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Abstract

This study examines the handling of culturally sensitive topics in English classrooms within the
Swedish upper secondary school. It explores which topics are perceived as culturally sensitive
among the participating students and teachers and the associated opportunities and challenges
of these topics. Data was collected through two mixed-method guestionnaires, one for students
and the other for teachers. The findings revealed that students identified racism, transgender
matters, and feminism as the most sensitive topics. In contrast, teachers highlighted sexual
orientation and transgender matters. This study also identified key classroom factors
influencing student engagement with these topics, emphasizing the importance of creating a
safe space, characterized by teachers’ neutrality and shared empathy.

Keywords: English Language Education, Swedish upper secondary school, culturally

sensitive topics, controversial issues, safe space, participation, engagement
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1 Introduction

“Sometimes it can be good to “trigger” them a little, in a safe and pedagogical way of course,”
wrote one of the participating teachers, a sentiment echoed by the other teachers in this study.
This comment reflects the question about whether inclusion of culturally sensitive topics
(henceforth CSTSs) in English classrooms can encourage student engagement and participation.
However, there is a delicate balance between sparking meaningful discussion and causing
discomfort or alienation.

CSTs are those subjects that are considered controversial or taboo within specific contexts
or to particular groups. These often involve aspects of identity, such as race, gender, and
LGBTQ+ issues. While many studies over the past few decades have focused on CSTs in
education, surprisingly few have investigated which topics students and teachers themselves
consider to be culturally sensitive.

The aim of this study is to identify the CSTs that participating students and teachers in
Swedish upper secondary school deem significant and to examine the opportunities and
challenges these topics present in the classroom, in order to provide insights into how teachers
can effectively address them to foster learning and inclusivity. To achieve this, the study seeks

to answer the following questions:

1. What do the participating students say about the use or inclusion of culturally sensitive

topics in the English language classroom in Swedish upper secondary school?

2. What do the participating teachers say about the use or inclusion of culturally sensitive

topics in the English language classroom in Swedish upper secondary school?

3. What differences, if any, exist between how the participating students and teachers
experience working with culturally sensitive topics in the English language classroom

in Swedish upper secondary school?



2 Background

This background section presents components from the Swedish schools’ regulatory documents
and curriculum that highlight how democracy and open dialogue are encouraged and included
in the Swedish upper secondary school along with a description of how the Swedish school
system works to provide context. This section also covers previous research on CSTSs,
particularly about how they have been implemented in English classrooms in both Swedish and

international contexts.

2.1 The Swedish Upper Secondary School

2.1.1 The Fundamental Values

The Swedish National Agency for Education, Skolverket, oversees the public school system in
Sweden and one of their main goals is ensuring that the Swedish school is a democratic place
where everyone is respected for who they are and what they believe in (Skolverket, n.d.-a).
Skolverket promotes the values of human rights, empathy and respect for other people and the
environment. The regulatory documents state that all schools in Sweden should encourage open
dialogue, differences of opinions and fostering students’ critical thinking skills. Schools are
expected to deal with any indication of discrimination, intolerance, oppression and violence.
Teachers are supposed to address any discriminatory claims from students with knowledge and
facts to combat any prejudice regarding gender, ethnicity, religions, sexual orientation, age and
disabilities. Skolverket sees the Swedish society as an internationalized one with a cultural
diversity that requires certain social skills and personal values. Therefore, Skolverket finds it
important to ensure that students feel familiar with the Swedish culture, language and history
to feel confident in their own identity and cultural heritage to have understanding for other
people’s identities and cultural heritages (Skolverket, n.d.-a). The goal is that everyone is

treated with respect and understanding at school no matter the differences between students.

2.1.2 Programs in Swedish Upper Secondary School

In Sweden, all youth have the right to study at a three-year upper secondary education once
they have completed the first 9 compulsory years of school (Skolverket, n.d.-b, p. 2). The goal
for the upper secondary school in Sweden is to prepare students to be active participants of
society, further studies, and a career. To properly prepare the students for their future endeavors,

the 18 national programs offered within the Swedish upper secondary school have different
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fields of focus with program-specific courses. Out of the total programs, 12 are vocational,
meaning that students who graduate from these programs should be competent enough to work
in their field while also taking the basic courses needed to apply for higher education. The
vocational programs encompass a range of career fields such as Building and Construction,
Hospitality and Tourism, and Health and Social Care. The remaining 6 programs that are not
vocational exist to prepare students for succeeding in higher education and some examples of
the higher education preparatory programs are Humanities, Natural Science, Technology and
Arts. It is also possible for schools to offer special variants of the national programs, such as
providing sports education in combination with a national program. (Skolverket, n.d.-b, p. 4)
This study focuses on students enrolled in either sports-combined programs or the Arts
program, offered at two separate schools. The sports-combined programs allow students to
integrate additional sports-related courses with their regular national curriculum
(Gymnasiekoll, n.d.). At the participating school offering sports-combined programs, students
in this study were enrolled in one of four programs: Child and Leisure, Economics, Social
Sciences, or Natural Sciences. Notably, the Child and Leisure program is the only vocational
program available, meaning that most students in the sports-combined programs were preparing
for further university studies and/or careers in professional sports. The arts program, offered at
a different school, is a preparatory program for further studies, where students select a field of
specialization from: Image and Design, Dance, Aesthetics and Media, Fashion, Music or
Theater. Alongside their specialization, students also take courses related to social sciences and

humanities (Skolverket, n.d.-b).

2.1.3 The English Curriculum Across Programs in Swedish Upper Secondary

School

Skolverket’s aim for the English subject in upper secondary school includes enabling students
to understand spoken language, interact with others by, for example, expressing opinions and
adapt their communication depending on the situation, purpose and recipients. Students are
given the opportunity to learn about different social issues and cultural features from English
speaking countries around the world (Skolverket, n.d.-c). The Swedish upper secondary school
has three levels in the English subject, divided into three different courses: English 5, English
6 and English 7. English 5 is the only course are mandatory across all national programs, but
students have the option to take the additional courses English 6 and 7 if they wish to, should

the courses not be compulsory in their specific program.



In the first course, English 5, students practice communicating about current issues,
experiences and feelings, ethical issues, relationships, ideas, opinions, and thoughts. Students
develop their skills in discussing, arguing and reasoning, both orally and in writing, in formal
and informal settings. Moreover, students learn strategies to be active participants in class
discussions regarding social life. In the English 6 course, students continue developing the skills
from English 5 while preparing for and participating in debates. In English 7, students’ areas of
communication are extended further to include societal, ethical, historical, social, political, and
cultural conditions across different contexts (Skolverket, n.d.-d). English courses with the same
curriculum and aims are offered to all English students regardless of what national program
they are enrolled in. The curriculum and aim for the English subject and its courses remain

consistent across all students’ programs.

2.2 Culturally Sensitive Topics

2.2.1 Definition

CSTs in the English language classroom have been in the focus of several studies across various
contexts. Hand and Levinson (2012) discuss how teachers within the UK are often instructed to
teach controversial issues objectively and impartially (p. 217). However, they argue that this
approach fails to recognize the complexities involved. The authors contend that some issues,
which may be brought into the classroom, are morally problematic and cannot be justified as
controversial (p. 217). For example, topics such as bullying or racism (p. 217) should not be
open to debate as their inherent moral implications are indisputable (p. 219). Furthermore,
Littlemore and Fielden-Burns (2023) define sensitive topics as “those in which one's social
identity may be at stake in some way: exposed as different, exposing as they mark someone
else's difference” (p. 4). In other words, sensitive topics often involve issues where individuals’
identities might be highlighted in a way that can make them feel vulnerable or uncomfortable.
Examples of such topics that Littlemore and Fielden-Burns (2023) provide include “culture,
class, immigration, and race” (p. 4).

