Tryggvason 2002:13).  

     Through immigration, Sweden has become a multicultural, multiethnic and multilinguistic 

nation (Tryggvason 2002:15). However, Sweden only has one official language, unlike 

Finland. Finnish is a recognised minority language but is not an official language in Sweden.  

     Today, Sweden Finns are the largest ethnic minority in Sweden with over 450,000 

members (Bijvoet 1998:17, Wetterstrand 2009, Stockholms Stad 1998). These Sweden Finns 

have either migrated from Finland, are Finnish citizens or have at least one Finnish parent. 

However, there seem to be difficulties determining how many of these 450,000 Sweden Finns 

speak Finnish as there is a lack of statistics, but some findings suggest that it should be about 

250,000 people (Minoritet 2011).  

     The Finnish language belongs to the Fenno-Ugric group of languages together with 

Estonian, Hungarian, Karelian and minor languages spoken by small ethnic minorities in 

Russia. The Fenno-Ugric language group is possibly related to the Indo-European languages, 

of which Swedish is one, belonging to the North Germanic languages (Hellinger & Bussman 

2003, Språkrådet 2011), but the relationship is yet debatable (Språkrådet 2011). Swedish and 

English are closely related, which means that there are many structural differences between 

the two languages and Finnish, as Finnish is a language with many suffixes (Minoritet 2011). 

While Swedish, as well as English, uses prepositions, Finnish uses suffixes. E.g. consider the 

word „car‟ in English: bil, in Swedish and auto, in Finnish. „In the car‟ is translated into i 

bilen in Swedish but autossa in Finnish. Contemporary Swedish and English have only two 

cases (nominative ad genitive) but Finnish has fifteen case endings. With these language 

differences in mind, it is interesting to compare and find out if monolinguals or bilinguals 

score equally or differently in the proficiency test.  

     Until the 1990‟s, several hundred municipalities offered bilingual education in Swedish 

and Finnish (Minoritet 2011). This has now decreased to only a handful of urban districts 

simultaneously with the decrease of participation in the elementary schools. As a 

consequence, the Swedish government presented a new minority rights strategy in March 

2009 (Ministry for integration and gender equality 2009). As Finnish is a recognised minority 

language, The Language Council of Sweden is responsible for language cultivation in 

Sweden, which means that the mission is to “monitor the use and status of all other languages 

spoken in Sweden” (Språkrådet 2011), but also to strengthen the Nordic language unity. This 

entails that the rights of national minorities are changed and ultimately strengthened due to 

the fact that their needs have not been sufficiently met earlier. Actions have been taken in 

order to improve the implementation of the conventions where the previous act was replaced 

by the current legislation. The government now has a clearer responsibility for all national 

minorities and their influence.  

     With this in mind, it is interesting to find out and compare the participants starting points 

and see, if there are any distinguishable tendencies among Swedes and Sweden Finns.  
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2.2 Bilingualism and gender 

 

When two languages are in contact with society, the relative functional use is of great 

importance (Hamers & Blanc 2000:21). Both languages may be used differently for different 

purposes in different domains. The study of bilingual linguistic development has evolved 

explosively since the beginning of the twentieth century, and researchers have paid attention 

to both child biographies and comparative psychometric studies of school tests. The 

methodologies and techniques have developed concurrently with the increase of interest, as 

well as more accurate factors being taken into consideration, e.g. socio-economic status, 

parental language, level of proficiency or degree of bilinguality (Hamers & Blanc 2000:51). 

The majority of studies indicate that bilingual upbringing has no negative effect on the child‟s 

overall development, including the child‟s acquisition for syntax, morphology and vocabulary 

of both languages (Ronjat 1913, Leopold 1939-49, quoted in Hamers & Blanc 2000:51). 

Mixing languages occurs rarely; it decreases and/or might eventually disappear when the 

child grows up and no longer lacks appropriate lexical terms in one language (Wei 2007:324). 

Stages of bilingual development have been observed and therefore questioned, if there could 

be a delay in development due to exposure of two languages (Ronjat 1913, Leopold 1939-49, 

quoted in Hamers & Blanc 2000:51). However, no significant findings suggest that bilinguals 

are behind monolinguals in linguistic development; they follow the same pace. However, 

language acquisition might follow different developmental curves, but this might due to other 

factors, such as socio-economic status, class, age or ethnicity. The developmental curve seems 

to be highly individual for both monolinguals and bilinguals. The discrepancies between 

different studies can be explained with the lack of bilingual norms of measuring vocabulary 

(Allman 2005, Hamers & Blanc 2000).  

     It seems that an infant exposed to a bilingual environment must develop a perceptual skill 

in order to be able to distinguish between the two languages. The monolingual child develops 

in the same way; s/he learns t discriminate speech features which are relevant to their 

environment and purpose of use (Hamers & Blanc 2000:54).  

     The linguistic advantages of being bilingual are prominent regarding future development 

(Allman 2005:58). Being able to communicate in more than one language entails that the 

speaker can choose their different languages depending on a variety of factors, e.g. the person 

addressed, subject matter of conversation or location and setting. This leads to a greater 

awareness of semantics, creative thinking and cognitive flexibility, according to Romaine 

(1995).  

