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SHORT SUMMARY

Teaching and learning materials can be purposefully designed to promote gender equality. This guide
on gender-transformative teaching and learning materials has been developed in consultation with
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology and a range of other partners involved in the
development of teaching and learning materials in Malawi. It supports those involved in reviewing,
revising or developing materials — for learners of all ages — to ensure they are gender-transformative.
This means that, in addition to fulfilling their academic or subject-based purpose, materials are
designed to promote positive and healthy masculinities and gender norms. Achieving this requires
attention to how gender is conveyed through text, images and design.

In Malawi, as in many countries, gender influences children’s and young
people’s access to, and outcomes in education. Gender norms are often
learned and reinforced within schools, including through unequal
and stereotyped representations of girls, boys, women and men
in teaching and learning materials. Yet, when intentionally
designed, these same materials can help challenge harmful
and restrictive masculinities and gender norms and broaden
how learners see their futures and possibilities.

In Malawi, boys’
disengagement from
education is a growing
concern.

In Malawi, while multiple factors intersect to shape
educational access and experience, gender plays a key role.
Gender norms shape educational ambitions and efforts
considered appropriate for girls and boys. With evidence
pointing to boys’ increasing disengagement in education, this
guide includes strategies that address the needs of both girls and
boys, including practical guidance on how teaching and learning
materials can promote positive and healthy masculinities.

17% of boys demonstrate
foundational reading skills
compared to 20% of girls.
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Foreword

The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, in partnership with UNESCO, Equimundo and the
University of East Anglia, is pleased to present this Guide to support the development and review of
gender transformative teaching and learning resources in Malawi. This initiative reflects our shared
commitment to advancing inclusive, equitable and quality education for all learners in Malawi. While
expanding access to education remains essential, it is equally important that the education system
actively addresses the social norms and structural inequalities that limit the full participation and
achievement of both girls and boys. This approach aligns with Malawi’s national education priorities
and the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 4 on quality education and SDG 5 on
gender equality.

Education has the potential not only to improve learning outcomes, but also to transform the social
norms and power relations that shape the lives of learners. Teaching and learning materials play a
significant role in this transformative process. When designed through a gender transformative lens,
such materials can challenge harmful stereotypes, promote critical thinking, and support learners to
develop healthy and positive identities, including positive masculinities and behaviours. Conversely,
when these considerations are overlooked, educational content may unintentionally reinforce
existing inequalities.

This Guide provides practical tools to support curriculum developers, reviewers, and educators in
systematically integrating gender transformative principles into teaching and learning resources. It is
intended to strengthen existing processes and foster collaboration across institutions to ensure that
classroom materials contribute meaningfully to gender equality and social transformation. The
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology therefore requests curriculum developers, reviewers
and educators to make use of the guide.

We extend our sincere appreciation to the International Development Research Centre (IDRC),
Canada for their support, and all stakeholders and partners whose expertise, commitment, and
collaboration have informed this Guide. Through continued partnership and collective action, we can
ensure that Malawi’s education system equips every learner with the knowledge, skills, and values
needed to thrive and contribute to a more just, inclusive and equitable society.
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Glossary of key terms’

Biological sex refers to the biological characteristics that distinguish males and females
(UNESCO, 2022b).

Boys’ disengagement from education is a gendered issue shaped by social norms and masculinities,
which may encourage some boys to devalue or withdraw from schooling. Family, community,
economic and school-level factors can influence this disengagement. It may be evident in low
interest, poor participation, absenteeism, limited effort in learning, and, for some, early school
leaving or dropout (UNESCO, 2022c).

Curriculum (Plural: Curricula) is an inventory of activities related to the design, organization and
planning of an education or training action, including definition of learning objectives, content,
methods (including assessment) and material. In simple terms, a description of what, why, how and
when students should learn (UNESCO-IBE, 2013; UNESCO-IIEP, n.d.).

Discrimination is an unfair treatment or arbitrary distinction based on a person’s race, sex, religion,
nationality, disability, age or other status (UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender refers to the culturally defined roles, attributes, behaviours, identities and expectations
associated with being male or female in a given context. It shapes how individuals act and
interact, and the distribution of power and resources in relationships and society (UNESCO,
2022b).

Gender analysis is an assessment exercise to understand the differences and similarities between
women and men with regards to their experiences, knowledge, conditions, needs, access to and
control over resources and access to development benefits and decision-making powers (UNESCO,
2022b).

Gender-aware means knowing that there are issues, differences and inequalities between boys and
girls, men and women (UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender-based violence (GBV) refers to violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual
or psychological harm or suffering, against someone based on gender discrimination, gender role
expectations and/or gender stereotypes, or based on the differential power status linked to gender
(UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender bias is the tendency to prefer or favour one gender over another (UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender blind is failing to recognize, acknowledge or consider the significance of gender as a factor
shaping the structure and organization of social, political and economic life (UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender equality in education means that the right to education of all learners is respected equally
regardless of gender (UNESCO, 2019).

Gender equality through education refers to education’s key role in addressing the wider issue of
gender equality, promoting equitable attitudes and sustainable change (UNESCO, 2019).

Gender-neutral is applied to language, practices or approaches that do not favour any particular
gender (Oxfam, 2023; UNESCO, 2022b).

1 The glossary is based on the sources mentioned and feedback received by participants of the national
consultation.

10
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Gender norms are understood as ideas about how men and women should behave: the expectations
and standards that are set for each gender in different societies, cultures and communities. They are
both context- and time-specific (Marcus et al., 2024).

Gender parity in education is an indicator of the ratio of girls to boys, women to men. Gender parity
is reached when there is equal representation and participation of male and female learners in
education (UNESCO, 2022b).

Gender-responsive pedagogy is understood as teaching and learning processes that pay attention to
the specific learning needs of learners of different genders (UNESCO-IIEP, n.d.).

Gender stereotypes are simplistic generalizations about the gender attributes, differences and roles
of girls, women, boys and men (UN Women, n.d.).

Gender-transformative approaches address the underlying causes of gender inequalities. They
include policies and initiatives which not only address the different needs, aspirations, capacities and
contributions of people of different genders, but also challenge existing and discriminatory policies
and practices, creating incremental change (UNESCO, 2022c).

A gender-transformative approach to education is one that encompasses policy, programming and
interventions to create opportunities to actively challenge gender norms and wider inequalities. This
includes promoting gender equality through curricular and teaching reforms (UNESCO, 2022c).

Harmful and restrictive masculinities are linked to dominant gender norms (see ‘hegemonic
masculinity’) which suggest that boys and men should conform to a ‘right’ or ‘ideal’ way to be a man
or a boy. This ‘ideal’ places pressure on boys and men to conform to certain expectations, which
often include being self-sufficient, acting tough and using aggression to solve conflict. It is constructed
in opposition to femininities and/or marginalized masculinities. Such ideas and practices of
masculinity are harmful to girls and women as they uphold men’s privilege over women. They are
also harmful to boys and men, who are regulated by rigid expectations of manhood that restrict their
freedom to express emotions, seek help, or deviate from dominant masculine norms (Heilman et al.,
2017; UNESCO, 2022c; UNESCO-IBE, 2013; WHO, 2019).

Hegemonic masculinity is the culturally dominant form of masculinity that is commonly upheld as
the ‘right’ or ‘ideal’ way to be a man or a boy. In many contexts it positions men and boys as superior
to women and girls, with negative consequences for men, women, boys and girls (Connell, 2020;
Marcus et al., 2024).

Hidden curriculum refers to the norms, values, behaviours and messages that students learn at
school, beyond the formal curriculum. These are transmitted, both consciously and unconsciously, by
teachers, administrators, peers, school practices, policies and the broader school culture or ethos.
They may include academic, social and cultural expectations, and can sometimes reflect implicit or
explicit gender norms (e.g., those embedded in dress codes or disciplinary practices) (Marcus et al.,
2024; UNESCO-IBE, 2013).

Inclusive education is the process of strengthening the capacity of the education system to reach out
to and include all students, regardless of their (dis)ability or any other factor (UNESCO, 2017a).

Intersectionality refers to the way in which different aspects of a person’s identity, such as gender,
age, disability, ethnicity, geography or socioeconomic status interact to shape their experiences and
access to power, opportunities, and rights. It recognizes that people can face multiple and
compounding forms of discrimination and marginalization (Crenshaw, 2019; Marcus et al., 2024; UN
Women and UNPRPD, 2022; UNESCO, 2022c).