The participants in Littlemore and Fielden-Burns’ (2023) study, although it was conducted
at a Swedish university, were all students from different parts of the world (p. 5) and therefore
its context does not reflect a strictly Swedish perspective. In fact, only a limited number of
studies on the topic of sensitive or taboo topics have been conducted within a Swedish or Nordic
context, least of all in the area of education. For example, Flenser and Von der Lippe’s study

(2019) explores the concept of safe spaces within a Nordic context by observing classrooms in
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Sweden and Norway. Similar to Hand and Levinson (2012), Flesner and VVon der Lippe (2019)
define controversial issues as those involving differing values and opinions, often leading to
challenges in reaching mutual understanding or agreement (p. 276).

More commonly, studies on culturally sensitive issues within a Nordic context tend to focus
on areas other than education such as health and sexuality. In one such study, Svensson et al.
(2016) research the culturally sensitive topic of sexual health information and describe culture
as “a complex concept involving self-identification through many dimensions, such as ethnic
identity, traditions, education, gender, economy, religion, and language” (p. 754), emphasizing
how the many aspects of culture shape who a person is and additionally supporting Littlemore
and Fielden-Burns’ (2023) argument about the complexities involved in addressing sensitive
topics.

Studies outside of the Nordic context (e.g. Hand & Levinson, 2012; Littlemore & Fielden-
Burns, 2023) additionally provide valuable insights into the complexities of addressing
sensitive topics. For example, El-Sakran and El-Sakran (2021) describe sensitive topics as those
“perceived by the society as off-limits” (p. 37). They note that in an Arabian context, this
extends to topics that may be normalized elsewhere, such as “sexuality, alcohol consumption,
teen suicide, birth control, superstitions, pork, boyfriends or girlfriends, dating, drugs, gay
rights, and same sex marriages” (El-Sakran & El-Sakran, 2021, p. 37). This highlights how
sensitive topics can have different meanings in different cultures, which is particularly relevant
to the cultural diversity in Sweden (Skolverket, n.d.-a), as well as the importance of exploring

how they should be handled in the classroom.

2.2.2 The Culturally Sensitive Topics Highlighted in This Study

2.2.2.1 Racism in the English Classroom

A fairly recent survey reveals that over half of the Swedish participants share the perception
that discrimination is widespread in Sweden against Roma people (78%) (European
Commission, 2023, p. 90), individuals of certain ethnic origins (73%) (p. 19), and those of
certain skin colors (70%) (p. 20). One approach to address this issue is through the education
system. It is therefore crucial that teachers are aware of how to support students from diverse
ethnic backgrounds and actively confront racial discrimination, as schools are vital in
combating racial prejudice (European Commission, 2020, p. 11). However, addressing racism
in the classroom is not only an opportunity to foster meaningful change (p. 11), but is also

essential for creating an inclusive environment. Failing to address racism risks sending the



message to students that it is simply not worth discussing, dismissing the lived experience of
those who face it while reinforcing its normalization among students who are not directly
impacted (National Education Association, n.d., pp. 12-13).

Part of leading discussions concerning racism is creating a space that empowers students to
be themselves and share their thoughts and experiences at their own pace, without feeling
pressured to disclose more than they are comfortable with (National Education Association,
n.d., p. 15). To make these discussions engaging, teachers can gently introduce the CSTs by
using news stories, music, or movies as conversation starters (p. 16). Whichever approach
teachers choose to address these issues, it is crucial to be mindful of the word choices used in
these conversations. This is particularly relevant in classrooms for English as a second language
(ESL), as it highlights the power of language itself (Braselmann, 2023, p. 168).

In early stages of discussing racism, particularly in predominantly white classrooms,
students may become defensive due to the fear of being labelled as racist (Braselmann, 2023,
p. 169, 171). This fear reflects not only the tendency of liberal societies to distance themselves
from the term (p. 169) but also stems from a deeper “feeling of insecurity” (p. 171). This
insecurity, in turn, is often rooted in the concern that one’s words may hurt others, which may
result in the avoidance of the conversation altogether (p. 171). However, acknowledging these
insecurities can allow students to reflect more deeply on exactly “Why was this hurtful?, Whom
did it hurt?, and Why didn 't it hurt me?” (p. 171). In this way, feelings of insecurity can instead
further the conversation (p. 171) while also promoting meaningful change (European
Commission, 2020, p. 11; Braselmann, 2023, p. 171). Acknowledging these insecurities is

therefore a vital aspect of promoting understanding and open conversations in the classroom.

2.2.2.2 Transgender Matters in the English Classroom

LGBTQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer) students are more likely than other
students to experience violence at school (UNESCO, 2016, p. 14) and are more likely to
experience prejudice and discrimination at school compared to when they are amongst friends
or family (p. 35). These experiences come with consequences such as the students feeling
unsafe in school, choosing not to attend classes and some ending up dropping out of school
altogether (p. 14). There have been reports of LGBTQ+ students in countries such as Australia,
England and Denmark struggling to achieve the same academic results as their peers (pp. 14-
28). Since struggling to achieve the same academic results affects students’ learning situation
to such serious degrees, it is up to the education system to provide safe and inclusive education

environments for all students.



Starting with the curricula and schools training their teachers and staff to provide a safe
environment for effective learning (UNESCO, 2016, p. 15), much of the work takes place in
the classroom. It is crucial to establish a connection between the content taught in the classroom
and the students’ aspirations and identities. Otherwise, their learning could plateau as a result
of them not being interested in engaging with materials and activities or participating in the
classroom discussions and tasks (Nguyen & Yang, 2015, p. 223). For example, Gray (2021)
advocates incorporating literature in the English classroom as a way to acknowledge LGBTQ+
people and address related issues through stories that depict gender stereotypes and prejudices
that may be relatable to students (pp. 142-144). This way, literature can serve as a powerful tool
to learn how to relate to others from hearing their story and sometimes seeing similarities with

one’s own experience.

2.2.2.3 Feminism in the English Classroom

Skolinspektionen, the Swedish school inspection agency that ensures that all schools in Sweden
are of high standards and that all laws regarding schools and education are being followed,
conducts and publishes a new gender equality survey every year. The results of the 2024 School
Survey (Skolinspektionen, 2024) reveal continued notable gender differences in how students
perceive their school experiences, with female students generally reporting more negative
experiences than their male peers. For instance, girls generally feel less safe and less able to be
themselves at school (Skolinspektionen, 2024). These findings emphasize the necessity to
address gender roles and inequalities in education, as the disparity in school experiences
between male and female students indicates significant barriers to creating an inclusive learning
environment.

Topics surrounding feminism can be approached in the English language classroom in a
multitude of ways and using literature is one of the most prominent ones. Similarly to how Gray
(2021) argued for teachers to use literature to address LGBTQ+ matters, Hayik (2016) explores
incorporating critical literacy and the portrayal of gender in children’s fairy tales with a focus
on gender bias and sexism (p. 410). The participants consisted of ninth graders between the
ages of 14 and 15 who had little to no experience of reading literature critically prior to
participating in the study (p. 411). The students read different fairy tales over the course of nine
weeks and engaged with the texts both through oral discussion in the classroom and written
response in the form of letters addressed to the authors (p. 412). Through these methods, the
students developed the ability to critically identify the princesses’ lack of agency in the stories

(p. 412) as well as the reinforcement of the many traditional feminine ideals imposed on the
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reader (p. 413). This process also fostered an awareness of the dynamics within patriarchal
societies where the “disempowerment of women empowers men and [...] educated women with
stronger personalities are harder to control” (p. 413). This further demonstrates the use of
literature in the English classroom as an effective tool to address sensitive issues and foster a

deeper understanding of societal structures and how they can impact one’s identity.

2.2.3 The Complexities of Creating a Safe Space

Safe spaces are characterized by an open dialogue that ensures students are protected from
judgement or hostility (Flensner & VVon der Lippe, 2019), p. 276). Creating safe spaces requires
classrooms to balance an openness to different opinions set within predefined rules that ensure
all participants feel comfortable sharing their thoughts (p. 276). It also requires school staff to
ensure an open and welcoming school, including relationship-building activities for students,
and using inclusive language and materials in the classroom (Lilienthal et al., 2018, pp. 15-17).