     On the other hand, disadvantages of being bilingual are that they seem to perform at lower 

levels than monolinguals on some vocabulary tests (Ben Zeev 1977b, Doyle et al 1978, 

quoted in Allman 2005:75). Researchers claim that the reason for this is that bilingual 

children have to learn two labels for everything, which in turn reduces word frequency. The 

major difference between monolinguals and bilinguals is the acquisition of processing skills; 

bilinguals must perceive and control the two languages with two independent systems 

whereas monolinguals only need to master one language. This indicates that bilinguals might 

develop specific strategies that are different from monolinguals (Goodz 1985, quoted in 

Hamers and Blanc 2000:54). However, other findings suggest that the rate of vocabulary 

learning and vocabulary size among bilinguals appear weaker only when one language is 

evaluated (Allman 2005:75). Studies of both languages, e.g. combined vocabulary size, show 

that bilinguals seem to benefit of having access to two languages. Other factors that might be 

considered as disadvantages for bilinguals are constrained cognitive capacities and their 

conceptual development (Bialystok 2001, quoted in Allman 2005:76). Bilinguals may 

function as monolinguals in some aspects, but monolingual models of processing are not 

always applicable to bilinguals. Therefore, theories which conceptualise the bilingual as two 
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monolinguals in one person are not adequate to account for the range of findings (Romaine 

1995:119).  

     The slowly growing field of bilingualism and gender explores the role of gender in 

language maintaining and language shift. Both fields can benefit from bridging the gap by 

theorising the existing relationship between bilingualism and gender (Pavlenko 1998:117).  

     The feminist movement, also called the women‟s movement or the women‟s liberation 

movement, “undoubtedly has been and still is one of the major social movements of this 

century” (Pauwels 1998:xiv). Feminism has also made an impact on the study of language, 

where language and gender have been linked in scholarly writings well before the second 

wave of the women‟s movement began in the late 1960‟s and early 1970‟s.  

     As research within the study of bilingualism is inconclusive, results are varied. The 

essentialist view of women being  cultural brokers clash with research that have found greater 

incidence of bilingualism among minority and immigrant men than women (Pavlenko 

1998:120). These contradictory findings suggest that women have a lower degree of 

bilingualism and therefore problematise women as a group and how women fare compared to 

men. Consequently, poststructuralist approaches to bilingualism were outlined and applied to 

second language learning. The notion of identity became important for understanding 

language contact phenomena (Pavlenko 1998:123). Identities are constructed in discourse and 

bilinguals are, therefore, able to perform different identities in their two languages; Gender 

asymmetries are reproduced in language. Pavlenko (1998) claims that  

 

“all linguistic practices and language phenomena, even monolingualism 

and bilingualism per se, can only be rendered meaningful in context, 

and only in this way can be linked to gender; no generalization of 

the kind „women do this, men do that‟ can adequately reflect the 

complexity of interactions in multilingual communities”. (p. 127-128) 

 

By this, she states that patterns of language proficiency, language shift and code-switching 

might be gendered in some multilingual contexts. It depends on how bilingualism is valued in 

different contexts and thus depends on the gender relations in majority and minority 

communities. The values and benefits of bilingualism may be different for men and women of 

particular generations, ethnicities, classes, socio-educational backgrounds, races etc. Closer 

attention to local context has great potential for making analysis of the interaction between 

bilingualism and gender more nuanced and complex.  

 

 

3. Previous research 
 

Gender issues are rather unexplored in research on bilingualism, which results in limited 

amount of resources with a varied outcome. Previous research within bilingualism and gender 

has mainly focused on either monolingual or bilingual language acquisition or vocabulary 

tests among male and female students (e.g. Boyle 1987, Jiménez Catalan 2010, Pavlenko 

1998). Sex, or gender, as a variable has received a limited amount of attention compared with 

other factors of individual variation, such as age or language learning strategies in the field of 

SLA (Jiménez Catalán 2010:117). It is also of great importance to acknowledge that many 

studies mainly focus on only one of the bilinguals‟ language, meaning that the monolingual 

norm is applied to bilinguals and they are evaluated accordingly. However, measuring 

differences in vocabulary acquisition among monolinguals and bilinguals is not always 



9 

 

sufficient and valid due to the fact that norms are not applied to bilinguals in the same way as 

to monolinguals (Allman 2005, Hamers & Blanc 2000), see section 2.2.  

     Jiménez Catalán‟s contribution to research on gender and foreign and second language 

education, “Gender perspectives on vocabulary in foreign and second languages”, provides 

not only information about the relationship between gender, identity and representation but it 

is also a collection of empirical studies on gender and the acquisition, development, meaning 

and use of vocabulary by young learners. These studies present some of the previous research 

concerning foreign and second language learning that is important for the background 

information and the basis for the hypothesis in the present study.  

     Studies on the relationship between gender and bilingualism (e.g. Pavlenko 1998, Boyle 

1987) have found that boys at university level have higher mean scores in listening 

vocabulary than girls. Boyle (1987) suggests that if L2 speakers follow the (presumed) L1 

pattern of girls expressing themselves earlier than boys, boys might be dependent on 

discriminatory listening for a longer period (quoted in Jiménez Catalán 2010:9). Hellekant 

(1994) and Brantmeier (2003) found that boys perform significantly better in an English 

multiple-choice test than girls, whereas girls scored higher than boys on a free-response test. 

Furthermore, many studies have similar outcome in results when discussing migration, 

bilingualism and gender. Research indicates that in some cultures men have a higher 

hierarchical position, also referred to as a privileged access to symbolic capital, being the 

knowledge of a second language. Here, symbolic capital is linked to power, prestige and 

socioeconomic benefits for men, which in turn restricts women‟s mobility and access to 

majority language acquisition, education and workplace (Goldstein, 1995, Harvey 1994, Hill 

1987, Holmes 1993a, Loftin 1996, Spedding 1994, Stevens 1986, Swigart 1992, quoted in 

Pavlenko 1998). Bilingualism is associated with inequality and social disadvantage which 

puts more pressure on the less powerful group, often women. This leads to minority women 

being oppressed.  

     Other studies claim that girls are more motivated to learn English than boys because they 

have more learning strategies, have higher school grades in foreign languages and tend to give 

a language „favourite subject‟ status which leads girls to acquire their L2 faster than boys 

(Batters 1986, Ellis 1994, Jiménez Catalán 2003, Norton 2000, quoted in Jimenéz Catalán 

2010:8). Davies (2004) also argues that the gap between the girls‟ and boys‟ school grades 

indicates that there is a gender gap in favour for the girls. Nyikos (1990) and Gu (2002) have 

found that female students perform better than male students in a memory test when using 

certain strategies. Girls also seem to perform better in general language proficiency tests. 

