& frontiers | Frontiers in Education

l @ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Zachary J. Domire,
East Carolina University, United States

REVIEWED BY

Zhuoying Wang,

The University of Texas at Austin, United States
Marissa Bello,

Middle Tennessee State University,

United States

*CORRESPONDENCE
Nicholas B. Washmuth
nw0077@uah.edu

RECEIVED 19 June 2024
AccepTED 01 April 2025
PUBLISHED 17 April 2025

CITATION
Washmuth NB, Stapleton K, Ballmann CG and
Caulkins RM (2025) Effects of professor
swearing on learning and perceptions: a pilot
field study. Front. Educ. 10:1451584.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1451584

COPYRIGHT

© 2025 Washmuth, Stapleton, Ballmann and
Caulkins. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The
use, distribution or reproduction in other
forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are
credited and that the original publication in
this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiersin Education

Type Original Research
PUBLISHED 17 April 2025
pol 10.3389/feduc.2025.1451584

Effects of professor swearing on
learning and perceptions: a pilot
field study

Nicholas B. Washmuth'?*, Karyn Stapleton?,
Christopher G. Ballmann*>®7 and R. Mark Caulkins®

!Department of Psychology, University of Alabama in Huntsville, Huntsville, AL, United States,
2Department of Physical Therapy, Samford University, Birmingham, AL, United States, *School of
Communication and Media, Ulster University, Belfast, United Kingdom, “Department of Human
Studies, University of Alabama at Birmingham, Birmingham, AL, United States, *Department of Physical
Therapy, University of Alabama at Birmingham, Birmingham, AL, United States, ®°UAB Center for
Engagement in Disability Health and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Alabama at Birmingham,
Birmingham, AL, United States, 7UAB Center for Exercise Medicine, University of Alabama at
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Introduction: The purpose of this pilot study was to provide preliminary evidence
on the effects of an instructor swearing during a lecture on learning and student
perceptions in a field classroom setting.

Methods: First-year doctoral students (n = 36) who were enrolled in a
Human Anatomy course within a physical therapist education program were
randomly assigned to a non-swearing lecture (NSL; n = 18) or a swearing
lecture (SL; n = 18) on basic human anatomy. A single instructor provided
identical 40-min lectures to each student group except for two inserted phrases
to emphasize content which differed between NSL and SL. For the NSL, the
instructor emphasized the content by stating: “Anatomy just makes sense
sometimes” and “Anatomy is interesting.” For the SL, the content was emphasized
by saying “Anatomy just makes fxxxing sense sometimes” and “This skxt is
interesting.” Following the lectures, a 10-question post-lecture knowledge
retainment assessment ("pop” quiz) was given to the NSL and SL groups. The
SL group also completed a 14-item mixed methods survey with 12 Likert and 2
open-ended questions regarding student perceptions.

Results: There were no differences in knowledge retainment on the “pop” quiz
scores between the NSL and SL (p = 0.780). Results from the mixed methods
survey suggested an overall neutral to positive response to the SL whereby
swearing did not negatively impact learning or perception of the instructor or
the class.

Discussion: Collectively, this pilot field study provides preliminary evidence
suggesting that swearing during a lecture in higher education neither helps nor
hurts student learning or perceptions of instructors and may positively impact
student perceptions of the class. Future studies with additional control and larger
diverse populations are warranted.

KEYWORDS

swearing, higher education, perception, recall, learning

1 Introduction

Swearing is defined as using emotionally loaded terms, which are taboo in a given
culture and have a strong potential to cause offense (Beers Fagersten, 2012). Due to
the taboo/offensive potential, swearing uniquely alters responses to various stimuli and
is relationally “powerful.” Indeed, swearing elicits anomalous effects, both negative and
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positive, that are not readily observed with other forms of language
use (Stapleton et al., 2022). While some studies have reported
negative or mixed effects, several others have demonstrated that
swearing can positively impact attention (Kwon and Cho, 2017;
Mullins, 2020), memory (Jay et al., 2008), and perceptions of
the speaker (Hamilton et al., 1990; Cavazza and Guidetti, 2014;
Generous et al., 2015; Generous and Houser, 2019; Mullins, 2020).
These findings are potentially relevant in higher education given
the benefits of student attention and positive speaker perception
in the classroom. While widely thought of as inappropriate or
unprofessional behavior in the classroom (Jay and Janschewitz,
2008), the topic of swearing warrants new investigation in light
of evidence showing the potential for positive, albeit highly
contextualized, effects of swearing on attention, recall, and
perceptions of the speaker. Previous evidence has suggested
that the majority of college students in the United States say
they encounter professor swearing, with only 9% of students
indicating they “never” encounter instructor swearing (Generous
and Houser, 2019), further supporting that this topic is relevant in
higher education.