11
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Masculinities or men’s identities can refer to identities, social norms and power dynamics that people
associate with men and boys. They are socially constructed, learned and reinforced through social
expectations about how boys and men should behave. In most societies, some versions of masculinity
are treated as the ‘ideal’ way to be a boy/man. These ‘hegemonic masculinities’ set the standard that
boys and men are often expected to live up to. Examples of hegemonic masculinity can include being
a ‘provider’ or ‘protector’ (identities), being aggressive or not showing emotion (social norms) or the
subordination of women and girls (power dynamics) (Connell, 2020; Ragonese et al., 2019; UNESCO,
2022¢).

Misogyny refers to hatred of or prejudice towards women and girls (Marcus et al., 2024).

Positive and healthy masculinities emphasize the constructive aspects of masculine identities.
They emphasise that all boys and men should be free to express diverse expressions of positive
masculinities without fear of exclusion, ridicule or violence (UN Women, 2016; UNESCO-IBE, 2025).

School-related gender-based violence (SRGBV) refers to acts or threats of sexual, physical or
psychological violence occurring in and around schools, perpetrated as a result of gender norms and
stereotypes, and enforced by unequal power dynamics (UNESCO and UN Women, 2016).

Social norms refer to rules, often informal and implicit, that guide how people are expected to
behave in a group or society. People are often rewarded for conforming to these norms and punished
for deviating from them (Marcus et al., 2024).

Syllabus is a document which outlines the aims, selection and sequence of contents to be covered,
mode of delivery, materials to be used, learning tasks and activities, expected learning objectives or
outcomes and assessment/evaluation schemes of a specific course, unit of study or subject. It is often
used incorrectly as an equivalent of the term ‘curriculum’ (UNESCO-IBE, 2013).

Teaching and learning materials are understood as tools and resources used by educators to support
their lesson planning and delivery, and by students in their learning process. They include a wide
range of products such as textbooks, workbooks, visual aids, storybooks, digital/online resources,
classroom handouts and assessments (UNESCO-IIEP, n.d.).

12
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1. INTRODUCTION

Education has the potential to be a powerful driver of gender equality (Plan International et al., 2021;
UNESCO, 2019, 2022c). When education is planned and delivered with gender equality in mind, it can
challenge harmful and restrictive gender norms and stereotypes, promote positive and healthy
gender norms, and open up a wider range of roles and futures for all learners. Teaching and learning
materials play an important role. Their content, language, images and examples shape what is
considered normal, desirable, or possible, either restricting or expanding how learners see
themselves and others (Brussino and McBrien, 2022; Cheryan et al., 2025; Makarova et al., 2019;
UNESCO, 2022d).

This is a national adaptation of the Global guide on gender-transformative teaching and learning
materials. The adaptation process was informed by a consultation with diverse stakeholders who
provided input and feedback to ensure the national guide is responsive to national needs and
grounded in local realities and evidence.

1.1 Purpose of this guide

Box 1. Who will find this guide useful?

Teams reviewing and/or Curriculum Specialists Educators involved in
revising an existing material developing a new material selecting and delivering
m material
oQo (1 L. mO®n
D C o
e.g., updating a textbook, e.g., designing a new e.g., identifying and
workbook or teacher training textbook, workbook or incorporating existing
guide to strengthen its assessment tool that actively materials in ways that
gender-transformative promotes gender equality and ~ promote gender equality and
content inclusion inclusion

Source: Author.

This guide has been developed to support the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST)
and other stakeholders involved in the development of teaching and learning materials in Malawi
with the aim of ensuring that these materials actively promote gender equality and inclusion. It
provides guidance for those reviewing existing materials through a gender lens — to assess whether
they reinforce harmful and restrictive gender norms, and to guide revisions where needed — and for
those involved in creating new materials that are intentionally designed to be gender-transformative
(Box 1). The practical tools in this guide support the revision or development of a specific material.
They can be applied to materials designed for a wide range of subjects, education levels, and learning
environments (Box 2).

13
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Box 2. What are teaching and learning materials?

Teaching and learning materials are resources and tools used by educators to facilitate teaching
and enhance learning experiences. They include textbooks, workbooks, visual aids, storybooks,
digital media, classroom handouts, assessment tools and teacher guides. Some materials (e.g.,
school or university textbooks) may be designed to align with curriculum objectives, while others
(e.g. prescribed literary texts) are selected by educators to meet their relevant learning goals. In
some settings, educators are drawing on digital tools (e.g., educational websites, videos and
interactive applications) to support teaching and learning.

Settings

Formal

| (=
RA4

Non-formal

Lifelong learning

Source: Author.

1.2 Target audience

The primary audience for this guide is curriculum reviewers and developers, materials writers, subject
specialists, editors and publishers who select, revise and/or develop teaching and learning materials
for schools and other educational settings. These personnel may be based within the Ministry of
Education, private publishing/editing houses, curriculum development agencies or academic
institutions. In addition, educators (e.g. teachers, school leaders, lecturers, trainers) responsible for
the delivery of education, and who have choice in selecting and using teaching and learning
materials, will find this guide useful.

Given that in Malawi, the government outsources the development of most secondary school
teaching and learning materials to private publishers, this guidance could be included in terms of
reference or contractual requirements to ensure that externally produced content aligns with the
Ministry’s vision and its commitments to gender equality.

1.3 Context

Work in this area aligns with Malawi’s commitments under the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), including Target 4.7, which calls on countries to ensure all learners acquire the knowledge
and skills needed to promote gender equality and human rights, and Target 4.5, which seeks to
eliminate gender disparities in education and guarantee equal access for vulnerable groups.

14
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Alongside broader efforts to tackle gender inequality in education, this requires teaching and learning
materials that actively promote equality and inclusion.

At a national level, efforts to develop gender-transformative teaching and learning materials advances
Malawi’s legal and policy commitments to equality and inclusive education. The Malawi 2063 agenda
calls for inclusiveness in wealth creation by ensuring gender equality in all activities (National
Planning Commission, 2020). Sector laws and policies reinforce these goals. For example, the
Education Act (2013) promotes equality of educational opportunity for all by making primary
education compulsory for every Malawian irrespective of gender or any other characteristics (Malawi
Government, 2013a). The National Education Policy (2013) underscores the importance of gender
equity in access to education, and calls for efforts to support female learners’ participation and
retention (Malawi Government, 2013b); and the National Strategy on Inclusive Education (2017-
2021) emphasizes support for marginalized learners, including boys at risk of dropout (Ministry of
Education, Science and Technology, 2017). The National Education Sector Investment Plan (2020-
2030) places equity and inclusion at the core of access, retention and learning quality (Ministry of
Education, 2020). The Gender Equality Act (2014) mandates integration of gender in curricula
(Malawi Government, 2014), with the Gender Equality Policy (2015) operationalizing with a call for
gender-responsive guidelines, curriculum and education materials (Malawi Government, 2015). The
National Male Engagement Strategy points to the importance of enhancing male involvement and
participation in efforts to advance gender equality (Malawi Government, 2023). Investing in gender-
transformative teaching and learning materials aligns with, and operationalizes, these national
commitments.

Box 3. Reference to curriculum within the Gender Equality Act (2013)

18. General duties in relation to curriculum

(1) The Government shall take active measures to ensure that the curricula for all primary and secondary
schools -

(a) integrates principles of gender equality within the spiritual, moral, cultural and mental development
of students at the school, society and experience of life after completion of school with specifications on
gender equality;

(b) integrates gender issues and human rights at all levels;
(c) addresses the special needs of female students by incorporating life skills, including sex education;
(d) addresses issues of environmental care and protection; and

(e) introduces subjects that enhance the integration of female students in disciplines that are
traditionally male-dominated, including sustainable natural resource management.

Source: Malawi Government, 2014, p. 5-6.

In addition to this strong policy foundation, several factors provide a clear impetus to invest in
gender-transformative teaching and learning materials. In Malawi, gender norms continue to
influence children’s and young people’s access to education, their subject choices, their participation
in the classroom and their chances of progressing and completing school. These norms disadvantage
girls and boys in different ways. For girls, expectations around early marriage, pregnancy, domestic
responsibilities and deference to male authority can limit time for study, contribute to absenteeism
and dropout, and narrow aspirations (Diamond, 2022; UNESCO, 2022a). For boys, norms that
emphasise providing for the family, self-sufficiency and independence can encourage early entry into
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work or migration, reduce the value placed on schooling, and discourage help-seeking or engagement
in learning (Kalelo-Phiri, 2021; UNESCO, 2022c; UNESCO et al., 2026).