However, Ekstrand (1980) claims that “almost all the behavioural variation may be explained 

by cultural factors”, where the old debate of „nature or nurture‟ is replaced by another 

possibility: that individuals can decide whether or not they want to learn particular things in 

particular ways, related to a desire to show a certain degree of masculinity or femininity at 

certain times in their lives.  

     Mostly, studies have shown shared tendencies among boys‟ and girls‟ language 

proficiency. Those results include shared distribution of words in different classes or learning 

strategies (Jimenéz Catalán & Ojeda Alba 2008, Nemati 2008). It seems impossible for 

researchers to determine and conclude that men or women as a group will be more or less 

bilingual. The more privileged group, typically men, may either become bilingual (Harvey 

1994, Hill 1987, Holmes 1993a, Spedding 1994, quoted in Pavlenko 2002) or remain 

monolingual (Medicine 1987, Troy 1987, quoted in Pavlenko 2002) in hierarchical gender 

relations.  

     In conclusion, contradictory results are obtained from previous studies concerning the 

relationship between gender and bilingualism. Various studies show mixed tendencies 

between boys and girls, but the studies are few. There seems to be a gender variation in 
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vocabulary use based on where the specific study was carried out, which in turn can be 

interpreted as the mixed results of previous studies being varied due to the fact that they are 

carried out worldwide. As the educational systems and methods differ from each other, the 

social characteristics and requirements are different as well. Surveys conducted in European 

schools seem to reach the same conclusion, namely that girls have better language proficiency 

than boys (for example Batters 1986, Jiménez Catalán 2010, Nyikos 1990). Surveys collected 

from Asian schools show mixed results, namely that boys might score higher on the speaking 

part of the test whereas girls tend to outdo boys on all other areas, such as reading and writing 

(for example Boyle 1987, Gu 2002).  

     Bijvoet, Pöllänen and Tryggvason‟s dissertations entails a great deal of information on 

research and has successfully measured language attitudes and language socialisation among 

Swedes, Finns and Sweden Finns. The surveys give a clear view of a general attitude towards 

socialisations patterns due to thoroughly carried out studies. However, these studies are 

merely qualitative and therefore focus on language attitudes and perception, which this study 

does not take into account when presenting and analysing the results.  

      As the research in this field is inconclusive, nuanced qualitative and quantitative research 

is needed for future research. 

 

 

4. Theoretical framework 
 

In order to be able to measure language acquisition, in this case grammar and vocabulary, 

measuring data should provide the possibility to elicit, observe and analyse language-related 

behaviours. Following this, the result of the proficiency test is analysed and processed 

according to several interrelated but distinguishable stages (Doughty & Long 2003:720).  

 

I have chosen to analyse the data based on Doughty & Long‟s theory about SLA. Research 

within social sciences and language studies requires systematic means for gathering evidence 

about human behaviours, such that they may be interpreted in theoretically meaningful ways 

(Doughty & Long 2003:717). Measurements also provide evidence for interpretations about a 

learner‟s linguistic system, development or factors which might contribute to or hinder the 

learner‟s ability to learn the specific language. This implies that the kinds of theoretical 

interpretations that have been made and defined should be accepted as relevant evidence 

(Doughty & Long 2003:718).  

     The researcher should follow certain steps in order to conceptualise the evidence and 

eventually analyse all data. These are illustrated in Figure 1. 
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(from Doughty & Long 2003:720) 

Figure 1. The measurement process 
 

These steps illustrate a cross-sectional survey method which the present study attempts to use 

in order to find out to what extent sex has influenced language proficiency in English among 

the target groups. The parameters that will be analysed are narrowed down to grammar and 

vocabulary, in order to fit the scope of the study. A behavioural identification is made to be 

able to measure the parameters and observe the results obtained from the language proficiency 

test.  

     As tests are common measurement instruments in SLA research (e.g. Jiménez Catalán 

2010, Pavlenko 1998), the present proficiency test will attempt to diagnose weaknesses and 

errors. Multiple-choice questions will be used to measure overall language proficiency in 

vocabulary simultaneously with open, fill-in-the-blank options for grammar.  

 

 

5. Methodology 

5.1 Participants 

 

The aim of this research is to establish and discuss quantitative facts concerning language 

proficiency among Swedes and Sweden Finns with gender as a second variable.   

     The research subjects of this study consist of younger teens in 9
th

 grade elementary school 

in Stockholm, Sweden, belonging to two different cultural groups: Swedes and Sweden Finns. 

Forty-six participants took part in the language proficiency test, 23 boys and 23 girls. 

Participants were chosen based on their belonging to a specific ethnic group and accessibility. 

The participants were first contacted by email, and informed that the aim of this study was to 

investigate their language proficiency and how the test would proceed. Then, the proficiency 

tests were emailed electronically to the participants.  

     Furthermore, because all the data collection consists of personal information, including 

possible language errors, total anonymity was guaranteed to the participants. All the 
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participants‟ names have been changed in order to avoid possible recognition and to secure 

their integrity. 

 

The purpose of this research is both descriptive and explanatory, as the primary material 

provides a description of this research area and shows tendencies in language proficiency 

among the participants. Swedes are compared to Sweden Finns to see if there are any 

differences between the two ethnic groups and to find out to what extent sex and gender has 

influenced language proficiency. In other words, gender is used as a variable rather than a 

perspective throughout this study. As a result, it is possible to categorize the participants into 

four different groups for study purposes: male Swedes, female Swedes, male Sweden Finns 

and finally female Sweden Finns. 