In experimental studies, swear words have often been shown
to command more attention and lead to improved short-term
memory when compared to non-taboo language. Jay et al. (2008)
conducted a study in which participants were shown 36 words (12
neutral words, 12 emotional words, 12 swear words). After reading
the 36 words, participants completed a math worksheet to stimulate
forgetting the 36 words. After a surprise recall test, participants
remembered 39% of the swear words compared to 13% of the
emotional words and 7% of the neutral words (Jay et al., 2008).
Jay et al. (2008) proposed that the higher recall for swear words
is explained by the emotional arousal that occurs when swearing.
Swearing increases arousal and, therefore, may result in increases in
attention and recall. Conversely, there is some evidence that swear
words are cognitively processed more slowly than neutral words
and that swearing may actually interfere with the processing of
other stimuli (Sulpizio et al., 2019; Donahoo et al., 2022). Donahoo
et al. (2022) found that including a swear word in a sentence
delayed the cognitive processing of that sentence, but did not
affect the comprehension accuracy of the sentence (Donahoo et al.,
2022). In other words, sentences containing a swear word were not
more or less difficult to understand, compared with those that did
not contain a swear word. MacKay et al. (2004) had participants
complete a taboo Stroop test which required participants to name
the color of randomly intermixed swear and neutral words. This
study found that participants took longer to name the color of
swear words than the color of the neutral words but were able to
recall more swear words than neutral words in a surprise memory
test. This study also found improved memory for colors consistently
associated with swear words compared to neutral words and that
swear words positively impacted the recall of “neighboring” words
(MacKay et al., 2004). This suggests that swear words trigger a recall
link to the information delivered with the swear word.

Research on social perceptions of swearing and swearers,
including instructors/speakers, shows mixed outcomes (Generous
et al, 2015). Since swearing, by definition, has the strong
potential to cause offense, is it not surprising that swearing can
produce higher ratings of message and swearer offensiveness
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(DeFrank and Kahlbaugh, 2019). For example, it has been shown
that regular swearers are often perceived as socially inept (Winters
and Duck, 2001) and untrustworthy (Hamilton et al., 1990).
Contrary to this, swearing has been suggested to positively impact
speaker evaluations on solidarity dimensions, such as informality,
relatability, and humor. Cavazza and Guidetti (2014) found
swearing may increase persuasiveness of the swearer’s message.
Swearing can also increase perceptual ratings of speaker passion
and enthusiasm (Hamilton et al., 1990). The latter finding has high
amounts of relevance for educational settings, where a professor’s
enthusiasm for a subject may be expected to impact student
engagement levels (Lazarides et al., 2018).

In the classroom, investigations of instructor swearing have
produced equivocally nuanced and contextualized findings. Some
research has found that instructor swearing may negatively impact
the student-instructor relationship. Some evidence has suggested
instructor swearing negatively affects students’ perceptions of the
instructor’s credibility (Frisby and Sidelinger, 2013; Sidelinger et al.,
2015; Allard and Holmstrom, 2023). Allard and Holmstrom (2023)
showed that students perceived instructors as more relatable when
they abstained from taboo language which is likely also linked to
perception of credibility. Instructor credibility is believed to be
one of the most important attributes of an instructor in higher
education with higher credibility leading to improved student
attention (Brann et al., 2005). Instructors who are perceived as
more credible tend to be evaluated more positively by students.
Students also view instructor swearing as an emotional tool to
express frustration, anger, passion, excitement, or comfortability
(Mullins, 2020). With respect to expressing passion, excitement,
and comfortability, instructor swearing may effectively make the
subject stand out, foster attention, decrease the formality of the
classroom, humanize the instructor, increase the authenticity of
their teaching, and make the instructor more relatable. Mullins
(2020) concluded that the use of swear words to display passion
and draw attention to a subject can increase the relatability of the
instructor and their perceived authenticity. This may allow students
to feel more comfortable in the classroom and encourage students
to engage in class discussions.

While intriguing, most investigations to date have used highly
controlled simulated classroom environments or recalls of student
experiences to study the effects of instructor swearing. Despite
methodological, ethical, and unintended behavioral modification
challenges of conducting a field study on instructor swearing, there
is a need for an initial, exploratory, and ecologically valid study to
examine the impact of instructor swearing on learning outcomes
and student perceptions. A better understanding of the effects of
swearing in the classroom would provide instructors with guidance
for the inclusion and/or avoidance of swearing into teaching and
speaking. Given the conflicting literature regarding the impact
of swearing on student attention, recall, and perceptions of the
instructor/speaker, the purpose of this pilot field study is to examine
the effects of swearing by an instructor on student learning and
student perceptions in a real-world university classroom setting.
Due to the conflicting, anomalous, nuanced, and contextualized
findings from the previous literature on the impact of swearing on
memory and perceptions, we hypothesized that instructor swearing
would simply: (1) impact student performance on a post-lecture
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TABLE 1 Baseline demographic variables.