Since creating safe spaces entails openness and respect for opposing opinions, it raises the
question of where the line is drawn as certain opinions bear the risk of offending others and
challenging the boundaries of respectful discourse. This includes opinions that are “anti-
democratic, anti-feminist [or] anti-religious” (Flensner & Von der Lippe, 2019, p. 276), which
also brings up the challenge of addressing these concepts in the classroom while ensuring that
students’ rights and well-being are not compromised (p. 276). Each classroom has an “opinion
climate” (Wansink et al., 2023, p. 2), meaning that there is a perceived opinion that could be
attributed to most members of the class even if most of them never express an opinion on the
topic. One concern with an opinion climate is that students who feel their views differ from the
majority are less likely to participate. If they do, strong reactions from others can cause them to
further withdraw from classroom discussions. Sociocultural divisions, such as race, in the
classroom also play a vital role in how safe students feel expressing their opinions in front of
the class. It has been found that white students, for instance, feel safer and participate more
often but once the topic of discussion is racism, the black students’ participation increase, and
they are viewed as the experts on the topic. (Wansink et al., 2023, p. 2)

Moreover, the concept of safe spaces has also faced significant criticism due to the
complexities involved in its implementation. Any events or reactions to what students have
shared during the lesson fall outside the teacher’s influence once the lesson ends, meaning
teachers have no way of guaranteeing a safe space beyond the walls of the classroom. This is
part of the reason Flensner and Von der Lippe (2019) problematize the term “safe space” in

itself (p. 286). As Rom (1998) argued, the concept of safe space is, in practice, a complex and
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difficult term to interpret, even within the confined context of education (p. 398). Yet Rom
(1998) concludes that safe spaces are rooted in a basic concept (p. 405): an intention to alleviate
any potential stressors for the students, which, in practice, may not be inherently all positive as
it risks diminishing the quality of dialogue and learning opportunity. While it is important to
ensure students feel safe from being ridiculed for sharing contrary views, overprotection can
inadvertently hinder deeper learning by removing the discomfort that in some way is essential
to developing critical thinking. That is to say, there lies a tension between creating a classroom
environment where students feel safe and the necessary discomfort that comes with learning
and self-reflection (Rom, 1998, p. 406). Similarly, Flensner and VVon der Lippe (2019) conclude
that “a classroom ought never be ‘intellectually safe’, as this would prevent students from
learning and developing new understanding” (p. 286). This places the responsibility on teachers
to strike a balance between fostering openness and maintaining respectful attitudes, without

shutting down conversations that may occasionally feel uncomfortable.



3 Method

This section presents the methods of the study. First, the chosen methodology is outlined and
justified. This is followed by a detailed explanation of the data collection process, including the
design of the questionnaire and a description of the participants. Next, the analytical procedure
used in the results section is outlined. Then, ethical considerations are discussed. Finally, the

section concludes by addressing potential limitations of the study.

3.1 Methodology

This study was conducted using a mixed-method approach that includes both quantitative and
qualitative data. The quantitative data is used for measuring (Bryman, 2018, p. 215) and
generalizing (p. 216) data. The qualitative data, however, gives the study a more nuanced
understanding and more details (Lester et al., 2020, p. 95). Using a mixed-method approach
provides the advantages of both quantitative and qualitative data. The numbers and trends from
the quantitative data and the nuanced answers containing experiences and perceptions from the

qualitative data draws a complete and multifaceted conclusion.

3.2 Data Collection

Two questionnaires were conducted to gather the perspectives of both students and teachers in
two Swedish upper secondary schools on culturally sensitive topics. Once the schools had been
contacted and they accepted the request to participate in the study, the links to each of the
questionnaires were sent out via email to the teachers. Each teacher was responsible for sharing
the link with their students. To ensure participation in the limited time frame, the teachers were
given the flexibility to share the questionnaires however they determined was most convenient
for them. Below, is a detailed account and discussion of how the data collection was carried

out.

3.2.1 Questionnaires

The two questionnaires for this study were Google Forms-based and adapted from EIl-Sakran
and El-Sakran’s (2021) survey questions, with both questionnaires sharing common elements
while also catering to their specific respondent groups: students and teachers. The aim was to
explore how CSTs are addressed, discussed, and incorporated into the English classroom,

focusing on participants’ comfort levels, perceptions, and experiences with these topics. Both
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teachers and students were informed about the study’s aim at the beginning of the questionnaire
as well as the definition of CSTs, to ensure they would have an understanding about the term
(see Appendix 1 and 2). Students were additionally informed that they were allowed to answer
the questions in Swedish if they preferred to do so, although few did.

Adaptations from EI-Sakran and El-Sakran (2021) included the exclusion of questions
related to administrative matters to maintain a specific focus on the English classroom.
However, the questionnaires retained key elements such as identifying what topics participants
consider the most culturally sensitive, how frequently they encounter these topics, how teachers
handle them, and the perceived usefulness of CSTs for learning and participation.

The topics included in the questionnaires were selected based on prior research identifying
subjects often deemed sensitive. Ludwig and Summer (2023) introduce the PARSNIP acronym,
representing common taboo topics: politics, alcohol, religion, sex, narcotics, -isms (including
sexism and feminism), and pork (p. 7-8), while El-Sakran and EI-Sakran (2021) further
highlight birth control as a culturally sensitive topic (p. 37). Furthermore, the sensitivity of
ongoing global conflicts was also considered, as wars on multiple continents might affect
classroom discussions. The finalized questionnaire topics comprise: (1) race and racism, (2)
sexual orientation and homophobia, (3) gender roles, sexism and feminism, (4) transgender
matters, pronouns and transphobia, (5) religion and atheism, (6) drugs and alcohol, (7) sex and
relationships, (8) abortion and birth control, (9) war, and (10) politics. Multiple keywords were
used to clarify each topic but will not all appear in data presentation or discussion. From here
on, topics will be summarized under the italicized headings listed above.

The student questionnaire included a total of 13 main questions, while the teacher
questionnaire contained 16 main questions. Some questions included sub-questions to gather
more detailed answers. Both questionnaires also used a combination of question types, enabling
the collection of both quantitative data to identify patterns (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 242)
and qualitative data to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences and attitudes
(Bryman, 2018, p. 23).

The combination of question types included demographic questions, closed-ended and open-
ended questions, as well as questions about frequency-based and Likert scale questions. This
combination enabled the collection of both quantitative data to identify patterns (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018, p. 242) and qualitative data to gain a deeper understanding of participants’
experiences and attitudes (Bryman, 2018, p. 23).

Closed-ended questions collected standardized data for comparison across participants,

enabling the identification of general trends. For instance, students were asked how often they
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encounter CSTs in classroom materials, discussions, or writing (questions 6-8). Teachers were
asked how often they include such topics in their material (question 9). These questions helped
identify how frequent CSTs are addressed in the English classroom. Both groups were also
asked about their comfort levels: students answered how comfortable they feel discussing these
topics (question 9a), while teachers shared how comfortable they are introducing them
(question 12a). These questions provided measurable insights into how both groups feel about
discussing these topics, allowing for comparisons between their experiences. Meanwhile, open-
ended questions allowed participants to elaborate on their answers, offering more detailed and
personal responses. These qualitative insights helped explain the trends observed in the
quantitative data by using a balanced mix of closed-ended and open-ended questions.

Frequency-based questions asked participants how often they encountered or used certain
CSTs. Students were asked about the frequency of encountering sensitive topics in different
classroom activities (questions 6-8), while teachers were asked how often they include such
topics in their teaching material (question 9). Likert scale questions were used to assess comfort
levels and the impact of the CSTs.

The Likert scale is a symmetric scale ranging from 1 to 5 with two extremes, two
intermediate options and one neutral option in the middle, visualized as a horizontal line,
making it easy to see all options and the differences between the options. One risk with using a
Likert scale is that respondents rarely want to choose an extreme so they could go for one of
the more neutral options even if they do agree with options 1 or 5 more. However, one
advantage of using a scale is that a neutral option gives people the option to pick number 3 if
they do not have any opinions on the topic, instead of being forced to pick an option to align
with (Weijters et al., 2020, p. 85-88). In this study, the Likert scale was used when students
were asked how comfortable they feel discussing CSTs and whether these discussions make
class more engaging (questions 9a and 11a). Similarly, teachers were asked whether they feel
these topics help or hinder student engagement (questions 13 and 14). These questions allow
for direct comparisons between the perceptions of students and teachers.

