Do we need resources for teaching about swearing in English language classes?

It is probably fair to say that swearing is not among the most common topics in English language classrooms;
in fact, it hardly ever appears in textbooks or on the language curriculum. Yet this is perhaps somewhat strange
given how common swearwords are in spoken (British) English and given their importance when it comes to
interpreting the linguistic and social messages they help to convey.

Without a doubt, the frequency and ubiquity of swearwords in spoken British English makes them an
important component of language use, with implications for learners' ability to understand communication
around them. Especially if coming from linguistic and cultural backgrounds with different attitudes to taboo
language, it may be difficult for learners to interpret, linguistically and socially, the role and impact of
swearwords in the language they encounter. There are various reasons for swearing and it is important for
learners of English to be aware of the different functions that swearwords fulfil in conversations and to be
able to distinguish between the potentially more offensive and dangerous uses of swearwords on the one
hand and the more light-hearted and friendly use of taboo language on the other hand. It is crucial for learners
to be able to determine whether the swearwords are directed at them or not and whether they are intended
to offend. As Finn (2017, p. 20-21) emphasises, “The dangers of not being able to comprehend swear words
correctly could potentially be harmful to ESL students. Understanding that swear words have different levels
of offensiveness is pertinent in being able to identify verbal aggression.” Thus, while the use of taboo language
is, understandably, a sensitive topic and talking about swearwords is not suitable for every classroom and
every group of learners, there should be teaching materials available on the topic.
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So, these teaching materials do come with a warning —the worksheets contain taboo language and while doing
the tasks, learners would be asked to search the corpus for examples of swearwords and discuss their findings.
This is not something that is suitable for every class and each teacher has to consider the advantages and
potential issues with using the material with their students. But as long as there are some teachers and
learners interested in finding out more about this feature of spoken English and are comfortable with teaching
about swearing as one of components of language, there should also be materials that they can use in
discussing the topic with their students.
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