Variable Swearing Lecture Non-Swearing
Lecture

(n=18)

21.83 £0.76

(n=18)

Age, years 21.61 £ 1.06

Gender (female), n (%) 13 (72.22%) 12 (66.67%)

Anatomy grade before 90.58 & 5.64 90.72 + 6.48

lecture, %

Values are mean = SD. No statistically significant differences between groups (P > 0.05).

knowledge retainment assessment (“pop” quiz), (2) impact student
perceptions of the instructor, and (3) impact student perceptions of
the class.

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Study design

Using a mixed-methods approach, university doctoral students
(n = 36) enrolled in the same Human Anatomy course were
randomly divided into two groups: (1) Non-swearing lecture
(NSL), (2) Swearing lecture (SL). A single instructor gave an
identical 40-min anatomy lecture without (NSL) or with (SL) the
presence of swearing. Following the lectures, a 10-question post-
lecture knowledge retainment assessment was given. Additionally,
a 14-item mixed methods survey with 12 Likert and 2 open-
ended questions regarding student perception of the instructor
was completed by the SL group. Groups were compared for “pop”
quiz scores and the perceptions of the SL group were further
characterized with the mixed methods survey.

2.2 Participants

A convenience sample comprising an entire cohort of first-
year, first-semester doctoral students (1 = 36) enrolled in a Human
Anatomy course within a physical therapist education program
at Samford University was invited to participate in this study.
This course was a required component of the curriculum for
this cohort. Samford University, a private Christian institution
located in Birmingham, Alabama, USA, serves ~6,100 students.
Descriptive characteristics of participants are shown in Table 1.
Prior to data collection, ethical approval was sought and granted
by the appropriate Institute Review Board from the first author’s
institution; approval number EXPD-HP-23-SUM-2. Written and
verbal informed consent was obtained prior to the beginning of
data collection, and all methods and procedures were carried out
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

2.3 The instructor and human anatomy
course

A 42-year-old Caucasian male instructor (author NBW) with
9 years of full-time experience as a lecturing faculty member
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delivered the lecture material. The Human Anatomy course used
in this study is a doctoral level course taken by first year physical
therapy doctoral students, with the primary objective for students
to develop knowledge, skill, and ability related to the anatomical
organization and the anatomical structures and functions of the
human body. The instructor (NBW) was not the instructor of
record for the Human Anatomy course used in this study and his
only prior experience with teaching the student participants in this
study was as a laboratory assistant in this Human Anatomy course.
All material was delivered in English which was the instructor’s
native language.

2.4 Lecture interventions

For the lecture, students were randomly divided into a NSL
(n = 18) or SL (n = 18) group using simple randomization
via random.org, with the NSL group receiving a lecture without
swearing and the SL group receiving a lecture that included
two swear words. Habituation to swearing has been observed in
various contexts (Stephens and Umland, 2011; Lafreniere et al.,
2022). To minimize potential habituation effects, swearing was
limited to two occurrences for the SL group during the 40-min
lecture. For the SL, the words “fuck” and “shit” were included as
these have been suggested to be the most commonly used swear
words in the classroom (Generous et al., 2015) and are generally
considered to be prototypical examples of “strong” swearing (Beers
Fagersten, 2012; Love, 2021; Beers Fagersten and Stapleton, 2022;
Stapleton et al, 2022). The lecture content consisted of a 40-
min session on foot and ankle arthrology. During the NSL,
the instructor said the pre-determined phrases “Anatomy just
makes sense sometimes” 10 min into the lecture, and “Anatomy is
interesting” 30 min into the lecture. During the SL, the instructor
said, “Anatomy just makes fucking sense sometimes” and “This shit
is interesting.” The intended use of the pre-determined phrases
by the instructor was to emphasize course content and gain the
focus and attention of the class. The pre-determined phrases
for both NSL and SL were consistent with respect to timing,
inflection, and intended purpose with the only difference being
the addition of the swear word. Students were informed through
the informed consent process that the lecture was part of a
research experiment.

