
Intersections of class and gender: English proficiency as a marker of middle class 
femininities  
Janet Fuller 

Southern Illinois University 
Friday, Roundtable Session, 1pm 

  
The data for this presentation are drawn from ethnographic research in a German-English 

bilingual classroom in Berlin, Germany. The children are in fifth grade (approximately 10 years 
old); after sixth grade the decision will be made whether they can go on to a Gymnasium for their 
continued education. The Gymnasium is the only type of secondary school which will allow 
them to continue in the bilingual program and to pursue university study after graduation.  In this 
way their current academic achievement is linked to their social class aspirations.  Because the 
cultural capital they are acquiring in the bilingual program has to do with proficiency in English 
(Bourdieu 1977, 2001), use of English is often used by speakers to position themselves as 
academically proficient, which in turn indexes membership in the educated middle class.    
 This is not a gender neutral construction of identity, however.   There is a way of 
constructing femininity which is different from masculinities in this milieu but also incorporates 
middle class ideologies (Anyon 1983). The use of English thus served both to position girls as 
part of the educated elite and to set them apart from the boys. The most common tactic the girls 
used to put boys in their place was to position them as poor English speakers.  This was 
frequently accomplished through explicit comments such as “they [boys] have to speak German 
because they’re stupid”, and also through the use of English to verbally duel with the boys. 
 Significantly, race and ethnicity were of little importance in these performances of 
identity. Although the classroom was diverse in terms of ethnicity, race and national background, 
such affiliations had little to do with social class membership and was rarely made relevant in 
discourses of gender.  This finding has implications in the changing conception of national 
belonging in Germany. 