Education can, however, be intentionally designed to help shift harmful gender norms when they
restrict learners’ opportunities. Teaching and learning materials are one important lever. They shape
learners’ ideas about acceptable gender roles, their expectations of what is possible, and their
aspirations for the future (RTI International, 2015; Spinner et al., 2021). Yet evidence from many
countries —including Malawi — shows that widely used materials often under-represent girls and
women, depict both women and men in narrow and stereotypical ways, and fail to reflect the
diversity of learners’ lives (Chiponda and Wassermann, 2015, 2016; Crawfurd et al., 2024). Instead of
challenging harmful gender norms, they frequently reinforce them, contributing to a hidden
curriculum that reproduces inequality. This highlights the need to deliberately redesign teaching and
learning materials so they challenge stereotypes and promote positive, healthy and equitable gender
norms.

Finally, while efforts to promote positive and healthy gender norms in and through education have
often focused on improving outcomes for girls and women, growing evidence of boys’ disengagement
from education underscores the need to address how gender norms affect all learners. Work to
develop gender-transformative teaching and learning materials therefore needs to include a
deliberate focus on promoting positive and healthy masculinities, alongside continued attention to
the needs and rights of girls. This guide responds to these combined challenges by offering practical
tools to create materials that broaden possibilities for every learner and contribute to broader efforts
to transform gender norms through education.

1.4 Structure of the guide

Section 2 explores the concept of a gender-transformative approach to education and makes the case
for gender-transformative teaching and learning materials in Malawi. It presents evidence showing
that existing materials often reflect and reinforce harmful and restrictive gender norms and
stereotypes. It examines the impact this can have on students’ perceptions, aspirations and
outcomes, and draws attention to how representations of masculinity in materials are linked to
concerning trends in boys’ educational participation and engagement.

Section 3 provides practical guidance for creating gender-transformative teaching and learning
materials. It outlines key principles and strategies for revising existing materials and developing new
ones. It presents best practice in terms of the process of revising or developing teaching and learning
materials, and provides user-friendly tools to apply a gender-transformative lens within these
processes.

Section 4 explains why gender-transformative teaching and learning materials are more effective
when embedded within a broader gender-transformative approach to education. It identifies multiple
entry points for transforming gender norms in and through education, and argues that a holistic
approach is key to unleashing the potential of education to advance gender equality and drive lasting,
transformative change.

Each section starts with an overview of what to expect and concludes with key takeaways.
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2. WHY GENDER-TRANSFORMATIVE TEACHING AND
LEARNING MATERIALS?

By the end of this section, readers will:

v" Understand how gender norms shape students’ participation, learning and broader health
and well-being, and how these norms intersect with other forms of inequality.

v" Recognize how dominant ideals of masculinity can contribute to boys’ disengagement from
education in Malawi.

v" Understand what a gender-transformative approach to education involves and the different
entry points for promoting positive and healthy gender norms across the education system.

v" Understand how teaching and learning materials can either reinforce or challenge harmful
and restrictive gender norms and stereotypes, including through the hidden curriculum.

2.1 The impact of gender norms on educational experience and outcomes

Gender norms are the shared expectations in a society about what girls, boys, women and men can
and should do. Such norms can be restrictive and harmful when they limit what children feel they can
aspire to or how they are allowed to behave. From a young age, children learn what is considered
acceptable, appropriate or desirable for their gender, and these norms shape their self-perception,
relationships and life choices (UNICEF, 2022). Gender norms are learned through a range of
influences. These include families, peer groups, schools (including teaching and learning materials),
media, and the broader societal and cultural context in which they live (UNESCO et al., 2026, Box 4).

Box 4. Multiple layers influence how children and young people learn gender norms

State and society

Community

Source: UNESCO et al.. 2026.
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Across these domains, gender norms are communicated in various ways, for example through
language, expectations, and representations. The impacts can be far-reaching. In education, gender
norms influence how students engage with different subjects, how hard they try, how they behave in
class and what roles they imagine for themselves in the future (Brussino and McBrien, 2022). For
example, girls may be discouraged from taking up science or leadership roles, while boys may be
steered away from expressing emotion or pursuing creative subjects (Brussino and McBrien, 2022;
Cheryan et al., 2025; Makarova et al., 2019; UNESCO, 2022d).

Beyond education, restrictive gender norms also affect health and well-being. Expectations about
how boys and men should behave have been linked to higher rates of perpetration of violence and
substance use among men. Norms that reinforce women and girls’ subordination contribute to
patterns of child marriage, gender-based violence (GBV) and economic disadvantage (Kennedy et al.,
2020; Stavropoulou, 2019; WHO, 2021). The consequences of these norms are not just individual,
they reinforce broader gender inequalities and have profound economic cost (Kennedy et al., 2020).
Work to transforming gender norms is therefore not about favouring girls over boys, or boys over
girls. When expectations for both are more equal and flexible, everyone benefits — with gains for
individual well-being, families and communities.

2.2 Intersecting factors

Gender influences educational experiences and outcomes, but it does not operate in isolation. To
understand who is most advantaged or disadvantaged, it is essential to consider how gender
intersects with other factors, including location, (dis)ability, and socioeconomic status (Box 5). In
many contexts, the most disadvantaged learners are those at the intersection of multiple inequalities,
for example, children from poor households in rural areas. Indeed, in Malawi, available data
consistently shows that children in rural areas and from poorer households are less likely to complete
education than their urban or wealthier peers (National Statistics Office and UNICEF, 2021, Figure 1).
Efforts to address boys’ or girls’ disadvantage in education therefore need to adopt an intersectional
approach that recognizes and responds to these overlapping factors, rather than treating gender in
isolation.

Box 5. Gender intersects with multiple factors to shape experiences and outcomes

o, \
C‘ap,bn SV o

o ‘.‘e“ta

Gender

Source: Author
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Figure 1. Inequalities in completion rates
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2.3 Gendered patterns in disengagement from education

In Malawi, recent data highlight a growing concern about boys’ disengagement from education, while
also demonstrating persistent barriers for girls. Primary school enrolment has been consistently lower
for boys than for girls in recent years, and since 2022 this gap has widened, with girls’ enrolment
improving while boys” enrolment has stalled (Malawi Government, 2025, Figure 2). At secondary
level, enrolment is much lower overall, with large proportions of both girls and boys out of school
(Figure 3). Completion data show a similar pattern: while primary completion rates are now close to
parity (43 per cent for boys and 46 per cent for girls), secondary completion is slightly higher for girls
(although remains low for both sexes, Figure 4).

Figure 2. Primary school Net Enrolment Rate by gender, 2020-2024
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Source: Malawi Government, 2025, p. 46.
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Figure 3. Secondary school Net Enrolment Rate by gender, 2020-2024
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Figure 4. Secondary school completion rates, by gender, 2020-2024
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Data on reasons for school dropout show gendered patterns. For example, boys are more likely to
drop out because of truancy or poverty, while girls are more likely to drop out due to pregnancy or
marriage (Malawi Government, 2025, Figure 5). This underlines that growing concern about boys’
disengagement must be addressed through solutions that consider gender and respond to the ways
in which dominant gender norms shaping behaviour, attitudes and opportunities influence girls’ and
boys’ engagement, progression and completion in education.
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Figure 5. Reasons for primary school dropout, by gender
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2.4 Masculine norms and boys’ education

Efforts to address gender inequality in and through education have historically focused on the
experiences and disadvantage faced by girls and women. This focus has been important, particularly
in contexts where girls have been excluded from schooling, underrepresented in certain subjects, or
more likely than boys to face discrimination, violence or early school leaving (UNESCO, 2020; World
Bank, 2017). However, where data show that large numbers of both girls and boys are out of school,
it is essential to recognize the gendered factors that contribute to access and engagement of both
girls and boys. This aligns with the view that gender inequality cannot be fully addressed without
examining how these norms affect girls and boys, women and men (UNESCO, 2018a, 2022c). The
need to attend to boys is further highlighted by a global trend in which, in an increasing number of
countries, boys are now more likely than girls to repeat grades, disengage from learning or leave
school early (UNESCO, 2022c).

Indeed, research from around the world suggests that dominant ideals of masculinity — social
expectations about how boys and men should behave — can conflict with attitudes and behaviours
associated with academic effort and success (Marcus et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2022c). These dominant
expectations about how boys and men should act (sometimes referred to as ‘hegemonic
masculinities’) have been the focus of research around the world. The idea that these norms restrict
boys and men to a limited range of behaviours and traits has led to the concept of a ‘man box’: a
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narrow set of expectations about what it means to be a ‘real man’, where boys and men who step
outside the box risk ridicule or exclusion. Expectations within this box include being self-reliant,
tough, sexually dominant and willing to use aggression to solve problems (Heilman et al., 2017; The
Men’s Project and Flood, 2024). Research on dominant expectations of boys and men in Malawi
suggests that they cross over with those identified in other countries (Chikovore et al., 2014; Kalelo-
Phiri, 2021, Box 6).