The Human Anatomy course involved in this study
traditionally delivers a 2-h lecture to the entire 36-student
cohort three times per week. However, for the purpose of this
experiment, the students were divided into two groups, the
SL group and the NSL group, which were assigned to separate
classrooms on different floors of the same building during a single
2-h lecture block. The goal of this separation was to minimize
interactions between the groups throughout the 2-h lecture
block. During the first hour, the course coordinator (author
RMC) conducted a review session for the SL group, focusing on
material unrelated to the lecture intervention used in this study.
Meanwhile, the instructor responsible for the lecture intervention
(author NBW) delivered the 40-min lecture to the NSL group.
At the start of the second hour, the two groups remained in
their respective classrooms while the instructors switched places,
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Swearing Survey
[Reactions to the swearing itself]

1) How often did the instructor swear during this class session?
2) What was your reaction when the instructor swore during class today?

[Student perceptions of the instructor, as impacted by his swearing]

3) Swearing by the instructor in class today made him appear funny or humorous.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
4) Swearing by the instructor in class today made him appear unprofessional.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
5) Swearing by the instructor in class today made him appear credible.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree

[Student perceptions on the instructor’s intentions/reasons for swearing]

[How the swearing affected students’ own experiences of the class and/or academic content]

6) | think the instructor was swearing to be funny.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
7) |think the instructor was swearing to emphasize course content.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree

8) |think the instructor was swearing in class out of frustration or anger.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree

9) The instructor swearing today made class more interesting.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
10) The instructor swearing today helped me focus on the lecture content.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
11) The instructor swearing today distracted me from the lecture content.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
12) The instructor swearing today positively impacted the class.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree
13) The instructor swearing today negatively impacted the class.

Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree

14) Swearing by the instructor in class today was inappropriate.
Strongly agree / Agree / Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly disagree

FIGURE 1
Post-lecture "pop” guiz.

further preventing communication between the groups. During
this time, the course coordinator (author RMC) provided a review
session to the NSL group, while the lecture intervention instructor
(author NBW) delivered the 40-min lecture to the SL group. This
arrangement ensured that both groups received the same content
while maintaining the experimental conditions necessary for
the study.

2.5 Acute recall assessment and perception
survey

The authors developed a knowledge retainment assessment
(“pop” quiz) to measure student learning immediately after the
lecture (Le, 2012). This assessment included 10 free-response
questions (see Figure 1) pertaining to the content that was
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delivered. Each question had one to four answers, giving this
10-question quiz 23 possible points. All students completed the
assessment in <15 min. Student perceptions in the SL group were
assessed using a novel 14-item electronic questionnaire created by
the authors and administered via Qualtrics (Qualtrics LLC; Provo,
UT; see Figure 2). This questionnaire, designed specifically for this
study, measured students’ reactions and perception of the swearing
that occurred during the lecture. Only the SL group was eligible
to complete the survey and completed it immediately following
the completion of the “pop” quiz. The survey contained 2 open-
ended and a 12 Likert scale questions (5 point) pertaining to the
perceptions of the instructor and class session. Both the 10-question
“pop” quiz and 14-item questionnaire were developed specifically
for this experiment. However, the psychometric properties of
these tools, including their reliability and validity, have not
been established.
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3) List the 4 parts of the deltoid ligament.

bones.

FIGURE 2
Post-lecture swearing survey.

Anatomy Quiz

1) List the 3 bones that form the talocrural joint.

2) List the 3 primary ligaments that resist varus (inversion) motion of the ankle.

4) List 2 nerves that innervate the talocrural joint.

5) List the 2 bones that form the subtalar joint.

6) What ligament lies within the tarsal sinus separating the anatomical subtalar joint from
the talocalcaneal portion of the talocalcanealnavicular joint?

7) What 2 joints create the transverse tarsal joint (Chopart’s joint)?

8) List the plantar ligament that connects the calcaneus to the cuboid and metatarsal

9) List 4 bones that articulate with the talus.

10) In what position is the talocrural joint MOST stable?

2.6 Data analysis

All data were analyzed using Jamovi statistical software
(Version 0.9; Sydney, Australia). Normality of data distribution was
checked for all variables using the Shapiro-Wilk method. For the
knowledge retainment assessment (“pop” quiz), an independent
t-test was used to compare scores of NSL and SL groups. For
the Likert scale question portion of the perception survey, all
data violated normality assumptions and a non-parametric one-
sample t-test (Wilcoxon rank) was employed. A test value of
4, which corresponds to the Likert choice “agree;” was used to
compare participants’ responses against the test value (# test
value). This was done in efforts to make conclusions on participant
responses against the response of someone who would “agree”
with the statement. All quantitative data are shown as mean
=+ standard deviation (SD). Significance was set at p < 0.05
a priori.
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3 Results

3.1 Quantitative analyses

Performance on the knowledge retainment assessment (“pop”
quiz) is shown in Table 2. Analysis revealed that there were no
statistical differences in scores between NSL and SL groups (p =
0.780). Results from the Likert scale portion of the perception
survey are shown in Table 3. Participants answered significantly
lower than the “agree” test value for survey items related to
perceived humor, unprofessionalism, credibility, and anger from
the instructor. Furthermore, participants gave answers that were
not statistically different from the “agree” test value related to
perceptions of positive impacts on the class, emphasis on content,
interest in content, and focus. Answers related to perceived
inappropriateness and negative class experiences were significantly
lower than the “agree” test value.
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3.2 Qualitative analyses

The qualitative data collected from two open-ended questions
on the perception survey completed by the SL group were analyzed
for general themes.