     The questions in the proficiency test are based on existing tests for 9
th

 graders and 

continuation courses/supplementary courses at folk high schools (Härryda kommun, 

Kunskapstester). Since the test is designed by using them as an inspiration and thus has 

similar format but ultimately was altered in order to fit the limited scope of the present study.  

     The survey was conducted on www.surveymesh.se where all data can be collected from all 

participants in order to be able to analyse the results.   

 

5.2 Limitation 

 

The parameters that will be analysed are grammar and vocabulary. The limited material of the 

present study restricts wider generalisations. The aim of the study is not to draw any general 

conclusions about the vocabulary acquisition among Swedes and Sweden Finns, but possibly, 

to provide and give some insight into one way of approaching and analysing it.  

     The aim is to compare the target groups‟ proficiency in English during the autumn 

semester of 2011. If participants were tested on all areas of language proficiency, the list of 

questions would be too extensive. Thus, other levels of proficiency in English, such as 

speaking and listening, are excluded in the present study.  

     The advantage of this method, by narrowing down the scope to only focusing on grammar 

and vocabulary, is that it is a fairly quick test which is suitable for different types of target 

groups as well as the numbers of unanswered questions or other unusable answers could be 

kept low.  

     When researching and analysing a study with a particular approach, the very heart of it is 

generalisation (Eckert & McConnel-Ginet 2003:80). If the focus is on one specific theory, the 

outcome will eventually be generalised and analysts will find exactly what they were looking 

for. Therefore, methodology is the most important aspect of gender studies. 

 

 

6. Results 
 

This section presents the quantitative results of the study. The first section will include the 

gender distribution of the present study, and after that, the overall results of the proficiency 

test. The results follow the same order as the questions in the proficiency test.  

     The results also include two additional groups with other native languages than Swedish 

and/or Swedish and Finnish, namely „Swedish and other‟ and „Finnish and other‟. In this 

context, these participants fall outside the scope of the analysis but the findings will, however, 

be presented in this section. No further analyses will be made for this group since they might 

skew the analysis.  

http://www.surveymesh.se/
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     The answer frequency was high, 100%. However, some participants marked do not know 

as an answer in the multiple-choice part of the test, but these will be counted as incorrect 

answers in the analysis.  

 

6.1 Gender distribution 

 

The gender balance is attained since the distribution of gender is even among the participants, 

see Table 1 and Figure 2.  

 

Table 1. Gender distribution 

 

Gender 

distribution 
Swedish 

Swedish 

and Finnish 

Swedish 

and other 

Finnish 

and other 
Total 

Male 10 10 2 1 23 

Female 10 10 1 2 23 

Σ 20 20 3 3 46 

% 43 43 7 7 100 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2. Ethnic and gender distribution 

 

The even distribution of gender means that the obtained results indicate valid and reliable 

results concerning the aim of the study, namely that gender is used as a variable throughout 

this study.  

 

6.2 Distribution of results by gender 

 

Table 2 presents the overall quantitative results of the proficiency test by indicating the 

amount of given right answers by each target group but also the sum of given right answers 

for both Swedes and Sweden Finns. The means for each group are presented down below and 

the standard deviation for each ethnic group is presented in table 3.  
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Table 2. Overall results 

 

Question 
Sweden 

Finns 
Swedes 

Female 

Sweden 

Finns 

Male 

Sweden 

Finns 

Female 

Swedes 

Male 

Swedes 
Other Total 

1 10 11 4 6 5 6 2 23 

2 10 12 6 4 4 8 4 26 

3 10 11 6 4 4 7 5 26 

4 9 9 6 3 4 5 1 19 

5 13 14 6 7 6 8 5 32 

6 18 18 9 9 9 9 6 42 

7 20 15 10 10 7 8 5 40 

8 19 19 9 10 9 10 6 44 

9 16 12 7 9 6 6 5 33 

10 12 10 7 5 4 6 3 25 

11 9 9 4 5 4 5 3 21 

12 17 17 9 8 9 8 5 39 

13 13 12 6 7 6 6 3 28 

14 14 15 8 6 6 9 6 35 

15 13 13 8 5 5 8 6 32 

16 13 13 7 6 5 8 4 30 

17 11 11 6 5 5 6 3 25 

18 14 14 8 6 5 9 6 34 

19 10 9 6 4 3 6 4 23 

20 10 13 5 5 6 7 4 27 

21 14 15 6 8 7 8 3 32 

22 15 14 7 8 7 7 3 32 

23 17 14 8 9 6 8 5 36 

24 15 17 7 8 8 9 4 36 

25 18 19 9 9 9 10 5 42 

26 18 19 9 9 9 10 6 43 

27 18 16 9 9 9 7 6 40 

28 18 17 9 9 7 10 5 40 

29 18 16 9 9 7 9 5 39 

30 15 16 7 8 7 9 4 35 

31 17 20 8 9 10 10 5 42 

32 16 16 8 8 7 9 5 37 

Σ 460 456 233 227 205 251 142 1058 

Mean 14.375 14.25 7.28 7.09 6.41 7.84 4.44 33.06 

 

 

Table 3. Standard deviation 

 

 Swedes Sweden Finns 

Standard deviation 3.13 3.30 

 

 

The statistical analysis of the data shows that results are varied. The total mean value for 

Sweden Finns is 14.375 compared to Swedes 14.25, which in turn means that there is no 

significant difference between the two ethnic groups‟ proficiency in English in the present 
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study. However, it can be seen that the mean value for male Swedish participants is the 

highest, 7.84 compared to female Swedish participants (6.41). The mean value for Female 

Sweden Finns is higher than for male Sweden Finns, (7.28 compared to 7.09). The total 

answering frequency is 1058 of 1472 possible right answers (46*32), which means that the 

sum of given right answers is 0.71875 ≈ 72%, including the other group.  