Box 6. Dominant masculine ideals in Malawi

Qualitative research on masculinities in Malawi highlights a set of dominant ideas about what it
means to be a mwamuna (‘real man’). These include:

e Heterosexual, married and a father

e Astable income

e Able to meet the family’s needs

e Head of the household

e Leader

e Provider

e Protector

e Tough, physically strong and resilient

e Do not show weakness or emotion — mwamuna salira (‘a man does not cry’)
e Independent and self-reliant

e Authoritative

e Able to threaten or use violence to maintain respect

Men who cannot live up to these expectations describe feeling ‘less than men’, anxious and
ashamed, while those who publicly challenge these norms — for example by engaging in gender
equality activism or sharing care work — may be mocked or treated as not a ‘real man’.

Sources: Chikovore et al., 2014; Kalelo-Phiri, 2021.

There is concern about the impact of these harmful and restrictive gender norms on boys’
educational experience, aspirations and outcomes. While multiple factors influence this, research
suggests that one contributing factor is the way in which dominant masculine norms conflict with the
behaviours and attitudes associated with academic aspiration and success (Marcus et al., 2024;
UNESCO, 2022c). Put simply, dominant ideas about what it means to be a ‘real man’ discourage boys
from being seen as studious, curious, or ambitious at school. Boys may avoid appearing engaged,
diligent, or expressive in school for fear of being perceived as weak or unmanly, leading to reduced
motivation to learn, reduced achievement and increased dropout. Students themselves engage in
‘gender policing’, with boys sometimes teased, excluded or bullied by peers for showing academic
interest or effort (Olavarria et al., 2015; Skipper and Fox, 2021).

Emerging evidence provides insight about boys’ disengagement from education in Malawi. Research
led by University of Malawi investigated the reasons for boys’ disengagement from education. The
research included a desk review and qualitative data collection with boys (both in- and out-of-school),
parents/caregivers, teachers, school leaders, community leaders and district education officials.

22



Lifting barriers: Guide on gender-transformative teaching and learning materials_Malawi

Findings indicated a range of factors that both enable and hinder boys’ engagement in education
(Table 1). Of note, some boys and young men perceived schooling as less relevant to their lives and
future opportunities, while concerns about the quality of education, limited employment prospects,
and pressures to contribute economically further weaken their engagement and persistence in school
(UNESCO et al., 2026).

Table 1. Factors enabling and hindering boys’ engagement in education

Enabling factors Hindering factors
Individual Positive role models Lack of motivation and encouragement
2l [ Personal aspirations Peer pressure and misconduct (esp. when

Peer relationships and friendships schools are close to trading centres)

Parental support and influence Household chores and family obligations
Orphanhood and child-headed households

Migration to South Africa (Lack of parental
support and supervision)

Poverty

Lack of school materials

School Positive teacher-student Lack of learning materials

el Bullying and discrimination

Extracurricular activities .
Poor academic support

Recognition and awards Harsh discipline, including corporal

punishment

Teacher shortages — over-crowded
classrooms

Unprofessional conduct and gender

dynamics
Community Desire for success Income generating activities
and socio- o .
Cultural gender roles and Social distractions

cultural

motivation (e.g. motivation to
succeed in education in order to
provide for family) Traditional practices

Hope for external support Cultural expectations

Early marriage

Community bylaws and
enforcement

Structural School feeding programmes Gender inequalities in programme support
and policy

Relevance of curriculum
level

Source: UNESCO et al., 2026
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Emerging trends in boys’ disengagement from education in Malawi send a clear message: efforts to
advance gender equality in and through education must also address how norms of masculinity
shape boys’ attitudes and experiences at school. Many of the harmful and restrictive forms of
masculinity linked to boys’ disengagement are the same norms that underpin issues such as unequal
power relations and violence against women. Therefore, work to shift these norms and promote
positive, healthy alternatives benefits not only boys and men, but all learners and society as a whole.
At the same time, greater focus on addressing boys’ disengagement in education must not come at
the expense of ongoing efforts to tackle the persistent barriers and disadvantages that girls continue
to face in education.

2.5 What is a gender-transformative approach to education?

When gender norms shape who enrols, who participates and who succeeds in school, education
systems need to become part of the solution rather than functioning to reflect or reinforce existing
inequalities. Indeed, education has the power to shift harmful norms, including those relating to
gender. By providing opportunities to imagine beyond existing gender norms and stereotypes, as well
as a platform for critical thinking, education can empower students to actively recognize and
challenge harmful gender norms and wider inequalities, and advocate for change (Plan International
et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2022c).

However, by design and through everyday practices, education systems — often unintentionally — can
reinforce harmful gender norms and stereotypes. This includes the ‘hidden curriculum’ — the
unwritten norms, values and expectations that students absorb through day-to-day schooling, beyond
what is formally taught (Marcus et al., 2024). The hidden curriculum operates through how teachers
interact with students, patterns of discipline and reward, and whose identities, experiences and
families are reflected in materials and classroom discussions.

Recognizing this, there is growing momentum behind efforts to make education gender-
transformative (Plan International et al., 2021). Gender-transformative education aims to transform
harmful and restrictive gender norms and stereotypes by bringing attention to the root causes of
inequality, challenging power relations, and helping students to reimagine and embrace more gender-
equitable alternatives. This requires deliberate action across multiple areas — from policies to
pedagogies to teaching and learning materials (Box 7).
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Box 7. Entry points for transforming gender norms in and through education

Teachers, teacher training
and ongoing support

Policies, plans and budgets Curriculum

Teaching and learning

Pedagogies .
808 W EIERELS

Leadership

Parent, caregiver and

Learning environments .
community engagement

Data systems

Source: Author.

While this guide focuses primarily on teaching and learning materials, Section 4 returns to the other
entry points and outlines practical actions that can be taken across different parts of the education
system to reinforce and sustain change.

2.6 What are gender-transformative teaching and learning materials?

As well as supporting students to master subject-specific knowledge and skills, teaching and learning
materials provide an avenue for students to identify and acquire a sense of themselves and others
(UNESCO, 2020). Teaching and learning materials come in many forms (Box 2). Across all formats,
they can reinforce narrow and stereotypical ideas about gender, or they can actively challenge
harmful and restrictive norms, promote positive norms and expand students’ sense of what is
possible (Box 8).
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Box 8. Example images from Malawian teaching and learning materials that may reinforce harmful
and restrictive gender norms or promote positive and healthy gender norms?

Examples of images that may reinforce harmful and restrictive gender norms

LGS

Fioure 11.1: We should be //().\‘/U'/(//uﬁ

Source: Kalinde, 2018.

Luso la moyo wabwino. Buku la ophunzira la
Teacher Lawyer ' Sitandade 3 (Life Skills for Standard 3)

‘ Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2012b.

Doctor

Judge

Types of professions

SIS

Junior Secondary Life Skills Education, Student’s Book
Form 1

Source: Kadyoma, 2017.

Examples of images that promote positive and healthy gender norms

2 Note that the examples are provided for illustrative purposes only, and the source materials have not been
analysed in full. It is important to recognize that gender-transformative materials aim to present genders in
balance, with roles, career paths and achievements depicted equitably across genders rather than being

associated with only one.
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kuchita kunyumba

3

Life Skills, Learners Book for Standard 5

Describe what you are able to do at your home. | can

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2007.
wash clothes, | can cook food, | can sweep.

Chichewa. Buku la ophunzira la Sitandade 8
[Chichewa Textbook for Standard 8]

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2009a.

Don’t hurt / trip each other when playing football!
Say some good rules for home, school and play.

Luso la moyo wabwino. Buku la ophunzira a
Sitandade 2 [Life Skills Standard 2]

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2012a.
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tchito yachiwiri Njira zosamalira zovala 1
mbiranani zimene mukuona m'zithunzi zomwe Zzili
'munsimu.

Activity 2: Ways of caring for clothes.
Discuss what you see in the pictures below.

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2012a.

Activity 2: Appropriate ways of earning money.
Look at the following pictures and discuss appropriate ways of earning money.

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2012a.

Gender-transformative teaching and learning materials are purposefully designed to promote gender
equality and inclusion. They go beyond simply avoiding bias, aiming to challenge stereotypes, present
diverse and inclusive representations of gender and support critical thinking about gender norms and
power dynamics (Commonwealth of Learning, 2019; RTI International, 2015; UNESCO, 2018b). To do
this, they pay attention to the way in which gender is represented in text, images and design, and
create opportunities for students to notice, examine and challenge gender norms and stereotypes
that are relevant to the subject area.