3.2.1 How often did the instructor swear during
this class session?

For the question “How often did the instructor swear during
this class session?” 17 of the 18 students in the swearing
lecture reported hearing the instructor swear twice during the
lecture, with one student hearing one swear word during the
same lecture.

TABLE 2 Post-lecture “pop” quiz score data.

Post-lecture Swearing Non- P-value
“pop” quiz lecture swearing
(n = 18) lecture
(n =18)
Quiz grade 13.1+4.1 135+38 0.780
(out of 23 points)

Values are mean = SD. No statistically significant differences between groups (P > 0.05).

TABLE 3 Likert scale results of swearing survey.

10.3389/feduc.2025.1451584

3.2.2 What was your reaction when the instructor
swore during class today?

For the question “What was your reaction when the instructor
swore during class today?,” eight out of the 18 students reported
being unfazed or indifferent, five students said they were surprised
or caught off guard, three students said they were expecting it,
and two students stated the swearing increased their attention. For
example, one student said “Unfazed, didn’t bother me but definitely
got my attention.” Another student said, “It caught me off guard,
but it didn’t really phase me. I swear a lot too, so I appreciate
the professor being personal with that.” Other comments included,

»

“Surprised at first but then oddly comforted,” “Brought the specific
topic to the center of attention,” and “I thought it helped him
emphasize his points.” Finally, students also reported that they were
expecting to hear swearing and said, “It surprised me but I was also
prepared since he warned us at the beginning that he would” and
“I was looking for it due to the consent form.” Student responses
to “What was your reaction when the instructor swore during class

today?” are listed in Table 4.

4 Discussion

This study included an instructor using strategic swearing
to emphasize course content and gain the focus and attention
of the class. The instructor in this study swore twice during a
40-min anatomy lecture on foot and ankle arthrology, including

Survey item Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly *Mean + Wilcoxan-

disagree agree nor agree SD Rank
disagree

Swearing by the instructor in class today 11.1% 33.3% 5.6% 27.8% 22.2% 30+14 p=0.013

made him appear funny or humorous.

Swearing by the instructor in class today 11.1% 44.4% 22.2% 22.2% 0% 25+1.0 p <0.001

made him appear unprofessional.

Swearing by the instructor in class today 0% 22.2% 44.4% 33.3% 0% 3.1+08 p=0.001

made him appear credible.

I think the instructor was swearing to be 11.1% 33.3% 33.3% 22.2% 0% 27+1.0 p < 0.001

funny.

I think the instructor was swearing to 0% 11.1% 0% 50% 38.9% 41412 p=0397

emphasize course content.

I think the instructor was swearing in 77.8% 22.2% 0% 0% 0% 1.2+ 04 p < 0.001

class out of frustration or anger.

The instructor swearing today made 0% 16.7% 11.1% 33.3% 38.9% 38+1.4 p=0.827

class more interesting.

The instructor swearing today helped 5.6% 11.1% 16.7% 38.9% 27.8% 37£12 p=0372

me focus on the lecture content.

The instructor swearing today distracted 27.8% 44.4% 22.2% 5.6% 0% 22+1.0 p <0.001

me from the lecture content.

The instructor swearing today positively 0% 16.7% 16.7% 61.1% 5.6% 37+08 p=0.084

impacted the class.

The instructor swearing today 27.8% 55.6% 5.6% 11.1% 0% 21£1.0 p <0.001

negatively impacted the class.

Swearing by the instructor in class today 27.8% 33.3% 16.7% 16.7% 5.6% 24+12 p <0.001

was inappropriate.

Wilcoxon rank analysis was performed with a test value % 4 (corresponding to agree). *1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree.
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TABLE 4 Swearing survey results for “What was your reaction when the
instructor swore during class today?” This is a series of individual student
responses; one per students for a total of 18 responses.

Student reaction to instructor swearing

Surprised at first but then oddly comforted.

Unfazed, didn’t bother me but definitely got my attention.

It caught me off guard, but it did not really phase me. I swear a lot too, so I
appreciate the professor being personal with that.