     The mean value per participant among Sweden Finns of correct given answers is 23 and 

22.8 for Swedes
1
, see Table 2. The relevant mean value for the target groups is not 33.06 

since it includes the other group which falls outside the scope of the study. The real mean 

value for both Swedes and Sweden Finns is 22.9
2
.  

     The standard deviation for Sweden Finns is higher than the standard deviation for Swedes, 

(3.30 compared to 3.13). This entails that the spread of the results is wider among Sweden 

Finns than Swedes, meaning that both female and male Sweden Finns have scored either very 

high or very low on some of the questions in the proficiency test - towards one extreme or the 

other.  

     An interesting aspect of the results concerns the group that falls outside the scope of the 

essay, namely the Swedes and Finnish participants with other native languages than Swedish 

and/or Finnish, namely „Swedish and other‟ and „Finnish and other‟. The mean value for this 

group is as high as 4.44 considering that the amount of participants belonging for this group is 

only 6.  

 

In order to ascertain if the differences between the types are significant, an f-test was used 

firstly to find out whether the variance in the two samples (Swedes and Sweden Finns) is 

significantly different. Thereafter, a two-tailed t-test with unmatched data with equal variance 

was used to compare the paired sets.  

     As shown in Table 4, the statistical analysis shows that the p-value for the f-test is 0.77 

which leads to a p-value for the two-tailed t-test of 0.88.  

 

Table 4. T-test  

 

Descriptive Statistics    

VAR    

Sweden Finns 32 14.38 10.89 

Swedes 32 14.5 9.81 

Two-tailed distribution    

p-value 0.88 t Critical Value 2.04 

 

This p-value indicates that the two sets are not significantly different from each other because 

the p-value is more than .05.  

 

6.3 Results for each question 

 

The results for each question are given below with the correct answers in bold and how many 

participants answered the question correctly. All incorrect answers are also presented in each 

table together with the amount of incorrect answers.  

 

                                                 
1
 460/20=23 and 456/20=22.8 

2
 (460+456)/40=22.9 
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Table 5. Vocabulary 

 

1 Quite Quiet Quit Quilt Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
23 12 6 4 1 

2 Prescription Recipe Receipt Reception Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
26 7 7 4 2 

3 Facilities Accessories Occasion Location Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
26 7 6 2 5 

4 Deliberate Distinct Detailed Diligent Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
19 12 8 2 5 

 

What can be seen in Table 5 is that both question 1 and 4 have a high amount of incorrect 

answers, 12 each. Five participants did not know the answer to question 3 nor question 4.  

 

Table 6. Word formation 

 

5 Uncomfortable Incomfortable Discomfortable Wet 

Number of  

answers 
32 10 3 1 

6 Immortal Inmortal   

Number of  

answers 
42 4   

7 Unpleasant Inpleasant Than  

Number of  

answers 
40 5 1  

8 Disconnected Not Connected  

Number of  

answers 
44 1 1  

 

The only result of importance in Table 6 is that many participants answered incorrectly on 

question 5. Apart from that, we cannot distinguish any mistakes that could indicate on 

tendencies.  

 

Table 7. Grammar and verbs 

 

9 Bought Buy Did Baught  

Number of  

answers 
33 8 3 2  

10 Weren’t Were Was Is  

Number of  

answers 
25 18 2 1  

11 Risen Rised Rise Shine Raise 

Number of  

answers 
21 17 6 1 1 
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12 Will Would Won‟t Is  

Number of  

answers 
39 5 1 1  

 

In Table 7, it can be seen that both question 10 and 11 have many incorrect answers in 

comparison with the other questions.  

 

Table 8. Grammar and verbs 

 

13 Can’t help 
Couldn‟t 

help 
Can‟t helping Could help Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
28 8 5 3 2 

14 You would You could You are You can Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
35 4 3 2 2 

15 Doesn’t Don‟t Does Do Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
32 7 3 2 2 

16 Broke Break Broken Brake Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
30 6 5 4 1 

 

The difference between questions 9-12 (Table 7) and 13-16 (Table 8) is that the first questions 

are open and the latter are multiple-choice questions, which resulted in fewer incorrect 

answers than what can be seen in Table 7.  

 

Table 9. Vocabulary and synonyms 

 

17 
Uninterested 

in 
Opposed Surprised by Interested in Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
25 9 4 3 5 

18 Lawn Space Carpet Grave Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
34 4 3 2 3 

19 Memories Knowledge Facts Skills Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
23 13 7 2 1 

20 Now living Occasional Critical Successful Do not know 

Number of  

answers 
27 9 5 4 1 

 

The results for the questions concerning synonyms are varied; the amount of given right 

answers are not very high or very low. However, the incorrect answers are many and spread 

evenly on all alternatives.  
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Table 10. Grammatical structures 

 

21 People Peoples  

Number of  

answers 
32 14  

22 Peter’s Peters Peters‟ 

Number of  

answers 
32 12 2 

23 Teaches Teach Teachs 

Number of  

Answers 
36 7 3 

24 Earns Earn Earnes 

Number of  

answers 
36 7 3 

 

Table 11. Pronouns 

 

25 She The girl He  

Number of  

answers 
42 2 2  

26 Him John He  

Number of  

answers 
43 1 2  

27 Their They Them Peter and Anna‟s 

Number of  

answers 
40 4 1 1 

28 Us Them We Me and my sister 

Number of  

answers 
40 3 2 1 

 

Table 12. Adjectives and adverbs 

 

29 Beautifully Beautiful Nice 

Number of  

answers 
39 6 1 

30 Usual Usually  

Number of  

Answers 
35 11  

31 Stronger Strong  

Number of  

Answers 
42 4  

32 Quietly Quiet  

Number of  

answers 
37 9  
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Conclusively, it can be seen that over 50% of right answers were given in a total of 30 

questions (except for question number 4 and 11). Eight of 32 questions (6, 7, 8, 25, 26, 27, 28 

and 31) received 40 or more right answers of 46 possible, meaning that 25% of the questions 

have a high answering frequency of right answers. Nine of 32 questions (1, 4, 5, 10, 11, 21, 22 

and 30) questions have a high amount of incorrect answers (10<), which means that 28% of 

the questions were more difficult than the other questions.  