Research demonstrates the potential of teaching and learning materials to transforming gender
norms and promoting gender equality. For example, studies have shown that exposure to, or
interaction with, counter-stereotypical role models can reduce gender stereotyping, although most of
this research has focused on challenging stereotypes affecting women and girls (Crawfurd et al.,
2024; Olsson and Martiny, 2018). Studies in the field of economics demonstrate the importance of
role models in determining schooling and employment aspirations and outcomes. These role models
can be just as influential when they are fictional characters as when they are real people (Crawfurd et
al., 2024; Serra, 2025).
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A study looking at the effect of gender stereotypical and counter-stereotypical textbook images on
science performance found that girls scored significantly higher on the comprehension test when
exposed to counter-stereotypic images of female scientists (Good et al., 2010). Research in the UK
with primary school students found that exposure to counter-stereotypes in the classroom increased
the likelihood that children would feel more similar to the other gender, and consider a wider range
of future occupations (Spinner et al., 2021). Boys were also more likely to report that gender
stereotypes were unfair. Another study showed that exposing grade five students to examples of men
and women in non-traditional roles, both in the workplace and in the home, led to more positive
perceptions of what boys and girls can do and be (Flynn, 2003).

2.7 Gender representations in current teaching and learning materials

Despite the potential of teaching and learning materials to actively dismantle harmful and restrictive
gender norms and promote positive norms, analysis of materials from countries across the world find
that they often reinforce, rather than challenge traditional gender norms and expectations.
Moreover, studies continue to show that girls and women are under-represented in widely used
materials (Crawfurd et al., 2024; Islam and Asadullah, 2018; UNESCQO, 2020). One comparison of
textbooks across 34 countries (including Malawi) found consistent patterns of under-representation
of women in text (Crawfurd et al., 2024).

Beyond unequal representation, analyses of teaching and learning materials across the world
continue to find that they often reinforce gendered stereotypes and roles (Crawfurd et al., 2024;
UNESCO, 2020). A multi country study of textbooks (which included Malawi) found that women and
girls tend to be portrayed as more passive and less likely than men to be associated with work or
achievement. Boys and men are more frequently portrayed as active, rational, and dominant
(Crawfurd et al., 2024). Women and men are often confined to stereotypical professional roles — for
example, women as teachers, nurses, or caregivers, and men as scientists, engineers, or leaders —
reinforcing outdated assumptions about what kinds of work are appropriate or possible for men and
women (Crawfurd et al., 2024). Analysis of 110 national curriculum materials in 78 countries found
persistent gender biases and stereotypes, particularly in mathematics and science textbooks, with
women highly under-represented in these fields (UNESCO, 2017b). Studies of Malawian junior
secondary history and senior primary science textbooks similarly show that women and girls are
under-represented, depicted mainly in domestic and caring roles, rarely shown as leaders,
professionals or celebrated historical actors, while men dominate public, technical and decision-
making spaces — patterns that reinforce patriarchal norms and constrain girls’ aspirations (Chiponda
and Wassermann, 2015, 2016; Mtuwana, N.D., Box 9).
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Box 9. Analyses of gender in Malawian history textbooks

A study used quantitative content analysis (counting frequency and proportion of women vs. men)
to analyse images of people presented in three widely-used junior secondary history textbooks. It
found that:

*  Women made up between 9-36 per cent of images in the textbooks analysed, sometimes
they were nearly invisible compared to men.

*  When present, women were usually shown alongside men, rarely as independent
historical actors.

* Portrayals reinforced stereotypes: women depicted in supportive or domestic roles,
subordinate to men.

* The study concludes that textbooks reproduce patriarchal biases, marginalising women as
historical figures.

Analysis of verbal text in some of the same textbooks used qualitative open coding of all
references to women, then grouped depictions into themes (e.g. roles, activities, etc.). Results
showed that:

*  Women comprised only 6 per cent of historical characters mentioned; several chapters
contained no women at all.

* References were often brief (one sentence) and usually defined women by relation to
famous men (wives, mothers, queens).

* Leadership roles (queens, political leaders) were acknowledged but rare, and women’s
voices were generally marginalized.

* Overall, women were under-represented, marginalized, or omitted, reinforcing the
patriarchal framing of history in Malawian textbooks.

Sources: Chiponda and Wassermann, 2015; 2016

In presenting gendered norms and stereotypes, teaching and learning materials are contributing to
the ‘hidden curriculum’. Through the language, images, examples and characters they present, they
can normalise harmful and restrictive gender norms and stereotypes, even when the formal
curriculum promotes equality (Marcus et al., 2024).

It is notable that there are few studies looking specifically at representations of men and boys in
teaching and learning materials, and none from Malawi. Existing evidence from other contexts
suggests that, while there has been incremental progress in expanding the roles and possibilities
shown for girls and women, portrayals of men and boys often remain largely static, reinforcing
narrow and outdated norms of masculinity (Huang and Liu, 2024; Jackson and Gee, 2006). These
portrayals continue to promote a limited idea of what it means to be a man or boy, constraining the
range of roles and behaviours seen as acceptable and reinforcing pressure to conform to traditional
expectations. This pattern likely reflects a wider emphasis in gender and education work on how
gender norms disadvantage girls and women, with less attention to how restrictive norms of
masculinity also harm boys and men (UNESCO, 2018a, 2022c). This focus is understandable and
remains important, given the persistent and often severe educational disadvantage experienced by
girls and women in many parts of the world. However, given growing evidence that dominant
masculine ideals can clash with the attitudes and behaviours that support learning and academic
success, as well as mounting evidence of boys’ disengagement from education in a range of contexts,
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there is a clear need for teaching and learning materials to place deliberate focus on challenging
harmful and restrictive masculinities and promoting positive, healthy and inclusive alternatives.

Key takeaways:

Gender norms are learned across multiple settings; in schools, teaching and learning
materials are a key source of messages about what is normal and possible for girls, boys,
women and men.

In Malawi, and around the world, teaching and learning materials frequently under-
represent girls and women and portray women, men, girls and boys in narrow,
stereotypical ways.

These representations shape students’ aspirations and sense of self, reinforcing gender
inequalities and contributing to patterns of disengagement and dropout.

Gender-transformative teaching and learning materials intentionally challenge harmful
norms, present diverse and inclusive role models, and support critical reflection on gender
and power, while reflecting the intersecting identities and realities of all learners.

Including attention to promoting positive and healthy masculinities in teaching and
learning materials is a core element of gender-transformative education, with benefits for
all.
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3. PRACTICAL GUIDANCE

v
v
v

By the end of this section, readers will:

Be familiar with the key features of gender-transformative teaching and learning materials.
Understand how gender-transformative content can be embedded across different subjects.

Understand how to apply a gender lens throughout the process of developing teaching and
learning materials.

Be familiar with practical strategies and tools to revise and develop materials that promote
positive and healthy gender norms.

3.1 Features of gender-transformative teaching and learning materials

As explored in Section 2, teaching and learning materials play a powerful role in shaping how learners
understand gender roles, relationships and identities. When teaching and learning materials are
deliberately designed to show girls, boys, women and men in a wide range of roles and with diverse
traits —including those that challenge harmful and limiting stereotypes, they can challenge restrictive
expectations, open up new possibilities and help broaden children’s aspirations.

Research and guidance highlight features of gender-transformative teaching and learning materials:

v

Address gender across all features of materials, including text, images, examples, characters
and role models (Commonwealth of Learning, 2019; RTI International, 2015; UNESCO,
2018b).

Ensure equal representation of girls, boys, women and men in text and images, reflecting
real-world gender diversity and avoiding marginalization of some (Commonwealth of
Learning, 2019; RTI International, 2015; UNESCO, 2018b). This includes attention to balance
of girls, boys, women and men in fictional people/characters, celebrated role models and
historical figures.

Use gender-equitable and inclusive language, avoiding gender-exclusive or male-default
terms (e.g., using ‘men’ to mean all people or gendered terms like policeman or chairman) in
favour of more inclusive or gender-neutral terms (like police officer or chair person) (RTI
International, 2015; UNESCO, 2009).

Include gender equitable and transformational text and images, presenting people of both
genders in a wide range of activities, roles and professions, with diverse character traits. This
should include deliberate counter-stereotypical examples (e.g., boys reading, men in caring or
creative roles, girls and women in leadership and STEM) (Crawfurd et al., 2024; Marcus, 2018;
Olsson and Martiny, 2018). Examples of images that promote positive and healthy gender
norms are presented in Box 8.