For a detailed breakdown of each question and the response alternatives, refer to Appendix

1 for the student questionnaire, and Appendix 2 for the teacher questionnaire.
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3.2.2 Participants

3.2.2.1. Student Participants

The study received a total of 96 student responses, though one response was identified as
fabricated and was excluded due to its potential impact on the validity and reliability of the
data, leaving 95 valid responses for analysis.

The two upper secondary schools are located in a mid-sized city in central Sweden, with the
participating students enrolled in either English 5, English 6, or English 7 depending on their
grade level. The participants from School A are students within the Arts program, while
participants from School B are students within the combined sports programs. All students,
regardless of school, follow the same English curriculum, specific to the English course they
are enrolled in.

Out of the 95 student responses, 34 were from School A and 61 from School B. Among
these participants, 15 are currently enrolled in the English 5 course, 53 in the English 6 course,
and 27 in the English 7 course. The majority of students, 86 in total, reported Swedish as their
first language, while the remaining 9 students indicated other first languages, including
Japanese, English, Arabic, Russian, Finnish, and Spanish. In terms of pronoun identification,
48 students identified with she/her pronouns and 41 with he/him. The remaining six students
identified as either they/them, other pronouns, or preferred not to say. This group, representing

a small minority (6.32%), was combined for the purposes of analysis and discussion.

3.2.2.2 Teacher Participants

The study retrieved three subject teachers’ responses, with one teacher for each of the three
English courses. All three of them, who identify with the pronouns she/her, have varying
amounts of teaching experience, providing the study with a broader perspective on both what
the participating teachers at different stages in their careers have encountered and how their
views may differ or align.

Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 both teach English at School A, with Teacher 1 having over ten
years of teaching experience and Teacher 3 having less than three years of experience.
Meanwhile, Teacher 2, who teaches English at School B, has over fifteen years of teaching
experience. None of the teachers have taught English in a foreign country, meaning their

teaching experience is entirely rooted in and carries the values of the Swedish school system.
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3.3 Analytical Procedure

The questionnaires were created in Google Forms, which allowed the results to be automatically
summarized into statistics in Google sheets. There, numbers were transferred into pivot tables
to further categorize and identify trends across the different variables. For instance, how
comfortable participating students felt about a certain topic in relation to their selected
pronouns, what English course they are currently in, or what school they attend. These numbers
indicated the three biggest topics, which then became the focal point of the analysis to confine
the analysis to the topics of most relevance. The results presented in the analyses was also
categorized by themes in accordance with a thematic analysis, which is used for “identifying,
analyzing, organizing, describing and reporting themes found within a data set” (Nowell et al.,
2017, p. 2). While thematic analysis is a method that can be applied to numerous fields, it is
commonly used when studying matters regarding social issues and education (Ozuem, et al.,
2022, p. 145). A thematic analysis is conducted through a series of steps and starts with
familiarization with the data and searching for themes in said data. The analysis is then
conducted by defining and naming the themes founds in the data and producing a report (Nowell
etal., 2017, p. 4)

3.4 Ethical Considerations

Asking for personal information in the questionnaire must be done thoughtfully, especially
considering that some questions may be sensitive to answer. According to the Swedish Research
Council, Vetenskapsradet, (2024) there are three key aspects to consider in research projects.
In line with ethical research guidelines, one of the primary concerns is to ensure the protection
of the participants’ “basic rights and values” (Vetenskapsradet, 2024, p. 12). For example,
before answering any of the questions, participants were informed of the nature and purpose of
the study. This is vital since one of the key aspects of good research practice is honesty
(ALLEA, 2023, p. 5), which is why being transparent is crucial to set the tone for the
questionnaire. Furthermore, the participants also explicitly consented to having their answers
used for research purposes. They thereby gave the study their permission to store, manage and
publish their anonymous data, or they have the option of exiting the page if they do not wish to
participate. Murdoch et al. (2014) argue that a questionnaire being anonymous results in more
honest responses from participants. However, if a questionnaire is confidential instead of
anonymous, it is richer with detail about the respondents’ background information, providing

even more context for a more useful analysis of their answers (p. 2).
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The second primary concern is that researchers must reduce and justify potential “risks”
(Vetenskapsradet, 2024, p. 13) to participants. This principle is especially relevant in this study
as participants are asked to share their thoughts and experiences in relation to CSTs. If handled
incorrectly, participants may feel upset, and to prevent this the questions in the questionnaire
are for the most part open and allows the participants to freely determine how much or how
little they are inclined to share. Even for most of the closed questions, the participants were able
to select unlimited boxes and were provided the option of ‘Other’.

The third primary concern is that researchers avoid certain choices within their research that
jeopardizes the protection of the participants (Vetenskapsradet, 2024, p. 13). In other words,
the research objective needs to be relevant and beneficial to the participants (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018, p. 167). For instance, the questionnaire excludes questions that are irrelevant
or unnecessary, such as those that ask for personal information, including age or ethnicity.
Instead, the questionnaire focuses on gathering data related to English course involvement and
language background, ensuring the research remains relevant to its objective of understanding
the connection between students’ experiences and teachers’ practices, while respecting

participants’ privacy.

3.5 Limitations

While the methods used in this study were carefully chosen, there are still limitations. This
study is centered around two schools in the same mid-sized town in central Sweden, which
entails that conclusions cannot be drawn about the Swedish context in general. No interviews
or observations were conducted which means that the authors did not have the possibility to ask
follow-up questions for elaborations or personally observe phenomena in the classroom.
Another limitation is that the questionnaire that was sent to teachers did not receive many
responses, while trends could still be identified, it would have been even more helpful if more

teachers responded.
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4 Analysis and Results

This section presents the results from the two questionnaires, separately completed by students
learning English as a second language and teachers teaching English as a second language at
two Swedish upper secondary schools. The results are presented in two parts: first, the students’

responses, categorized by themes, followed by the teachers’ responses, also categorized.

4.1 Students’ Answers

The analysis of the students’ answers has been divided into smaller sections. Each section

covers a different theme identified in the results.

4.1.1 Identifying Culturally Sensitive Topics

The student questionnaire results revealed that participants view a variety of topics as culturally
sensitive (See Figure 1). Students were allowed to select multiple options, resulting in a total
of 233 responses. Among these, racism was the most frequently chosen topic (51.6%), followed
by transgender matters (30.5%), feminism (24.2%), sexual orientation (22.1%), and religion,
which tied with abortion and birth control (21.1%). Less frequently chosen topics included sex
and relationships (18.8%), politics (18.9%), drugs and alcohol (17.9%), and war (10.5%). A
small minority (11%) indicated no topics were particularly sensitive.

A comparison between the schools revealed notable differences. Racism was a greater
concern at School B (over 50%) than School A (around 40%). School B also showed slightly
higher concern for sexual orientation and abortion and birth control, whereas School A
indicated higher concern for feminism and politics. Both schools exhibited similar concern
levels for transgender matters, religion, drugs and alcohol, and sex and relationships, but war
was a more prominent concern for School B students.

Figure 1. A school comparison of identified culturally sensitive topics
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Racism

Most students at both School A and School B reported feeling very comfortable (36%) or
comfortable (33%) discussing racism in their English classroom. More students at School B
were very comfortable (42.64%) than at School A (23.53%), but fewer School B students were
comfortable (21.32%), compared to School A students (52.94%).