     Surprisingly, the questions regarding pronouns (25-28) had a high frequency of right 

answers, despite the assumption made in section 1.2, namely that I assumed that the Sweden 

Finns would make more errors than Swedes in the pronoun section. Many Sweden Finns did 

not score lower than Swedes on pronouns. Therefore, these results are not presented 

separately since they did not affect the results as I predicted. 

 

 

7. Analysis and discussion 
 

Some answers were difficult to interpret and analyse, and therefore computed as incorrect 

answers, meaning that whenever a participant marked do not know or misspelled the word, it 

was counted as an incorrect answer, in order to present unambiguous results.  

     At this point, I would like to refer back to the research questions: 

 

1. Which of the studied groups scores better in the proficiency test;  

the monolingual Swedes or the bilingual Sweden Finns? 

          2. Do men and women score equally on the proficiency test?  

          3. If tendencies are found, such as similar results for men/women in a specific section,  

          what underlying factors could account for them? 

 

To be able to answer the first research question, I will refer back to Table 2 with the overall 

results for right answers. The bilingual Sweden Finns scored slightly higher as a group than 

the monolingual Swedes with 460 right answers compared to 456 right answers, which in turn 

indicates on a higher mean value for Sweden Finns as a group, 14.38 compared to 14.25 for 

Swedes. However, these results are not indicating on any tendencies or showing any 

statistically significant information since the mean values are quite similar. The answer on the 

first research question is therefore that both groups scored equally well in the proficiency test.  

     The second research question can be answered by looking at the total amount of male and 

female answers from each group: 438 right answers by both female Swedes and Sweden 

Finns and 478 right answers by both male Swedes and Sweden Finns
3
, see Table 2. This is 

due to the high amount of positive results for male Swedish participants who marked 251 

right answers and a mean value of 7.84. The results of this study indicate that men score 

higher than women on the proficiency test.  

     In sum, male Swedes scored the highest with 251 right answers, followed by female 

Sweden Finns with 233 right answers. Thereafter, male Sweden Finns got 227 right answers. 

Finally, 205 right answers made by female Swedes indicate that all participating Swedes in 

this study scored either the highest or lowest scores in the proficiency test.  

     However, as previously mentioned, the standard deviation is higher for all Sweden Finns 

than all Swedes, 3.30 compared to 3.13. Sweden Finns scored towards one extreme or the 

other more frequently than Swedes which is quite interesting and contradictory to the results 

of the mean value. This analysis puts greater emphasis on standard deviation than mean value 

                                                 
3
 233+205= 438 and 227+251=478 
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as it directs the discussion in a way that it cannot include or exclude one or the other answer, 

since the results are, indeed, varied. Why the standard deviation is higher for Sweden Finns 

than Swedes cannot be analysed thoroughly, because this study is anonymous and 

quantitative. 

 

Interesting, but not statistically significant, findings can be found in each part of the 

proficiency test. Part 1 includes the following questions: 

 

1.  - Did you like the show? - I didn’t think I would, but it was __________ alright.  

2. I got a __________ from the doctor, I’ve got to start taking the medicine immediately.  

3. The __________ at the hotel were top-class, and the food was outstanding.  

4. There can be no doubt that he did it on purpose, it was a very __________ act.  

 

Part 1 shows that question number 2 was the easiest and number 4 the hardest question to 

answer. However, both question 3 and 4 have high amount of do not know as an answer, 10 in 

total. This indicates that the participants are not well acquainted with these words, which 

might have to do with the fact that 9
th

 graders are not in charge of booking hotels, trips etc. or 

simply do not know the words the test was testing. As can be seen in Table 5, as many as 12 

participants marked quiet instead of quite on question 1, which could be due to that all 

alternatives are spelled similarly and hard to distinguish from each other. 

 

Part 2 includes the following questions: 

 

5. These pants are not comfortable, they are __________.  

6. Who wants to be mortal? I don’t want to die, I want to be __________.  

7. Your visit was very pleasant. My mother-in-law’s visit was rather __________though.  

8. Are you connected to the Wi-Fi network? No, I’m __________.  

 

Part 2 shows high answering frequency in right answers for all questions, which tells us that 

many of the participants are well acquainted with words such as immortal or disconnected. 

This might be because of the evolving genre of fantasy and science fiction (Twilight, Harry 

Potter etc.) or the fact that most people are more or less dependent on computers and 

advanced technology. However, as many as 10 students wrote incomfortable on question 5. 

The way uncomfortable is pronounced (ʌnˈkʌmftəb(ə)l) could be the reason for students 

adding the prefix in- when spelling the word, since they are mistaken by the uttered initial 

vowel.  

 

Part 3 and 4 include the following questions:  

 

9. When did you buy that jacket? I __________ it last week, I really like it.   

10. My mother told me that when she was young, she and her brother __________ allowed to 

have pets.  

11. Good morning. Has the sun __________ yet? 

12. Maria won’t be late, __________ she? We start at 8 AM.  

 

13. I know I should stop smoking, but I __________ feeling it’s impossible even to try.  

14. I have been waiting here for hours. I thought __________ never return.  

15. I really like working here. How come Peter __________ like working here? 

16. The car __________ down this morning, so I had to take the bus to work.  
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Part 3 and 4 concern grammar and verbs, both open and multiple-choice questions. Questions 

number 10 and 11 show high frequency in incorrect answers and mediocre amounts of right 

answers. As many as 18 students answered were on question 10 when it should have been a 

negation of the same verb form. The question could, in fact, have been altered to avoid 

misinterpretation in order to achieve higher results. Seventeen students answer rised instead 

of risen on question 11. This indicates that many of the participants do not have enough 

knowledge of irregular verbs and therefore marked the wrong answer. The same conclusion 

could also be drawn on question number 16.  