Address intersectionality, demonstrating how gender intersects with other aspects of
identity, such as socio-economic status, ability and location to shape identities and
experiences. The goal is for all learners to feel seen, valued and included (Marcus et al., 2024;
RTI International, 2015). This includes actively challenging related stereotypes — for example,
by showing children of different genders with disabilities participating in sports, or boys from
poor or rural areas engaged in education.
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v Provide chances for learners to notice and question gender norms, stereotypes and power
dynamics — for example through questions, activities or reflection tasks that consider how
these norms are learned, how they affect people, and how to challenge them when they
cause harm (Cahill et al., 2022; Leite et al., 2025; Marcus, 2018; Mmari et al., 2023; UNGEI,
2023). This should include spaces for boys and young men to talk openly about gender
norms, healthy relationships and positive masculinity, and to reflect on how stereotypes and
power have shaped their own identity, behaviour and views of masculinity and femininity
(OECD, 2019). Examples from Social Studies and Life Skills materials are presented in Box 10.

v Take a strengths-based approach, by using positive examples and role models that promote
equality, empathy and respect, rather than only focusing on problems (Lifting Barriers
Educators’ Guide). For example, alongside highlighting harmful behaviours (such as men’s use
of violence), materials can show boys and men who speak out against violence, support
peers, share care work and seek help, helping to normalise and celebrate positive behaviours.

Box 10. Opportunities for learners to think critically about gender norms?®

Impact of gender inequality on school and society

The attitudes and actions of teachers and other learners and community members do affect the performance of girls
and boys. For example, the use of language, comments and roles assigned to boys and girls have an impact on
equality. But gender sensitive school and society promote equality and equity. Some of the effects of equality in
school and society are:

e males and females may not develop skills in dealing with situations and be able to compete

e not all males and females may contribute effectively to development, hence under developed society
e boys and girls may not be motivated to go to school, hence, low performance and more drop outs

e boys and girls may repeat classes more frequently due to poor attendance

e boys and girls may not have confidence in themselves, hence develop low self esteem

e  boys and girls may not depend on themselves and have career ambitions that are focused

e males and females may not gain knowledge and skills to make rational decisions

Discussing the impact of gender inequality in the school and society

1 Read the story below.

Ndaziona is in Standard 8 together with her twin brother Zitheka. Her father finds problems in sourcing money
to buy basic needs for them. Priority goes to Zitheka; if there is something remaining it goes to Ndaziona. In
most cases, Ndaziona is absent from school because she is asked to assist with household chores. Sometimes
she goes to sell mandazi at a nearby market. Whenever she is given homework, she does not do it because
she is always tired after the day's work. Her performance is going down and the parents are now praising
Zitheka as a hard worker and despising Ndaziona for dropping in performance.

2 In groups, answer the following questions.

Questions
a. Identify problems Ndaziona is facing.
b. Who do you think is contributing to Ndaziona's problems?
¢. What has happened to Ndaziona's performance?

d. What advice would you give to Ndaziona's parents?

3 Text copied here 1-1 from the original text.
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Excerpts from activities asking students to consider the impact of gender inequality in a Standard 8
Social Studies textbook.

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2009c¢, Page 19.

Activity 1: Discussing how stereotyped expectations shape the lives of women and girls in terms
of HIV and AIDS

Look at them,
why are they doing

1. In groups, discuss some of the cultural stereotyped expectations that influence the lives
of women and girls in your community.

2. Report your work to the class for discussion.

An activity asking students to consider how gender expectations and stereotypes impact girls and
women in a Standard 8 Life Skills textbook.

Source: Malawi Institute of Education, 2009b.

3.2 Mainstreaming gender-transformative content across subjects

Teaching and learning materials that pay explicit attention to gender have typically been developed
for subjects with explicit learning goals related to gender and power, for example life-skills based
sexuality education and initiatives aiming to address GBV. There is strong evidence that such subjects
are only effective at meeting their goals (e.g., gender equitable attitudes, reduction of violence,
sexual health, etc.) if they intentionally help learners to identify and challenge harmful gender norms
and understand power dynamics (Haberland, 2015; Lameiras-Ferndndez et al., 2021).

In addition, a comprehensive approach involves mainstreaming gender-transformative teaching and
learning materials across all subjects (UNESCO, 2018b). Such mainstreaming requires understanding
and buy-in of decision-makers and resource developers from across curriculum areas. This is
important given the evidence that materials across a range of subject areas have been shown to be
gender biased and reinforce and reproduce harmful gender norms and stereotypes (see Section 2).
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Embedding a gender-transformative approach across all subjects will mean that inclusive values and
diverse representations are reinforced throughout the learning experience. Table 2 provides
examples of how different gender is relevant in different subjects and how it can be explicitly

addressed.

Table 2: Examples of how different subjects can support students to critically think about gender

Subject

How is gender relevant?

How could gender be explicitly addressed
in curricula and materials?

Chichewa or
English

Mathematics

History

Traditional literature often
reinforces gender norms and
stereotypes through characters
and storylines.

Literature can also disrupt gender
norms and stereotypes by
introducing characters/storylines
that challenge traditional roles,
activities and pathways for people
of different genders.

Gender norms can affect
students’ confidence and interest
in mathematics, often to the
disadvantage of girls.

Mathematics-related
study/careers are often perceived
as male-dominated.

History has often overlooked
women, focusing on male-
dominated narratives and not
recognizing or documenting
women’s achievements.

History documents how norms
and expectations have changed
over time and opened up
opportunities for different

35

Invest in interventions to encourage and
celebrate boys who read/write and/or
engage male caregivers in reading with
their children.

Ask students to analyse popular literature
for gender norms and stereotypes and
consider how these impact people of
different gender and how to change them.

Deliberately source and present literature
that challenges harmful and restrictive
gender and intersecting norms. Provide
students with opportunities to unpack how
this expands possibilities for all individuals.

Provide opportunities for students to
consider why girls and women may be
reluctant to study Mathematics or follow a
Mathematics-related career pathway.

Design questions that include data
highlighting real-world gender inequalities
(e.g., gender pay gaps, representation in
STEM careers, representation in leadership
positions).

Integrate examples of female Maths
teachers and women who have excelled in
Mathematics and related careers, providing
role models of what is possible and
broaden aspirations.

Invite students to critically reflect on why
some people are documented and
celebrated in historical accounts and who is
missing.

Create opportunities for students to study
how norms, behaviours and opportunities
have changed for girls and boys, men and
women over time and what has led to
positive changes.



Social studies

Sciences

Bible studies

Physical
Education
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people, while continuing to
oppress others.

Development studies can provide
explicit opportunities to explore
gender and inequality, including
who is advantaged/
disadvantaged.

Science fields have historically
been male-dominated and
despite many girls now
performing strongly in science
assessments, they remain
underrepresented in STEM study
and careers beyond school.

Religious teachings and dominant
moral ideas can influence ideas
about gender roles and
relationships. These can either
reinforce or challenge harmful
gender norms.

Gender norms influence
participation in sports, physical
development expectations and
body image.
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Include case studies that analyse gender
inequality in different contexts (e.g.,
education, employment, family roles,
political participation).

Use classroom activities that encourage
students to examine how social norms and
institutions reinforce gender roles.

Include statistics disaggregated by sex and
by other intersecting factors such as ability,
socio-economic status, or location, to
capture how gender interacts with other
markers of identity to share experiences
and outcomes.

Encourage students to study the impact of
gender norms in their own
lives/communities.

Provide opportunities for students to
consider why girls and women may be
reluctant to study science or follow a
science-related career pathway.

Integrate examples of people of all genders
who have excelled in scientific and related
careers to provide role models of what is
possible and broaden aspirations.

Explore religious teachings and values that
promote gender equality.

Encourage critical reflection on how
religious teachings of common morals can
support respectful relationships and
inclusive behaviour.

Integrate examples of powerful women in
the Bible (e.g. Judges), and the significant
role they played.

Avoid reinforcing gender segregation or
labelling certain sports as ‘masculine’ or
‘feminine.

Present examples of people of different
genders engaging in sports that are not
traditionally associated with their gender.



Life skills
education

Geography

Home
economics

Source: Author.
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Gender influences health
outcomes, help-seeking
behaviour and experiences of
violence.

Gender impacts how people use
and experience places and
environments, including access to
land and natural resources and
exposure to climate and disaster
risks.

Gender norms can also affect
who participates in (and benefits
from) local decision-making (e.g.
about land use, housing,
transport etc.).

Home economics is closely linked
to gender norms, including
expectations about unpaid care
work, household decision-
making.

In many context, home
economics has been perceived as
a feminine subject and female
space.

Address how gender norms may influence
body image pressures for people of
different genders and invite students to
consider how harmful norms can be
disrupted.

Provide Life skills education that teaches
about gender norms, how they impact
people of different genders, how they
relate to relationships, consent and help-
seeking, and how they can be challenged
when they cause harm.

Use case studies that analyse how gender
affects access to land, water and other
resources, and how this intersects with
other factors such as location.

Design activities where students identify
local environmental or planning issues and
propose inclusive solutions (e.g., safer
routes to school, climate adaptation) that
consider the needs of girls, boys, women
and men.