Indifferent

It made me engage more.

He waited long enough into the lecture to where I wasn’t expecting it
anymore, and I was a bit thrown off.

Brought the specific topic to center of attention.

I didn’t think much of it.

It surprised me but I was also prepared since he warned us at the beginning
that he would.

I didn’t really have a reaction. I thought it was funny.

Nothing of note. I was expecting it.

I thought it helped him emphasize his points.

Surprised, but not in a bad way.

It didn’t phase me.

I was looking for it due to the consent form.

Unphased

I was indifferent.

A little shocked.

“Anatomy just makes fucking sense sometimes” 10 min into the
lecture, and “This shit is interesting” 30 min into the lecture. “Shit”
and “fuck” were the swear words chosen for this study, as they
have been reported as the most commonly used swear words in
the classroom (Generous et al, 2015) and they are considered
both prototypical and strong swearing (Beers Figersten, 2012; Love,
2021; Beers Fégersten and Stapleton, 2022; Stapleton et al., 2022).
There was no difference between the SL group and NSL group on
knowledge retainment outcomes as assessed by the overall scores
on a post-lecture “pop” quiz. Moreover, swearing by the instructor
did not significantly impact students’ perceptions of the instructor.
However, it did appear to influence student perceptions of the class.
The outcomes of this current exploratory study, in conjunction
with the study hypotheses, will serve as a framework for discussion.

This study was the first to directly examine the effects of
instructor swearing in a field classroom setting. As such, it was
inherently exploratory in nature and purpose, with a dual focus on
student learning (knowledge retainment) and perceptions. Before
discussing the findings, it is important to note that while a core
aim of the research was to examine the effects of instructor
swearing in a real-life classroom setting, certain methodological
and ethical imperatives affected the extent to which this aim could
be truly achieved. Firstly, in order to directly examine knowledge
retainment and perception outcomes, it was necessary to use a
quasi-experimental design, with pre-planned swearing, and the
construction of experimental and control conditions. Secondly,
for ethical reasons, it was essential that students be informed, at
least in part, of the nature of the study before they gave informed
consent. Specifically, the student participants were informed that
during the class, the instructor might “use emotional language,
which could include swearing” as part of the verbal and written
informed consent. This is likely to have cued the participants in
a number of ways. For example, they might have been actively
anticipating or “looking out” for the swearing, which might, in turn,
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have distracted their attention from other aspects of the lecture. In
addition, foreknowledge would have mitigated any possible “shock
factor” on hearing the swear words, which might have mediated the
potential effects on attention and memory. Finally, knowing that
the instructor was swearing as part of a research project is likely
to have attenuated the effects of this behavior on their perceptions
of him. As Stapleton (2020) has shown, the perception effects of
speaker swearing are strongly related to the listener’s attribution
for why he or she swore. All of these methodological factors,
then, may be expected to have had some effect on the different
outcome measures.

The hypothesis that instructor swearing will impact students’
knowledge retainment was not supported. The swearing utilized
by the instructor during a lecture in this study did not impact
overall student grades on a post-lecture “pop” quiz when compared
to not swearing in a lecture. Interestingly, the NSL group’s quiz
average was higher than the swearing group’s quiz average, albeit
not statistically significant (Table 2).

Students may have been focused on the swear word used, taking
their attention away from the lecture content, which may have
contributed to the NSL group’s quiz average being higher than
the SL group’s average. This is consistent with previous research
suggesting that swear words may interfere with the processing of
other stimuli (Sulpizio et al., 2019; Donahoo et al., 2022). Swear
words are processed more slowly than non-swear words (Sulpizio
et al.,, 2019), and reading a sentence with a swear word will delay
the cognitive processing of that sentence (Donahoo et al., 2022).
Although swear words are processed more slowly than non-swear
words, swear words are found to be more accurately processed than
non-swear words (Sulpizio et al., 2019). Therefore, future studies
should examine the effects of swearing on long term knowledge
retainment. For example, would the findings of this current study
change if the post-lecture “pop” quiz was administered at a
later date instead of immediately after the lecture? Additionally,
what impact would repeated exposure to swearing across multiple
lectures have on knowledge retainment? These questions could
provide valuable insights into the interplay between swearing and
cognitive processing in educational settings.