Across courses, English 6 students were the most comfortable: 15.79% felt comfortable, and
18.95% felt very comfortable discussing racism. Among English 5 students, 7.37% reported
feeling comfortable, compared to 9.47% of English 7 students. Notably, no English 7 students
reported being very uncomfortable with the topic

When comparing genders, students identifying with she/her pronouns were the most
comfortable: 21.05% felt comfortable, and 12.63% felt very comfortable. Among he/him
respondents, 20% reported feeling very comfortable, and 9.47% felt comfortable, though 4.21%
reported being very uncomfortable and were the only group to do so. The remaining students
reported being either neutral (16.67%), comfortable (50%), or very comfortable (33.33%).

Figure 2. A school comparison of comfort level discussing racism
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Transgender Matters
Responses about transgender matters were similar across schools. At School A, 41.18% of
students felt comfortable and 29.41% very comfortable, while at School B, 22.95% were
comfortable and 39.34% very comfortable. In both schools, 10% of students reported feeling
uncomfortable or very uncomfortable.

Across courses, 60% of students overall felt comfortable, 13.33% very comfortable, and
6.67% very uncomfortable discussing transgender matters. Among English 6 students, 30.19%

felt comfortable, 32.08% very comfortable, and 7.55% very uncomfortable. English 7 students
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showed the highest comfort, with 55.56% very comfortable and 11.11% comfortable, and none
reported being very uncomfortable.

By gender, students identifying with he/him pronouns were the most uncomfortable, with
9.76% reporting being very uncomfortable, compared to 1.08% of she/her respondents. Most
she/her respondents felt very comfortable (29.17%) or comfortable (35.42%), while he/him
respondents showed similar levels of comfort, with 21.95% very comfortable and 19.51%
comfortable. The remaining students reported being either comfortable (33.33%), very
comfortable (50%), or very uncomfortable (16.67%).

Figure 3. A school comparison of comfort level discussing transgender matters
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Feminism

The questionnaire results revealed participating students ranked feminism as the third most
culturally sensitive. Despite this, only 6.32% reported feeling uncomfortable or very
uncomfortable discussing it, with no School A students reporting being very uncomfortable.
Over three-quarters of students (75.8%) felt comfortable or very comfortable with the topic.
School B showed more division, with 21.31% feeling neutral, 19.67% comfortable, and 50.82%
very comfortable. At school A, 14.18% felt neutral, while 41.18% reported being comfortable
and another 41.18% very comfortable.

Across courses, the highest comfort levels were reported in English 5 (86.67%) and English
7 (88.89%), while English 6 had lower levels (69.81). No students in English 5 or 7 felt
uncomfortable, compared to 11.32% in English 6.

By gender, most of she/her respondents felt comfortable (33.33%) or very comfortable
(47.97%), compared to 14.58% who felt neutral. Among he/him respondents, 21.95% felt
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comfortable, 43.9% very comfortable, and 24.39% felt neutral. The remaining students reported
being either comfortable (33.33%) or very comfortable (66.67%).
Figure 4. A school comparison of comfort level discussing feminism
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4.1.2 Classroom Challenges with Culturally Sensitive Topics
Students across both schools provided various reasons why they consider certain topics
culturally sensitive in their English classroom. The most common concern was that such topics
could lead to tension, misunderstandings, or conflict. One student noted that differing opinions
could result in anger and disagreements, while others pointed out that these topics often touch
on personal identities, making them difficult to discuss openly in class. For example, a student
expressed feeling alienated as the only black student in their class, and a trans male student
shared discomfort with public debates on transgender rights, especially when people discussed
his identity without knowing him personally. Despite this, he emphasized the importance of
addressing discrimination, stressing that transphobia should not be tolerated as an “opinion”.

Discussions on racism were also challenging in predominantly white classrooms. One
student highlighted the difficulty in discussing topics like the fascination with black people in
a largely white classroom due to a lack of firsthand experience. However, the student suggested
that the conversation would be more productive if it focused on how to address and challenge
the existing system.

A lack of knowledge or awareness was another obstacle in discussing CSTs. One student
from School A expressed frustration with a teacher’s admitted lack of understanding about
transgender matters, which has included misgendering. One student from School B admitted a

fear of saying something inappropriate due to a lack of knowledge on the topics.
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Despite these challenges, many students emphasized the value of discussing sensitive topics
to foster understanding and respect provided the discussions are handled with care. Another
student from School A noted that while these conversations are often valuable and help raise
awareness, they sometimes turn into debates. A third student from School A suggested that
teachers approach these topics with empathy, focusing on the challenges certain groups face

rather than framing them as “different” or “strange”, to encourage respect and awareness.

4.1.3 Students’ Engagement with Culturally Sensitive Topics

When asked about how fun they find working with CSTs in the English classroom using a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = very boring, 5 = very fun), most students rated it as a 3 (37.5%) or 4
(28.1%), while 5.2% rated it a 1, and 18.8% gave it a full score of 5. Overall, students find
working with CSTs more fun than not.

Students not only reported that CSTs are fun but also noted improved oral communication
skills through increased participation. However, a small minority (5.2%) felt CSTs hinder
engagement, citing language skills as a barrier to participating in discussions or writing tasks.

However, most students reported that CSTs help them engage more in discussions, writing
tasks, and the material itself. Many students states that these topics encourage reflection and
provide opportunities to use existing knowledge of geography, politics and such while applying
linguistic skills to write nuanced texts. Several students highlighted that CSTs are relevant to
their lives, making them more engaging than less relatable topics. This relevance motivates

them to look up new vocabulary and challenge themselves to express opinions in English.

4.1.4 Students’ Suggestions to Their English Teachers

Students shared several recommendations for English teachers handling CSTs in the classroom.
One common concern was that teachers should research the topic thoroughly beforehand to
ensure they have enough knowledge. Once prepared, teachers should, as per students’
suggestions, introduce and discuss the topic with the class to ensure everyone is comfortable,
especially if certain students might be sensitive. One student from School A emphasized the
importance of considering individual experiences, stating, “Remember that there are people
affected in the classroom, like trans people, disabled people, and those with religious trauma.
Be respectful and ask how they feel.”

Many students also emphasized the need for teachers to create a space for open discussion.
This could be achieved by remaining neutral during conversations, refraining from sharing

personal opinions. As a School B student put it, teachers should “be open to everyone’s opinion
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unless they harm anyone.” Instead of offering their own opinions, students from both schools
expect teachers to stay neutral by providing facts and presenting multiple perspectives on the
CSTs.

4.2 Teachers’ Answers

The analysis of the teachers’ answers has, similar to the students’ answers, been divided into

smaller sections. Each section covers a different theme identified in the results.

4.2.1 Identifying Culturally Sensitive Topics

The results from the teachers’ questionnaires, where they were given the same CSTs as the
students to choose from, revealed that none of the participating teachers found religion, drugs
and alcohol, or abortion and birth control to be culturally sensitive in their classrooms.
However, all teachers agree that sexual orientation and transgender matters are culturally
sensitive. Racism, feminism, sex and relationships, war and politics were each identified as
sensitive only once.

Regarding comfort levels with CSTs, no topic was unanimously deemed comfortable or
uncomfortable by all teachers. However, there were three topics only one teacher found
uncomfortable: politics, sex and relationships and religion.

In terms of comfort level discussing the topics that students identified as most culturally
sensitive, two teachers reported being very comfortable discussing racism, while the third was
neutral. For transgender matters, two teachers were comfortable, and one was very

comfortable. Regarding feminism, one teacher felt comfortable, and two were very comfortable.

4.2.2 Classroom Challenges with Culturally Sensitive Topics

Teachers identified sensitive topics through student behavior. Teacher 2 reported that she can
assert whether a topic is sensitive for the students if they struggle to speak up or present their
answers on sensitive topics in classroom activities, which she has especially observed among
younger students. Teacher 3 noted that she can assert whether a topic is sensitive based on
heightened participation or visible discomfort. Teacher 1 highlighted conflicts arising from
differing views, especially on sex and relationships, and mentioned that having many
transgender students in her class can make transgender matters a particularly sensitive topic.
Meanwhile, factors influencing comfort include the teacher’s confidence in teaching,

knowledge of the topic, and the perceived appropriateness of including certain issues in class.
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Teachers reported including CSTs in their English lessons a few times per semester, though
less than monthly. All teachers emphasized the importance of introducing CSTs to students
beforehand, using various methods. Teacher 3 noted that while she does not always handle
CSTs differently from other topics, she provides more context and stresses respect when the
topic is particularly controversial. She also mentioned that “triggering” students slightly, in a
safe and pedagogical way, can be effective. Teachers 1 and 2 shared alternative approaches,
such as showing interviews with authors, discussing potentially sensitive content with
individual students beforehand, or offering alternative material when a topic is deemed
especially sensitive to a student due to past experiences. For instance, Teacher 2 recounted
allowing a student to read a different novel when the class was set to study a book addressing

rape.