     The difference in results between open and multiple-choice questions is notable, as can be 

seen in Table 7 and 8. The latter part received fewer incorrect answers, in spite of the fact that 

both parts include several irregular verb forms, so the choice of verbs and questions cannot 

influence the results. I would claim that irregular verbs are not easy to learn, whether the 

student is mono- or bilingual, but the advantage of testing them in two different ways shows 

that students benefit from being able to choose already given alternatives.  

 

Part 5 includes the following questions:  

 

17. They seemed to be indifferent to what I had said.  

18. Don’t walk on the lawn!  

19. She had no recollection of that.  

20. He is a famous contemporary writer.  

 

Part 5 received varied scores, between 23-34 right answers, which means that the participants 

might not yet have developed their vocabulary size, as they did not score especially high in 

this part that concerns synonyms. The fact that all incorrect answers are spread evenly on all 

alternatives indicates that the synonyms are difficult and rarely used by 9
th

 graders.  

 

Part 6 includes the following questions: 

 

21. There are a lot of __________ in the street.  (people) 

22. This is __________house. (Peter) 

23. Mr Johnson __________ history. (teach) 

24. Peter __________a lot of money. (earn) 

 

The focus on part 6 will be on questions 21 and 22 where a high amount of incorrect answers 

can be found. The term people seem to be difficult for many participants to write in the 

correct grammatical structure which might have to do with the influence of Swedish in the 

language learning process. As the noun people is already plural, Swedish and Sweden Finns 

students have learned early that nouns in plural have -s as a suffix, which makes this question 

quite tricky to answer. The -s suffix is often inaccurately used with the „s-genitive, which 

leads us to question 22 with as many as 12 incorrect answers.  

 

Part 7 includes the following questions: 

 

25. The girl likes to play football. __________ 

26. Would you like to go out with John? __________ 

27. Peter and Anna’s house is very big. __________ 

28. What has that got to do with me and my sister? __________ 
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Part 7 concerns pronouns which is, surprisingly, the part which most participants scored their 

highest points. No further analyses will be made for this part as the choice of including this 

part did not affect the results as I had assumed.  

 

The final part, 8, includes the following questions: 

 

29. The guesthouse was __________built. (beautiful) 

30. Anna is late, as __________. (usual) 

31. I am __________than yesterday. (strong) 

32. She went away very __________. (quiet)  

 

No statistically significant results are found in this part, but the lowest frequency of right 

answers is on question 30, where as many as 11 students have chosen usually instead of usual. 

I interpret the results as adverbs being a difficult word class and therefore easily mistaken for 

adjectives.  

 

There are, however, some weak points in the samples affecting the validity of the results. 

Although a longitudinal study of each group might have been desirable, the limited scope of 

this project only during one academic semester permitted only a more narrow comparison of 

these ethnic groups. More research could therefore have been carried out by including a wider 

range of participants, but also to test them on several levels; not only based on vocabulary and 

grammar in a written form but also reading, speaking and listening. This study is still valid 

because it agrees with previous studies that results are varied.  

     Class, race and parental background is also salient to this study, but remains, 

unfortunately, undiscovered since I have not chosen to interview any of the participants and 

did not include any of these aspects in the actual proficiency test. This is because I, as a 

researcher, wanted to remain as an objective observer throughout the study in order to avoid 

influencing the target groups more than necessary. It is, however, of great interest if the 

parents of the students are highly educated and if they have a specific socio-economic status 

in society that could affect the analysis of the results. As the present study only focuses on 

Swedes and Sweden Finns, the overall results are not applicable on other ethnic groups in 

other parts of the world.  

     Including the other group in this study are also affecting the results because these six 

participants are not included in the target groups and might skew the results. Since I did not 

choose to interview any of the participants, it remains undiscovered what languages, besides 

Swedish and Finnish, these participants speak. It can be any other language, even English. In 

that case, the results from the other group should be disregarded. However, since „Swedish 

and other‟ and „Finnish and other‟ were possible options in the proficiency test, I have chosen 

to include them in the overall results but subtract their results in order to present relevant 

mean values.    

     This study will hopefully contribute and stimulate further research on investigating and 

analysing language proficiency in English among Swedes and Sweden Finns, especially with 

a gender perspective since this field of study is in need of a nuanced qualitative and 

quantitative research.  
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8. Conclusion 
 

In this study, I have carried out a quantitative survey concerning the proficiency in English 

among Swedes and Sweden Finns from a gender perspective. From introducing this field of 

study, previous research, theoretical framework and method for the present study, I have 

carried out a comparative survey with a focus on grammar and vocabulary where 46 students 

took part in the language proficiency test, with 23 male and 23 female. Findings suggest that 

the bilingual Sweden Finns scored higher as a group than the monolingual Swedes when 

regarding the mean value. However, male Swedes score the highest on all 32 questions, 

followed by female Sweden Finns, then male Sweden Finns and finally female Swedes. In 

sum, male participants scored higher than female participants in this proficiency test. 

However, the standard deviation is higher for all Sweden Finns than all Swedes, which means 

that Sweden Finns scored towards one extreme or the other more frequently than Swedes. 

This is contradictory to the results for mean value, and the results are therefore confirmed 

with previous results. In conclusion, gender does not play a major role or result in any specific 

tendencies among the ethnic groups in term of English proficiency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 

 

References 
 

Allman, B. (2005). ‟Vocabulary size and accuracy of monolingual and bilingual preschool 

     children‟, Proceedings of the 4th International Symposium on Bilingualism, 5, ISB4, 58-

77.  