For the free response question “What was your reaction when
the instructor swore in class today?,” the most consistent theme
was that students were unfazed by or indifferent to the swearing.
Five students reported being surprised or caught off guard, and two
students stated the swearing increased their attention. It may be
that the students’ feelings of “surprise” and “increased attention”
were directed at the swearing itself and thus took attention
away from the lecture content, which contributed to a non-
statistically significant decreased performance on the “pop” quiz.
Three students stated that they were expecting to hear swearing due
to the informed consent, which may have affected their attention
to content being presented during the lecture. This brings up an
important limitation to this current study. Although this study took
place in a field classroom setting, the students were nonetheless
expecting to hear swearing due to the informed consent. The
informed consent included language that “the instructor may use
emotional language, which could include swearing.” The effects
and perceptions of swearing are often due to the degree to which
the swearing violates someone’s expectations (Johnson and Lewis,
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2010); therefore, the findings of this study are likely to have been
affected by the students’ foreknowledge that the instructor may
swear during the class.

The hypothesis that instructor swearing will impact student
perceptions of the instructor was not supported. The swearing by
the instructor in this study did not significantly impact students’
perceptions of the instructor as impacted by his swearing. But,
as another unavoidable methodological artifact, some of these
responses might be because students “knew” that the instructor was
going to swear as part of a research study. Students averaged 3.0
and 3.1 on the survey items “Swearing by the instructor in class
today made him appear funny or humorous” and “Swearing by the
instructor in class today made him appear credible,” respectively,
indicating students tended to neither agree nor disagree with those
statements. This is inconsistent with the findings from Allard and
Holmstrom (2023) where instructor swearing diminished students’
perceptions of the instructor credibility. These inconsistences
may be due to the small sample size or the intentional use of
“fuck” and “shit” to emphasize course content in this current
study, as compared with the hypothetical scenarios or the use
of softer swear words “suck” and “damn” in the study by Allard
and Holmstrom (2023). Nevertheless, there is an inconsistency
across studies in the students’ perception of instructor credibility
when instructors swear. For the survey item “Swearing by the
instructor in class today made him appear unprofessional,” students
averaged 2.5, indicating student were halfway between disagreeing
and neither agreeing nor disagreeing with that statement. Mullins
(2020) found that act of swearing by an instructor does not
automatically decrease their professionalism or credibility, as it
is not the act of swearing that causes negative perceptions but
the perceived intent behind the swearing. The findings in this
study are consistent with Mullins (2020), where swearing by the
instructor with the intent to emphasize course content did not
make the instructor appear unprofessional or alter his credibility.
However, while Mullins (2020) acquired data from focus groups
of students asking about their retrospective accounts of swearing
in the classroom, the current study was a field classroom study
that informed students in advance that the instructor “may use
emotional language, which could include swearing.” As previously
stated, this informed consent is likely a confounding variable
impacting student perceptions of the instructor.

The instructor in this study swore twice during a lecture with
the intention to emphasize course content and gain the focus and
attention of the class. The findings of the swearing survey suggest
that the instructor’s intentions for swearing were consistent with
the students’ perceptions of the instructor’s intentions. Students
agreed that the instructor swore to emphasize course content (4.1
on swearing survey item #7; Figure 2 and Table 3), while strongly
disagreeing that the instructor was swearing out of frustration
or anger (1.2 on swearing survey item #8; Figure 2 and Table 3).
This is an important finding as previous research has found
that instructor swearing is perceived as appropriate and positive
when used to highlight course content and inappropriate when
directed at a student or used to express frustration (Generous
et al., 2015; Generous and Houser, 2019; Mullins, 2020). The fact
that students agreed that the instructor was swearing to emphasize
course content supports the finding that students tended to disagree
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with the statement “Swearing by the instructor in class today was
inappropriate” (2.4 on swearing survey item #14; Figure 2 and
Table 3).

The hypothesis that instructor swearing will impact student
perceptions of the class appears to be supported. Students tended
to agree that the instructor swearing made class more interesting
and help them focus on lecture content (3.8 and 3.7 on swearing
items #9 and #10, respectively; Figure2 and Table 3). This is
consistent with Mullins (2020), who found that students view
instructor swearing as a method to foster attention and make the
content stand out. Students disagreed that the instructor swearing
distracted them from the lecture content and negatively impacted
the class (2.2 and 2.1 on swearing survey item #11 and #13,
respectively; Figure 2 and Table 3). Students averaged 2.4 on the
survey question “Swearing by the instructor in class today was
inappropriate,” suggesting students tended to disagree with the idea
that the instructor swearing was inappropriate.

The age, gender, and race of the instructor may have impacted
how the swearing was perceived by students. The instructor in
this current study was a 42-year-old Caucasian male, which likely
impacted the students’ perceptions of his swearing. Age, gender,
and race, and their interactions, need to be considered when
interpreting the findings of this current study and future research.
The complex discussions around the topics of age, gender, and
race are beyond the scope of this manuscript; however, there is
evidence for different perceptions of swearing, use of swearing,
and outcomes of swearing depending on the age, gender, and race
of the swearer (Jay and Janschewitz, 2008; Beers Fagersten, 2012;
Guvendir, 2015; Beers Fagersten and Stapleton, 2022; Stapleton and
Beers Figersten, 2023). Future studies should specifically examine
the variables of age, gender, and race on the effects of instructor
swearing in the classroom.