4.2.3 Students’ Engagement with Culturally Sensitive Topics

All three teachers prefer using novels to explore CSTs. Teacher 1 discussed police brutality
through The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. Teacher 2 used Rape: A Love Story by J.C. Oates,
which some students found disturbing but engaging, and If I Was Your Girl by Meredith Russo,
which deals with transgender issues. Teacher 3 shared examples from Rousseau’s Emile, which
led to meaningful discussions on feminism, slavery, and religion.

On whether CSTs hinder student engagement and participation, Teacher 2 saw no risks,
while Teachers 1 and 3 highlighted specific concerns. Teacher 1 noted that some students might
lack maturity or linguistic competence. Teacher 3 mentioned the potential for sensitive topics
like war to be triggering, emphasizing the importance of understanding her students despite
lacking personal experience of it herself. By knowing her students and reading the room,
Teacher 3 notes she can determine what topics she can or cannot bring up. Similarly, Teacher

2 considers whether a topic might retraumatize students and adjusts her methods as needed.
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5 Discussion

The findings from the student questionnaire provided valuable insight into participating
students’ perceptions of CSTs in the English classroom. Notably, their responses align with the
definition of sensitive topics as those that potentially expose or highlight individuals’ identities
(Littlemore & Fielden-Burns, 2023, p. 4), with racism (51.6%), transgender matters (30.5%),
and feminism (24.2%) being the three most frequently identified topics. Additionally, the fourth
most prominent topic, sexual orientation (22.1%), aligns not only with above definition but also
with El-Sakran and El-Sakran’s (2021) findings in an Arabian context, where issues related to
sexuality and gay rights were similarly regarded as highly sensitive (p. 37). This parallel
suggests that LGBTQ+ topics, while varying in sensitivity across cultures, are widely
recognized as sensitive. Interestingly, however, despite identifying these topics as variously
sensitive, students generally reported feeling comfortable discussing them. This contrast raises
important questions about the factors that contribute to students’ comfort levels when engaging
with these issues in the classroom, highlighting five main factors.

One factor that may help explain students’ comfort with discussing sensitive topics is that
these discussions may not be sufficiently challenging. Although topics such as racism and
transgender matters are undeniably important, students may not always feel directly affected
by them. This detachment could encourage more surface-level discussions, where students are
less likely to confront the discomfort necessary for developing a deeper understanding of the
topic and cultivating critical thinking skills (Rom, 1998, p. 406). However, the fact that students
reported generally high comfort levels does not imply they are unaware of the complexities
these issues involve. On the contrary, it is likely this awareness that led them to identify these
topics as sensitive, with their most frequently highlighted concern being the fear of offending
others due to insensitivity or lack of knowledge, and a small minority of students expressing
their fear of being subjected to insensitive or ignorant remarks. In light of how several students
also emphasized the necessity of addressing and challenging the issues related to these topics
to help enhance the meaningfulness of the discussions, these student concerns further illustrate
that the high comfort levels may stem from discussions remaining at a surface-level and only a
few students feeling personally affected by the topic. For example, racism was the most
frequently identified sensitive topic, yet the majority of students expressed high comfort levels.
Given that the classrooms were predominantly white, a possible explanation for this disparity
is fears of being labeled racist or unintentionally hurting someone else’s feelings (Braselmann,

2023, p. 168). This explanation suggests that, while students may feel comfortable engaging in
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discussions on these topics, this comfort might be a result of avoiding deeper, more critical
engagement. Additionally, in line with teachers’ responsibility to address discrimination
(Skolverket, n.d.-a), and considering that such issues are perceived as widespread in Sweden
(European Commission, 2023, pp. 19-90), it is crucial to address racism in the classroom despite
these fears. Doing so fosters meaningful change, creates an inclusive environment (European
Commission, 2020, p. 11), and helps avoid normalizing discrimination (National Education
Association, n.d., pp. 12-13).

Another factor that played a significant role in influencing the participating students’
perceptions and comfort levels was the context of their respective schools. For instance, School
B displayed a higher concern for racism (over 50%) compared to School A (around 40%), as
well as a greater concern for topics like sexual orientation and abortion and birth control,
whereas School A showed a stronger focus on feminism and politics. These differences may
reflect the varying relevance of the CSTs at the respective schools, shaped by the cultural and
contextual factors tied to the background, interests, and experiences of students of the art
program at School A versus the sport program at School B. For example, students in the art
program may be more immersed in environments that encourage self-expression and
individuality, such as through personal style and with creative projects as part of their
curriculum. This emphasis on identity and social awareness could explain why School A
students selected topics like feminism and politics to a higher degree than School B students,
aligning with Flenser and Von der Lippe’s (2019) understanding of controversial issues as
involving differing values and opinions (p. 276).

Beyond the quality of the discussions and the context of the students’ schools, the third factor
that also significantly influenced how students engage and perceive CSTs was gender. Findings
indicated that she/her respondents reported slightly higher comfort levels compared to he/him
respondents across the three major topics, while he/him respondents reported the highest
discomfort levels. The remaining students, similarly to the she/her respondents, consistently
reported mostly feeling either comfortable or very comfortable. This pattern suggests that
gender plays a significant role in how students engage with sensitive topics. Interestingly, the
trend contrasts with findings from the recent school survey (Skolinspektionen, 2024), which
reported that female students generally feel less safe and less able to be themselves at school
compared to male students. However, this discrepancy may reflect how female students and
students with gender identities other than male, who face discrimination (UNESCO, 2018, pp.
14-35), may feel more compelled to engage in discussions about social justice and equality. In

other words, it is possible that these challenges motivate them to participate in conversations
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that seek to address such issues, establishing further how the perceptions of CSTs are closely
tied to individuals’ identities (Littlemore & Fielden-Burns, 2023, p. 4).

The fourth factor influencing students’ comfort levels with CSTs was their English course
level. English 6 students reported the highest comfort levels, while English 5 students showed
less comfort, particularly with racism and transgender matters. This suggests that both
language proficiency and emotional maturity impacts students’ comfort levels with sensitive
topics. In light of students’ reports of tension and disagreements as reason for discomfort, it is
possible that the increased familiarity among English 7 students could contribute to more
frequent conflicts or tension, as established relationships may lead to more intense debates. By
their third year at upper secondary school together, students may be more accustomed to
challenging each other’s views, even if it results in discomfort, than they would be in a less
familiar group. These factors could help explain why English 7 students deviate from the trend
of higher comfort levels, particularly when it comes to emotionally charged topics such as
racism and transgender matters, where the fear of saying something that may hurt other
students’ feelings (Braselmann, 2023, p. 168) may be most pronounced. However, in regard to
feminism, English 6 students reported the lowest comfort levels (69.81%), compared to English
5 (86.67%) and English 7 (88.89%), and were the only group to report discomfort (11.23%).
This might be due to the fact that the English 6 course introduces more debate-focused
discussions (Skolverket, n.d.-d), and the particular topic of feminism is one that concerns and
challenges all students, regardless of gender or other affiliations. As such, it is likely to be more
personal and difficult to navigate, addressing issues that not only involve individuals’ identities
(Littlemore & Fielden-Burns, 2023, p. 4) but also a diversity of opinions, which can often cause
tension and disagreements (Flenser and VVon der Lippe, 2019, p. 276) and a decrease of student
participation (Wansink et al., 2013, p. 2).