Make home economics a compulsory
subject for all learners to emphasize the
importance of the knowledge and skills
provided for all learners.

Deliberately present household and
caregiving tasks as shared responsibilities
and include examples of boys, girls, men
and women performing domestic and care
work.

Use lessons on nutrition, budgeting and
household planning to prompt discussion
about unequal division of labour and
decision-making within households.

3.3 Applying a gender lens to the process of material revision/development

The model below sets out common steps teaching and learning material review or development
process. It draws on case studies and evidence on what works to integrate gender considerations
across the cycle, and highlights practical good-practice principles to apply at each stage, so that both
the process and the final materials promote positive and inclusive gender norms, and ultimately
gender equality (Plan International et al., 2021; UNESCO 2018b; 2020). Box 11 describes current
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processes for developing teaching and learning materials in Malawi and points to entry points for

integrating attention to gender.

Identify materials for review or development

Prioritise widely used materials with the greatest reach, especially those known or
suspected to contain gender bias.

e

Identify and engage a review or development team

Aim for gender balance
Seek gender balance and involve people with diverse backgrounds and identities that
reflect the learners and wider community.

e

Training of review or development team

Provide training so all team members understand gender-transformative principles
and can apply them in their work.

e

Analysis and revision of existing materials

N

Analyse existing material

Development of new materials

N

Plan the material

Use a gender analysis tool to examine text,
visuals and other content for bias,
stereotyping and exclusion (e.g. Tool 1 and

Tool 2).

Revise for inclusive language, counter-
stereotypical and diverse representations
(including positive and healthy
masculinities), and add opportunities for
learners to critically explore gender norms.
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Consider how gender is relevant to the
subject/topic and how the content and
design will integrate gender-related
dynamics within the subject topic (Table 2).

e

Develop content

Draft content using inclusive language,
counter-stereotypical and diverse
representations. Includes activities for
learners to examine gender norms.

If out-sourcing the development, ensure
clear criteria in the Terms of Reference (ToR)
and/or contract requiring gender-
transformative content and holding
developers accountable for meeting these
standards.

e

Design the material

Use images that show equality and
diversity, avoid stereotypes, and carefully
consider the size and placement of visuals

so that no group is sidelined and boys, girls,
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men and women are represented as equally
visible, valued and capable.

Carry out external review

Engage external reviewers with gender expertise to assess how well the
materials align with gender-transformative principles.

e

Pilot new or revised materials

Pilot the materials and seek specific feedback on how gender is presented,
including any activities that focus explicitly on gender.

Sensitize leaders and train educators

Explain to leaders and educators why gender-transformative content matters
and how it supports wider efforts to promote gender equality in the education
system (see Section 4). Provide practical training on using the materials to
promote inclusion, challenge harmful gender norms, and support genuinely
transformative classroom practice.

Source: Author

Box 11. Integrating a gender-transformative approach to the process of materials development in
Malawi

In Malawi, the development of many teaching and learning materials is overseen by the Malawi
Institute of Education (MIE), which is mandated to lead curriculum and materials development for
pre-primary, primary, secondary and primary teacher training colleges.

Curriculum and materials development is organized in cycles. The primary curriculum operates on
an eight-year cycle, secondary on a four-year cycle and teacher education on a two-year cycle. At
the end of each cycle, the Government commissions a comprehensive review, drawing on needs
assessments with diverse stakeholders — communities, learners, parents, traditional and religious
leaders and other education stakeholders. The findings inform revisions to the Curriculum and
Assessment Framework, which in turn guides all subsequent materials development.

The Curriculum and Assessment Framework outlines a number of cross-cutting and emerging
issues — including gender equality — that must be embedded in all subjects.

For primary education, MIE develops the core curriculum and all associated teaching and learning
materials. Subject panels, coordinated by MIE, are established for each learning area (subject) and
formally approved by the Ministry of Education. Panels typically include MIE subject specialists,
practising teachers, teacher educators, quality assurance officers and other key stakeholders, with
attention to gender balance and representation from different regions. MIE subject specialists
design the scope and sequence, coordinate training for panel members, and then chair the drafting
process. Draft materials are illustrated, consolidated and subjected to expert review and validation,
followed by piloting in schools. Feedback from classroom observations and teacher consultations is
used to refine the materials before final editing, proofreading, typesetting, production and formal
approval by the Ministry.
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At secondary level, core curriculum development is led by MIE, but production of textbooks and
other materials is outsourced to private publishers. Before publishers begin writing, MIE orients
them to the syllabus, curriculum design and content requirements, including expectations
regarding cross-cutting and emerging issues. Draft textbooks are then evaluated by MIE against the
syllabus, with criteria that include adequate treatment of cross-cutting and emerging issues.
Materials that do not meet these requirements are not approved. Between full curriculum reviews,
supplementary materials such as activity books or readers may also be developed to address new
or emerging needs without undertaking a full rewrite of the curriculum.

Once draft materials are produced, gender and inclusion specialists review them to ensure they are
gender-responsive and inclusive of learners with disabilities and other diverse needs. MIE has a
dedicated gender specialist who supports these processes, but this expertise is not yet
systematically built into every stage of curriculum and materials development.

Within these existing processes, there are clear opportunities to deepen and institutionalise a
gender-transformative approach:

e Provide structured training for all subject panels on gender-transformative approaches and
equip them with practical guides, checklists and examples to use during drafting.

e Train expert reviewers in gender-transformative analysis and require them to apply explicit
gender criteria when assessing draft materials.

e Strengthen the role of the MIE gender specialist by involving them in panel selection,
terms of reference, and final sign-off on materials, and by ensuring they are up to date
with the latest evidence and good practice.

e QOrient and train secondary school publishers on gender-transformative content and
visuals, and make the use of agreed guides and tools a condition of their contracts and of
textbook approval.

Participants also noted the importance of maintaining clear and coordinated roles across the
curriculum and materials development cycle. This includes clarity regarding overall institutional
responsibility for review, commissioning and approval processes, as well as defined mandates for
subject panels, publishers and reviewers. Strengthening this clarity was seen as key to ensuring
consistent quality assurance and to embedding gender-transformative principles systematically
across all levels of the education system.

Source: Author, based on information collected during the national consultation

3.4 Practical tools to support revision and development of a teaching and
learning material

The tools below translate the evidence on gender-transformative teaching and learning materials into
practical, step-by-step guidance for teams working with real products. They are designed to support
both the analysis and revision of existing materials and the development of new ones, ensuring that
gender considerations are embedded.

Each tool is designed to prompt critical reflection, support structured decision-making, and guide
practical revisions that improve representation, inclusivity and pedagogical impact. Some
considerations for adapting and applying the tools are provided in Box 13.
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Box 12. Exploring the potential of Artificial Intelligence (Al) to assist with analysis of existing
materials

With support from the Global Partnership for Education’s Knowledge and Innovation Exchange
(GPE-KIX), a joint endeavour with the International Development Research Centre, Canada. the
project Accountability for Gender Equality in Education (AGEE): Bridging the local, national and
global project (2024-2027), involving UNESCO, University College London, Equal Measures and
University of Malawi. It is using the AGEE Framework (an existing indicator framework) to help
partners in Indonesia, Kenya and Malawi strengthen how gender equality in and through education
is documented and acted on. It focuses on reviewing what data already exist, identifying gaps, and
improving the collection and use of data. The work includes developing and piloting new
indicators, data tools and dashboards (data visualization tools), and building the capacity of
government and civil society stakeholders to use evidence to inform policy and practice. One
component of the project is exploring the potential of Al tools to analyze curricula and teaching
and learning materials, with a view to generating richer evidence on how gender is represented
and where change is needed. While it is important to use Al with caution, this project will shed
light on the potential of Al to assist with the analysis of existing teaching and learning materials.

ool 1. Tool to guide analysis and revision of existing materials

Tool 1 guides analysis and revision of existing materials against the core features of gender-
transformative materials. It helps users identify where materials reinforce or challenge gender norms,
where voices or identities are missing, and where revisions are needed.

ool 2. Tool to guide analysis and revision of existing materials for positive and healthy|

Tool 2 guides analysis and revision with an exclusive focus on positive and healthy masculinities. It
responds to growing evidence that portrayals of girls and women have become more diverse in some
contexts, while portrayals of boys and men have remained narrow and stereotypical. In this context,
some materials may already challenge gender norms that disadvantage girls and women, yet
continue to reinforce restrictive and harmful masculinities that affect boys' motivation, participation
and learning (see Section 2). This tool helps identify those patterns and provides prompts to support
a more inclusive and transformative approach to masculinity. It is especially useful when working with
materials that already address girls’ empowerment, and is recommended to be used in conjunction
with Tool 1 to ensure a holistic approach across all genders.

ool 3. Tool to guide the development of gender-transformative materials|

Tool 3 is designed to guide the process of developing new teaching and learning materials. It is
organized around the main stages of the development process — planning, writing, designing and
reviewing. It highlights actions that can be taken at each stage to ensure that the final product is
gender-transformative.