Although this was the first lecture these students received from
the instructor in this study, the students did have knowledge of
and, likely, preconceived perceptions of the instructor prior to this
lecture, as he has been a part of this course as a lab assistant. These
preconceived perceptions of the instructor may have impacted
the students’ perceptions of his swearing. Students who thought
positively or negatively of the instructor before the lecture may be
more likely to interpret his swearing in a way that confirms those
positive or negative perceptions. Students may justify or rationalize
the instructor’s swearing to maintain their preconceived positive or
negative view of the instructor (Rasmussen, 2008; Stapleton, 2020).

5 Limitations and future research

This study was the first to directly examine the effects of
instructor swearing in a field classroom setting, but several
limitations should be acknowledged. First, this study was not
pre-registered and should therefore be considered exploratory.
36) limits the
generalizability of the findings and reduces statistical power to

Additionally, the small sample size (n =

detect subtle effects. To avoid cross-condition contamination,
participants were not exposed to both the SL and NSL conditions,
as doing so might have prompted conscious or unconscious
comparisons that could alter their natural reactions to swearing and
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affect the validity of the results. However, exposing participants to
both conditions may offer advantages, such as increased statistical
power by using participants as their own controls and richer
insights through qualitative feedback comparing their preferences
and perceptions of the two conditions.

The informed consent process included notifying participants
that the instructor might swear. This foreknowledge likely
influenced participant reactions, reducing the potential for surprise
or shock, which could have otherwise affected attention and
perception outcomes. Despite being conducted in a classroom
setting, the study’s experimental design, including pre-determined
swearing and controlled conditions, does not fully replicate
the spontaneous nature of swearing in a naturalistic classroom
environment. Additionally, the instructor’s specific characteristics
(e.g., age, gender, race) may have influenced students’ perceptions,
making it difficult to generalize results to instructors with different
demographic profiles. This study also used only two instances
of swearing (“fuck” and “shit”), restricting insights into the
effects of other swear words, frequencies, or contexts of swearing.
Furthermore, the 10-question “pop” quiz and 14-item survey used
in this study were designed specifically for this experiment, and
their psychometric properties (e.g., reliability, validity) were not
established. Finally, the instructor had prior interactions with
students as a lab assistant, potentially introducing bias due to
pre-existing perceptions of him.

Future research should examine how instructor characteristics
(e.g., age, gender, race) influence the effects and perceptions of
swearing, assessing whether these findings are consistent across
diverse instructor profiles. Additional studies should explore
the impact of different swear words, including in particular,
those with different levels of “strength” or offensiveness, varying
frequencies, and contextual factors (e.g., swearing to express
frustration versus emphasizing content) to better understand their
nuanced effects. Longitudinal studies are also needed to determine
whether swearing has lasting effects on knowledge retention and
student perceptions, including its potential impact over a semester-
long course.

Interdisciplinary —approaches combining insights from
psychology, linguistics, and education could provide a deeper
understanding of the mechanisms through which swearing affects
learning and perceptions. Ideally, to really explore the effects of
classroom swearing in a naturalistic way, future research would
include classroom-based studies without prior instructions to
the students concerning the expectation of hearing the instructor
swear. This may not be possible for ethical reasons, which leaves
researchers with challenging methodological issues in conducting
studies in real-life classroom settings to determine the utility of
instructor swearing in the classroom. However, methodologically
sound research in real-life classroom settings is required so that
instructors better understand when, how, and if swearing can be
used for reliable positive effects in the classroom; and conversely,
when swearing should be avoided by instructors.

6 Conclusion
The present study found that a 42-year-old Caucasian male
instructor saying “fuck” and “shit” during a 40-min lecture in

an attempt to emphasize course content and gain attention did
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not significantly impact overall student performance on a post-
lecture “pop” quiz when compared to not swearing during the
lecture. Swearing by the instructor did not significantly impact
students’ perceptions of the instructor but did appear to impact
student perceptions of the class. Although instructor swearing had
an overall neutral to positive effect on student perceptions, it is
challenging to justify the use of swearing by an instructor due
to the possible negative consequences of swearing. In the current
study, two students agreed that the instructor swearing negatively
impacted the class and four students either agreed or strongly
agreed that the instructor swearing was inappropriate, suggesting
it may be impossible to swear indiscriminately with everyone in
all situations.
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