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The use of generic he in sentences that include a pronoun referring to a human antecedent of 

unknown gender has been critically debated for decades. While some have argued that generic 

he should be used when a person’s gender is unknown (MacKay 1980), it has also been 

suggested that he can never really be gender-neutral as it predominantly evokes male images, 

and consequently violates the equality between men and women (Moulton, Robinson and Elia 

1978). The pronoun offered most frequently as an alternative to generic he is singular they. 

However, singular they has often been said to be ungrammatical and, therefore, supposedly 

confusing to readers/listeners and a trigger for comprehension problems (Fowler and Aaron 

1983: 195). Comprehension studies suggest that this may not be the case. On the contrary, 

singular they appears to be a very unproblematic pronoun in native speaker comprehension that 

causes very little to no processing difficulties in self-paced- reading or eye-tracking 

experiments (Foertsch and Gernsbacher 1997: 106-111; Sanford and Filik 2006: 172-4).  

This study explores the online processing of singular he, she and singular they by 

learners of English to discover whether singular they presents a processing problem for non-

native speakers. It also examines the extent to which such issues may vary as a function of L2 

proficiency at B2, C1 and C2 levels. A self-paced reading study was conducted with 51 students 

at an Austrian university. Results were compared with a similar study based on data collected 

from native speakers (Foertsch and Gernsbacher 1997). We found advanced non-native 

speakers matching those of native speakers in almost all respects, and we present some 

evidence for developmental progression in how he, she and they are processed. Pronoun-

specific details are built up over time, and we suggest their relative strength depends on the 

robustness of the input. We provide self-reported production data to support this argument. 

This study paints a very optimistic picture of the acquisition of singular they at B2 and higher 

proficiency levels as it can be acquired even under circumstances of later familiarisation. 
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