Finally, the fifth factor that also influenced students’ comfort level was the classroom’s
function as a safe space. Several students emphasized that teachers should approach classroom
discussions about CSTs with empathy and a clear understanding of the subject matter, which
highlights the importance of teachers being trained on inclusivity in the classroom (Lilienthal
etal., 2018, pp. 15-17). For example, one student suggestion was for teachers to ensure students
feel comfortable with the topic beforehand. These concerns also speak to the requirement of
establishing predefined rules in creating a safe space, allowing students to engage in sensitive
topics without fear of judgement or hostility (Flenser & Von der Lippe, 2019, p. 276). When
students perceive the classroom as a safe space, they are more likely to take risks in sharing

their thoughts and participating in discussions, even on controversial or emotionally charged
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topics where their views may differ from the opinion climate (Wansink et al., 2023, p. 2).
Additionally, another student suggestion was for teachers to remain neutral and open to all
students’ opinions, avoiding taking sides. Students reported that this neutrality positively
influenced their comfort and willingness to participate in discussions. Presenting a variety of
perspectives on a topic helps to demonstrate that the teacher is unbiased, which teachers often
are encouraged to be (Hand & Levinson, 2012, p. 217). This further aligns with how creating a
safe space means encouraging open discussions (Flensner & Von der Lippe, 2019, p. 276) while
removing potential elements of stress to some extent (Rom, 1998, p. 405) to ensure that students
feel confident enough to contribute meaningfully to the discussions.

The findings from the teacher questionnaire provided valuable insight into participating
teachers’ perceptions of CSTs in the English classroom. All three teachers identified sexual
orientation and transgender matters as sensitive within the context of their classroom, though
their opinions on other topics varied, with only one teacher recognizing racism and feminism
as sensitive. These results suggest the two topics identified by all three teachers may be
perceived as more widely sensitive across classrooms. In contrast, the topics not consistently
recognized as sensitive by all teachers reflect a more individualized understanding of their
students’ unique concerns and experiences. This, in theory, allows teachers to thoughtfully
select content that fosters a more inclusive and supportive learning environment (Nguyen &
Yang, 2015, p. 223). The slight variations in how comfortable the teachers perceived their
students to be when discussing these topics further suggests that teachers’ familiarity with their
students and classroom dynamics plays a role in shaping their views. However, these
perceptions also highlight the need to explore the factors on which the teachers base their views,
as well as the extent to which these perceptions align with students’ actual experiences and
comfort levels when engaging with CSTs.

One factor influencing teachers’ perceptions was the different challenges presented by CSTs
in their classrooms. The teachers in this study reported that they gauge students’ comfort levels
based on observable behaviors, such as participation levels, visible discomfort, and the potential
for conflicts arising from differing views. These observations demonstrate that the teachers aim
to understand their students and anticipate emotional triggers, which is a challenge that teachers
face when creating a safe space as it is an essential part of alleviating stress factors (Rom, 1998,
p. 405). For instance, Teacher 1 highlighted that the presence of transgender students in her
class made issues surrounding gender identity especially sensitive. Furthermore, the teachers

all emphasized the importance of preparing students for these discussions, for example through
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emphasizing the importance of respect. These considerate strategies illustrate how teachers
balance the need to engage with sensitive issues while maintaining a supportive and safe space.

Another factor influencing teachers’ perceptions was students’ level of engagement with
CSTs during class. The teachers unanimously agree that CSTs can be valuable to students due
to the topics being engaging and relevant, while also acknowledging that such topics might also
hinder participation for students who lack maturity or sufficient linguistic competence.
However, to maximize engagement, teachers also expressed a preference for using literature,
particularly novels, to address CSTs. It allows students not only an insight into other people’s
experiences, whether those may be scarcely or closely related to their own (Gray, 2021, pp.
142-144), but also develop an awareness of how certain topics are depicted (Hayik, 2016, p.
413).

A comparison between the student and teacher questionnaire reveals notable similarities and
differences in how they each perceive and experience working with CSTs in the English
classroom. The main similarity was that both teachers and students identified transgender
matters as sensitive. However, while all teachers agreed sexual orientation was also a sensitive
topic, only 22.1% of students’ responses reflect the same view. This discrepancy suggests that
teachers may perceive certain topics as more sensitive due to their broader perspective on the
classroom environment. Teachers might be more attuned to the potential discomfort that
sensitive topics can emit, since students are likely to express such concerns to their teacher in
private. Additionally, this gap could reflect generational differences in the way sensitive topics
like sexual orientation are viewed, with younger students potentially feeling less discomfort
due to a more open and inclusive cultural climate and possibly varying levels of personal
experience or exposure to LGBTQ+ issues outside the classroom. This generation gap makes it
all the more important that teachers ensure they are knowledgeable about the topic since
LGBTQ+ students in particular tend to struggle with both prejudice and discrimination
(UNESCO, 2016, p. 14).

Another main difference was how only one teacher viewed racism as culturally sensitive, in
contrast to over half of the students who shared this perspective. This difference in perception
might be attributed to the teachers’ classrooms being predominantly white, as mentioned by a
student, which may have led them to not perceive racism as a CST for their students. This
discrepancy highlights the importance of teachers treating all plausible sensitive topics with
care on the off chance that any of the students find it uncomfortable.

In general, both students and teachers at both participating schools discussed how working

with CSTs can hinder student participation and engagement, examples provided from the
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participants include when students lack the vocabulary to participate in discussions and when
misunderstandings and conflicts contribute to tensions in the classroom. On the other hand,
students at both schools report that they find CSTs fun to work with in their English classrooms
and teachers at both schools agree that students find it engaging. Both students and teachers
from School A and B experience improvement in students’ level of reflections, writing and oral
communication when CSTs are included in the material and tasks. Working with CSTs has
encouraged the participating students to look up words they do not know, and they enjoy being
given the opportunity to bring their previous knowledge to the English classroom and be able
to express their opinions. This improvement that both teachers and students remarked on aligns
with the connection between students’ identities and interests to the material and activities in
the classroom (Nguyen & Yang, 2015, p. 223) being crucial for their learning curve.

For further research, this study can be broadened by interviewing the participants and
thereby retrieving more detailed answers since there would be a possibility to ask follow-up
questions. Furthermore, to be able to draw more generalized conclusions, the study could have

a wider range of participants from a higher number of schools in multiple cities.

28



6 Conclusion

The study shows that participating students identify several CSTs in their English classroom,
of which the three most prominent ones are racism, transgender matters, and feminism.
However, their perceptions and comfort levels vary across schools, gender, and course level.
For instance, the differences in concern for topics like racism between the schools highlight the
influence of contrasting backgrounds and interests of students at an art program as per School
A and at a sports program as per School B. For instance, it became apparent that female students
showed higher comfort levels than their male peers, and the comfort level of English 6 students
varied possibly based on the extent to which the topic resonates with the individual identities
of the majority. While most students expressed high comfort levels in discussing these topics,
the discussions were sometimes described as surface-level, and several students noted that a
lack of linguistic skills or awareness of the topic at hand hindered their participation. Students
also emphasized the importance of creating a safe space and inclusive classroom environment,
where teachers approach discussions with empathy, neutrality, and an openness that encourages
multiple perspectives. One concern that students had with classroom discussions is that, if not
handled carefully, they could lead to tension, misunderstandings and conflicts. A few students
specifically mentioned feeling alienated or uncomfortable when discussing topics concerning
their identity, such as being black or transgender. This highlights the necessity of ensuring that
while sensitive topics like discrimination can be discussed to raise awareness, offensive
comments that create a hostile environment cannot be allowed.

Furthermore, this study reveals that the participating teachers recognized the topics racism,
sexual orientation, and transgender matters as the most culturally sensitive in their English
classrooms. Teachers noted that working with CSTs can both hinder and help students to engage
with classroom materials and participation in discussions. They all agreed that literature is an
effective way to introduce these topics, alongside open classroom discussions. However, one
challenge they highlighted is that these discussions can be potentially triggering for some
students. To mitigate this, teachers emphasized the importance of properly introducing the topic
to the students beforehand and allowing students to have a say in which topics they feel
comfortable addressing in class.