Bijvoet, E. (1998). Sverigefinnar tycker och talar: om språkattityder och stilistisk känslighet  

     hos två generationer sverigefinnar = Sweden Finns speak out : on language attitudes and  

     stylistic perception among two generations of Sweden Finns. Diss. Uppsala : Univ.    

     Uppsala. 

Beauvoir, S.D. (1972). The second sex. Harmondsworth: Penguin.  

Berggren, I. (1972). Hur förbättrar man sin vokabulär?: en undersökning baserad på en 

     jämförelse mellan resultaten på språkfärdighetsprov i engelska och en enkät om 

     studenternas studievanor. Göteborg: Gothenburg University. 

Dewaele, J-M., Housen, A. & Wei, L. (2003). Bilingualism, beyond basic principles. 

     Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.  

Doughty, C.J. & Long, M.H. (eds.) (2003). The handbook of second language acquisition.     

Oxford: Blackwell. 

Eckert, P. & McConnell-Ginet, S. (2003). Language and gender. Cambridge: Cambridge 

     University Press. 

Frank, F.H.W. & Treichler, P.A. (1989). Language, gender, and professional writing:  

     theoretical approaches and guidelines for nonsexist usage. New York: Commission on the  

     Status of Women in the Profession, Modern Language Association of America. 

Gilbert, P. (2000). Peoples, cultures and nations in political philosophy. Edinburgh: 

     Edinburgh University Press.  

Hamers, J.F. & Blanc, M. (2000). Bilinguality and bilingualism. (2
nd

 ed.) Cambridge: 

     Cambridge University Press. 

Hellinger, M. & Bussmann, H. (eds.) (2002). Gender across languages: the linguistic 

     representation of women and men. Vol. 2. Amsterdam: Benjamin.  

Härryda kommun. (No Date). Diagnostiskt prov i engelska inför grundläggande  

     vuxenutbildning och gymnasial vuxenutbildning. Retrieved on Sep 30, from  

     http://vux.hule.harryda.se/endiagnos.html.  

Janulf, P. (1998). Kommer finskan i Sverige att fortleva?: en studie av språkkunskaper och 

     språkanvändning hos andragenerationens sverigefinnar i Botkyrka och hos  

     finlandssvenskar i Åbo. Diss. Stockholm : Univ.. Stockholm 

Jiménez Catalán, R.M. (eds.) (2010). Gender perspectives on vocabulary in foreign and 

     second languages. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Kunskapstester. (No Date). Test i engelska. Retrieved on Sep 30, from 

     http://www.kunskapstester.se/engelskaTest/frameset.asp.  

Köhlmyr, P. (2003). "To err is human-": an investigation of grammatical errors in Swedish 

     16-year-old learners' written production in English. ([2
nd

 ed.]). Göteborg: Acta 

     Universitatis Gothoburgensis. 

Ministry for integration and gender equality (2009). Minority rights are strengthened. 

     Retrieved on November 6, from 

     http://www2.lansstyrelsen.se/stockholm/SiteCollectionDocuments/Sv/manniska-och 

     samhalle/nationella-minoriteter/Faktablad_Nationella_minoriteter_engelska.pdf. 

Minoritet. (2011). Jord- och bergsbruk lockade till invandring. Retrieved on Sep 8, 2011, 

     from http://minoritet.prod3.imcms.net/1235.  

Nordenstam, K. (2003). Genusperspektiv på språk. Stockholm: Högskoleverket.  

Pauwels, A. (1998). Women changing language. Harlow: Longman. 

Pavlenko, A. (1998). „Bilingualism, gender, and ideology‟, The International Journal of 

http://vux.hule.harryda.se/endiagnos.html
http://www.kunskapstester.se/engelskaTest/frameset.asp
http://minoritet.prod3.imcms.net/1235


25 

 

     Bilingualism, 5, 2, 117-151.  

Pöllänen, P. (1980). Invandrarbarns tvåspråkighet: studie av hur finska barn i finska 

     respektive svenska klasser använder finska och svenska. Examensarbete. Stockholm.  

Romaine, S. (1995). Bilingualism. (2
nd

 ed). Oxford: Blackwell.  

Sexpectation. (2005). In Urban dictionary Online. Retrieved on November 5, from 

     http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=sexpectation. 

Språkrådet. (2011). Svenska. Retrieved on Nvember 6, from http://www.sprakradet.se/7049. 

Stendahl, C. (1972). The relative proficiency in their native language and in Swedish shown 

     by Swedish students of English at the university level. Göteborg: Gothenburg University.  

Sverige. Skolverket (1999). Utvärdering av skolan 1998 avseende läroplanernas mål (US98). 

     Kommunikativ förmåga i främmande språk. Stockholm: Skolverket. 

Tryggvason, M. (2002). Language - mirror of culture: a case study on language socialization  

     with Finns living in Finland and Sweden, and Swedes living in Sweden. Diss.  

     (summary) Södertörn : Univ., 2002. Stockholm. 

Wei, L. (eds.) (2007). The bilingualism reader. (2. ed.) New York, NY: Routledge. 

Wetterstrand, M. (2009). Klassförakt i Sverige mot inflyttande finnar. Dagens Nyheter.  

     Retrieved on April 13, 2010, from  

     http://www.dn.se/debatt/klassforakt-i-sverige-mot-inflyttade-finnar-1.481647.  

World Health Organization. (2011). What do we mean by “sex” and “gender”? Retrieved on 

     October 12, 2011 from http://www.who.int/gender/whatisgender/en/.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dn.se/debatt/klassforakt-i-sverige-mot-inflyttade-finnar-1.481647
http://www.who.int/gender/whatisgender/en/


26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stockholms Universitet 

106 91 Stockholm 

Telefon: 08 - 16 20 00 

www.su.se 

 

http://www.su.se/

