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1 purpose of the guidelines

Many of us take our language skills and practices for granted and give little thought to the importance and complexity of language as a communication medium.  We use language to exchange information and ideas;  to communicate emotions;  and as an instrument of action.  Language is also a major vehicle for expression of prejudice or unfair discrimination.  Language and its usage can cause or exacerbate discrimination, or reflect other forms of discrimination.  In an institution such as the University, when language is often used in complex, highly specialised and influential ways, it is particularly important that all staff and students use language appropriately and in a non-discriminatory manner, in accord with the principles of the Fair Treatment Policy.

2 Scope 

These Guidelines must be followed by all students and staff in all written and oral communications in the University environment.

3 Gratuitous Specification

3.1 Gratuitous specification results in extra visibility for certain groups and creates the impression that the persons referred to are different or unusual.  The race, age, sex or disability of a person should not be mentioned if it is irrelevant to the context of what is being written or said. 

3.2 Some examples of gratuitous specification include: 

The new manager, a mother of four, has introduced new procedures... 

Lenora Chou, an Aborigine, has accepted the position of Academic Secretary 

John Smith, an able and energetic young man, has been seconded to the School of... 

A paraplegic student is the elected student representative on the Faculty Board.

The offensiveness and irrelevance of these gratuitous descriptions becomes most apparent if the sex, race age or disability are reversed: 

The new manager, a father of four... 

Geoff Reid, an Anglo-Saxon, has accepted the position of Academic Secretary 

John Smith, an able and energetic middle-aged man, has been seconded to the School of... 

An able-bodied student is the elected student representative on Faculty Board.

4 Stereotyping

4.1 Word order:  It is customary to list some pairs of nouns and pronouns always in the same order; however this implies a traditional and stereotyped view of status. Where possible, vary the order as a means of breaking down sexist stereotypes. 

	Instead of: 
	Use:

	men & women
	women & men

	doctors & nurses
	nurses & doctors

	boys & girls
	girls & boys


4.2 Care in choosing adjectives is important, as the use of different adjectives to describe the same characteristic in men and women denotes bias: 

ambitious men and aggressive women 

cautious men and timid women
strong men and dominating women
4.3 Sex type generalisations reveal stereotyped evaluation of human behaviour on the basis of sex and should be avoided: 

Jane Bowker is an efficient and quite attractive student. 

The speaker's confident and manly demeanour impressed the audience.
4.4 Re-name occupation titles with feminine endings as they are denigrating; similarly titles with man as an ending carry explicit overtones of exclusion for women.

	Instead of:
	Use:

	security man
	security officer

	chairman
	convener or chair

	office girls
	secretaries or office staff

	cleaning lady
	cleaner


5 Omission or Invisibility

5.1 The use of personal pronouns:  The automatic use of he when gender is unknown is ambiguous and has the effect of excluding women.  Many women feel that this blanket use of masculine gender pronouns gives the impression that the educational, administrative, business and political worlds belong to men only. 

The head of department determines his staff loadings. 

Each area manager should ensure that his secretary completes a stationery order by the first of the month.

Each student must complete his assessment by the due date.

5.2 Instead, the use of they and their as a singular pronoun is now widely accepted.  

The head of department determines their staff loadings. 

Each student must ensure they complete their assessment by the due date.

5.3 Alternatively, use gender pronouns randomly and interchangeably: use he and she, she and he, she/he, he/she, or s/he (this can be clumsy), rephrase the sentence in the plural, or rephrase the sentence to be impersonal. 

Heads of departments are responsible for allocating staff loadings. 

Stationery orders received after the first of each month will not be filled until the following month.

All student assessments must be completed by the due date.

5.4 Avoid the generic use of man as a word or synonym for many people, humanity, human beings or the human species as it can have the effect of excluding women.  

	Instead of:
	Use:

	mankind
	humanity, society

	the common man
	the average person

	man in the street
	people in general

	manning the desk
	staffing the desk

	manpower
	workforce, staff

	man-made
	manufactured, synthetic

	brotherhood-of-man
	bond of humanity


6 Imposing Labels 

6.1 Imposing labels on specific groups of people conveys the impression that all individuals within such a group share the same characteristics.  Imposed labelling is inaccurate in many ways and has the effect of isolating the group described: 

6.2 Using terms such as New Australian, Ethnic Australians or Migrants to describe all Australians of recent migrant background ignores the cultural diversity of people so described and alienates these people from other Australians. 

6.3 Using terms such as The Disabled or Disabled People to describe all people with disabilities focuses attention on disability or impairment and ignores the wide ranging characteristics, skills and abilities of the individuals. 

6.4 Titles such as Mrs or Miss which describe marital status identify women only;  marital status is irrelevant to most University operations, and the practice is discriminatory.  Use a first name, academic title, neutral role description, or nothing.  If a courtesy title is essential, use Ms to parallel Mr, except where a woman has indicated a preference for Miss or Mrs. 

7 Responsibilities 

	Role
	Accountability

	All students

All staff
	Comply with these guidelines and avoid the use of discriminatory language in all oral and written communications

	Human Resources
	Promote, administer, monitor, evaluate and report on these guidelines.

Provide appropriate management training for University staff.

Provide professional advice on this policy.


8 Communication

These guidelines will be communicated in accord with the Policy for University Policy Development and Review.

Resource used in preparing these guidelines: 

Anne Pauwels, Non-Discriminatory Language, Canberra, AGPS, 1991. 