In comparison, while both students and teachers had generally similar perceptions of what
topics are culturally sensitive in the English classroom, they ranked them differently. For
instance, teachers considered sexual orientation more sensitive than the students, while also

dismissing three topics completely: religion, drugs and alcohol, and abortion and birth control.
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The comfort levels also varied between the groups, with teachers generally reporting higher
comfort levels, which they attributed to their confidence in the classroom and prior knowledge
of the topics. This contrasts with students’ perceptions, as many cited the teachers’ lack of
knowledge about sensitive topics as a source of their discomfort. This indicates that teachers
may not always be fully aware of the impact their own understanding and handling of sensitive
topics has on students’ engagement with such discussions.

In conclusion, this study highlights the significance of culturally sensitive topics in the
English classroom in the Swedish upper secondary school in regard to how working with the
topics can help improve student engagement and participation. The study also highlights the
impact of empathy, neutrality and openness in the English classroom to create a safe space that

fosters good classroom discussions.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Questionnaire for Students

1. What school do you go to?
< School A
= School B

2. What English course are you currently in?
= English 5
< English 6
< English 7

3. What is your first language?

4. What pronouns do you use? Check all that apply.
= They/them
= She/her
= He/him
= Prefer not to answer
< Other:

INFO: Culturally Sensitive Topics

Culturally sensitive topics are subjects that might focus on people's identities, which can make
them feel uncomfortable or vulnerable. These topics are often seen as too difficult or "off-limits"
for many people to talk about openly. What one person sees as a sensitive topic might not be
seen the same way by someone else. In this study, we want to understand which topics you

consider sensitive and how they are used in your English class.

5a. What do you personally consider the most culturally sensitive topics overall in your English
class? (feel free to write other topics in the last box)

= Race and racism

= Sexual orientation and homophobia

= Gender roles, sexism, and feminism

= Transgender matters, pronouns and transphobia
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< Religion and atheism

< Drugs and alcohol

= Sex and relationships

= Abortion and birth control
= War

= Politics

< Other:

5b. Why do you think the topics you chose above are culturally sensitive in your English class?

6. How often do you come across culturally sensitive topics in the materials that you use in
English class? (materials = worksheets, texts, movies, books, textbooks, podcasts, videos,
etc.) Pick the option that is the most accurate / closest to your experience.

= More than once a week

= Once a week

= 2-3times a month (but not weekly)

= Once a month

= Afew times a semester (but less than monthly

= Once a semester

= Once a year

= Never

< | don't know

7. How often do you orally (svenska = muntligt) discuss culturally sensitive topics in your
English classroom? Pick the option that is the most accurate / closest to your experience.

< More than once a week

= Once a week

= 2-3times a month (but not weekly)

= Once a month

= Afew times a semester (but less than monthly

= Once a semester

= Once a year

= Never

« | don't know
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8. How often do you write about culturally sensitive topics in your English classroom? Pick the
option that is most accurate / closest to your experience

= More than once a week

= Once a week

= 2-3times a month (but not weekly)

< Once a month

= Afew times a semester (but less than monthly

= Once a semester

= Once ayear

= Never

< | don't know

9a. How comfortable do you feel to discuss these culturally sensitive topics in your English

classroom?
Neither
Ve comfortable  COMTOTPIE  omfortable Vo
comfortable or uncomfortable
uncomfortable

race /
racism D D I:I l:l D
sexual
orientation / a a O O a
homophobia
gender roles
/ sexism / a a O O a
feminism
transgender
matters /
pronouns / O Q (. o .
transphobia
religion /
atheism D D D D D
drugs /
alcohol O Q U O .
sex/
relationships D D D D D
abortion /
birth control O O (. O O
war O O O O O
politics a a O O a

9h. Does the way the English teacher talks about the topic make you more or less comfortable?

Why? Feel free to share examples.
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9c. Do your classmates' reactions make you more or less comfortable about discussing the

topic in the English classroom? Why? Feel free to share examples.

9d. Is there anything else that makes you more or less comfortable about this matter within

your school? Feel free to share your thoughts.

10. How fun do you think it is to work with culturally sensitive topics in English class?

1 2 3 4 5

Very Boring O O O O O Very fun

11a. Does working with culturally sensitive topics help you engage with the material and
participate in discussions / writing in English class?

= Yes

= No

< Other:

11b. If yes, in what ways does it help you? If no, please write "No" here and move on to the

next question.

12a. Does working with culturally sensitive topics hinder (svenska = hindra) you from engaging
with the material and participate in discussions / writing in English class?

- Yes

= No

< Other:

12b. If yes, in what ways does it hinder you? If no, please write "No" here and move on to the

next question.
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13. What do you suggest an English teacher should or should not do when handling a culturally
sensitive topic in class? Feel free to include any examples or ideas you think would improve

how these topics are addressed.
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Appendix 2: Questionnaire for Teachers

1. What school do you teach at?
= School A
< School B

2. What course(s) do you currently teach?
= English 5
= English 6
= English 7

3. How long have you been teaching English in Sweden?
< (0-3years
- 4-8years
= 9O-14 years

< 15+ years

4. a. Have you taught English in another country? If so, in which one(s)? If no, simply write
"No".

4b. If you answered "Yes" to 4a: What cultural differences did you notice in the classroom? If

you answered "No," please, skip this question.

5. What is your first language?
< Swedish
= English
< Other:

6. What pronouns do you use? Check all that apply.
< They/them
= She/her
= He/him
= Prefer not to answer
= Other:

40



INFO: Culturally Sensitive Topics

Culturally sensitive topics often involve issues where individuals’ identities might be highlighted
in a way that can make them feel vulnerable or uncomfortable. The topics can be perceived by
society as off limits for a lot of people to talk openly about. What is considered a sensitive topic
to one person doesn't have to be a sensitive topic to another person. In this study we want to

see what topics you consider sensitive and how they are used in your English classroom.

7. In your opinion, what topics are considered as culturally sensitive the most in your
classroom?

= Race and racism

= Sexual orientation and homophobia

< Gender roles, sexism, and feminism

= Transgender matters, pronouns and transphobia

= Religion and atheism

= Drugs and alcohol

= Sex and relationships

= Abortion and birth control

= War

= Politics

< Other:

8. How can you identify that they are sensitive topics for the students?

9. How often do you include culturally sensitive topics in the materials that you use in English
class?

= More than once a week

< Once a week

= 2-3times a month (but not weekly)

= Once a month

= Afew times a semester (but less than monthly

= Once a semester

= Once a year

= Never

< | don't know
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10. Do you have a preferred type of material (e.g., movies, books, podcasts) for teaching
culturally sensitive topics? Can you share an example of something that worked really well or

something that didn't work as expected?

11. Do you prepare the class in some way before introducing the topic(s) compared to other

activities and topics? If yes, please describe how.

12a. How comfortable do you feel to discuss these culturally sensitive topics in your English

classroom?
Neither
very Comfortable comfortable Uncomfortable very
comfortable or uncomfortable
uncomfortable

race /
racism D D I:I D D
sexual
orientation / O O Od O a
homophobia
gender roles
/ sexism / O O O (| [}
feminism
transgender
matters /
pronouns / D D D D D
transphobia
religion /
atheism D D EI D D
drugs /
alcohol D D D D D
sex/
relationships D D D D D
abortion /
birth control D D D D D
war 0 0 O 0 0
politics O O O O O

12h. What factors contribute to your level of comfort? Here, you can elaborate your answer.
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13. From your experience, do you believe that working with culturally sensitive topics help
students engage with the material and participate in discussions / writing? If yes, please

describe how.

14. From your experience, do you believe that working with culturally sensitive topics hinder
students’ engagement with the material and participate in discussions / writing? If yes, please

describe how.

15. Can you share any additional thoughts about how you handle culturally sensitive topics in

your English class? If so, please write it here (optional):

16. If we would need to contact you for a short interview at a later time, and you are willing to

participate, please provide your email address below.
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