Box 13. Considerations when using the tools

The tools are intended to be used flexibly. Teams may focus on selected sections or questions,
depending on their priorities, the type of material and available resources. The aim is not
exhaustive analysis or meeting quotas, but to ensure that, overall, the material reflects diversity,
avoids stereotypes and promotes inclusive, equitable norms.
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Applicability and relevance of some sections: Not all sections of the tools will be relevant for every
material. For example, if the material does not include photographs or other images, questions
related to images may be marked “’skip”. However, the ‘skip’ option should, however, be used with
care. Avoid using it to overlook issues that could meaningfully be addressed and, when in doubt,
discuss whether changes could still improve inclusion, representation and positive transformation.

Tailoring for different age groups: When developing materials for different age levels, it is
important to consider what is age- and developmentally-appropriate. Efforts to address harmful
norms and stereotypes, including opportunities for learners to think critically about these will look
different in materials for young children than in those for older adolescents or adults.

Time required: The time needed will vary with the length and complexity of the material. A
comprehensive textbook will take longer to review or develop than a short storybook or single
worksheet.
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Tool 1: Tool to guide analysis and revision of existing materials

Date: Education level / target learners:
Type of material: Subject:
Title of material: Original authors/developers:

Original date of development/publication:

Category Question Response Suggested revisions (if required)

Frequency of Does the text (narrative/stories/case []Yes Add or revise text to ensure balanced
representation in | studies/examples/role models, etc.) |:| No representation of girls/boys/women/men across
text include reference to girls, boys, women text.

and men in roughly equal numbers?

Are girls, boys, women and men []Yes Add or revise portrayals in text to balance
presented in the text as having equal [INo representation of girls/boys/women/men who
value? are valued for different qualities and
For example, are people of different achievements (e.g., innovation, creativity,
genders equally represented in ways academic achievement).
that highlight a range of qualities and This may necessitate research to identify new
achievements? examples.
Frequency of Do images (photographs and other [ ]Yes Add, revise or replace images to ensure
representation in | images that show people/characters) of [INo balanced gender representation. Aim for
images boys, girls, men and women in roughly approximate parity in the number of boys, girls,

|:| Skip if no images in text

equal numbers? men and women presented.
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Are images representing boys, girls,
men and women of the same size?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Adjust image scale/positioning so that boys,
girls, men and women are presented in
comparable sizes and prominence.

Do girls, boys, women and men appear
in indoor and outdoor spaces (e.g., in
the house, doing outdoor
work/farming, in urban areas, in the
classroom) with approximately equal
frequency in images?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add, revise or replace images to ensure that
girls, boys, women and men are portrayed in a
diverse range of locations and environments.

Do girls, boys, women and men appear
engaged in different activities (e.g.,
sports, caring, paid work) with
approximately equal frequency in
images?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Update, replace or add images to ensure they
depict girls, boys, women and men participating
in a wide range of activities. Ensure girls/women
and boys/men are shown in both traditional and
non-traditional activities (e.g., girls playing
football, boys cooking or caregiving).

Gender equitable
and inclusive
language

Does the text use gender-inclusive
language and avoid gender-specific
terms that may exclude other genders
(e.g., using only ‘he’ pronouns, ‘men’ to
mean all people or gendered terms like
policeman or cleaning lady)*?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Replace male-default or gender-exclusive terms
with gender-neutral or inclusive alternatives.

Note that the neutral form of a title and
function should be used when possible (e.g.,
chairperson, rather than chairman).

Does the emotional tone of the
language and descriptions of
people/characters differ by gender in
ways that reinforce stereotypes or bias

|:| Yes
|:| No

Review and revise text to ensure the emotional
tone used to describe boys, girls, men and
women is balanced, does not reinforce

4 The use of gender in nouns or pronouns is language specific depending on the language’s pronoun system and how gender is or is not encoded in that system.
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(e.g., only describing women as
submissive or men as assertive or
strong) or that portray certain genders
in a consistently negative or harmful
light (e.g., imply all men are violent)?

stereotypes and does not portray certain
genders in a negative or harmful light.

When talking about mixed-gender
groups, are neutral terms used (e.g.,
‘workers’ instead of ‘workmen’ or
‘police’ instead of ‘policemen’,
‘students’ instead of ‘boys and girls’)>?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Edit group descriptors to use inclusive collective
terms rather than gendered terms.

If boys, girls, men and women appear in
the same text, does it automatically
start with the male character?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Revise phrasing to alternate and/or vary order
throughout.

Gender equitable
and
transformational
text and images

Does the text and/or images present
boys, girls, men and women in the
domestic sphere (e.g., doing domestic
work and/or caring for children) in
roughly equal numbers?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add or revise text/images to ensure examples of
men and boys performing domestic and
caregiving roles. Try to ensure balanced
representation.

Does the text and/or images present
boys, girls, men and women in the
professional sphere (e.g., in a range of
paid professions) in roughly equal
numbers?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add or revise text/images to ensure balanced
gender representation across a variety of
professions.

> Ability to do this will depend on the language used in the material.
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Does the text and/or images present []Yes Add or revise text/images to ensure balanced
girls, boys, women and men in D No gender representation of people/characters in
leadership roles (e.g., political leader, leadership roles.

CEO) in roughly equal numbers?

Does the text and/or images present []Yes Add or revise text/images to ensure examples of
girls, boys, women and men accessing D No women using digital tools.

and using technology in roughly equal

numbers?

Does the text and/or images avoid |:| Yes Rework descriptions of images of
gender-stereotypical psychological D No people/characters so that they do not

features or moral qualities (e.g., only consistently show gender stereotypical

girls who cry, only boys who are brave emotional, moral, and psychological traits. Find
or misbehave)? ways to deliberately describe/present people of

different genders in counter-stereotypical ways.
Such as girls/women as brave and mischievous,
and boys/men as kind and emotionally
expressive and empathetic.

Does the text and/or images present []Yes Find opportunities to deliberately present
girls, boys, women and men in explicitly [INo counter-stereotypical activities and roles for
counter-stereotypical activities and girls, boys, women and men.

roles (e.g., men as primary child carers Ensure they are depicted positively.

or nurses and women as truck drivers
or political leaders)?

Are positive role models presented for | [ | Yes Revise or add text/images to include female and
girls and boys (e.g., celebrated []No male role models. Aim for diverse ages and
historical figures, sports people, achievements.

leaders) in roughly equal numbers?
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Are relationships between girls and
boys, women and men depicted in ways
that reflect respectful and balanced
power dynamics?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Revise text/images to depict relationships
between girls and boys, women and men that
challenge traditional hierarchies and unequal
power relations.

Aim for depictions that reflect mutual respect,
collaboration, and gender equality in all kinds of
relationships.

Attention to
intersectionality
in text and images

Do people/characters representing
different sub-groups in society appear
across the text and/or images
(alongside gender, consider ability,
language, race/ethnicity, etc.)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add or revise text/images to represent
people/characters from a diverse range of
backgrounds and identities.

Ensure representation reflects the local context
and avoids tokenism.

Do people/characters representing
different sub-groups in society appear
across the text and/or images in all
typical areas of activities (e.g., sporting,
recreational activities)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add or revise text/images to represent
people/characters from diverse groups
participating in a full range of activities.

Do people/characters representing
different sub-groups in society appear
across the text and/or images
portrayed in leading and supporting
roles?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately find ways to present
people/characters from traditionally
underrepresented or marginalized groups in
leadership and support roles.

Content directly
addressing gender
and gender
equality

Does the curriculum and/or syllabus
acknowledge how gender is relevant to
the course subject matter? (e.g.,
History syllabus including a unit on
women’s past exclusion from civic

|:| Yes
|:| No

Reflect on how gender considerations are
relevant to the subject matter and explicitly
name these in the curriculum, syllabus and
learning objectives (see Table 2).
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participation; Science syllabus
mentioning addressing the issue of
fewer women in STEM professions).

Does the material explicitly
acknowledge or mention how gender is
relevant to the course subject matter?
(e.g., A health textbook that discusses
how masculine norms discourage boys
and men from seeking healthcare for
mental and physical health concerns,
including sexual and reproductive
health services).

|:| Yes
|:| No

Reflect on how gender considerations are
relevant to the subject matter (see Table 2) and
find ways in which to explicitly address these in
the material.

Does the material provide learning
activities or other opportunities for
students to reflect on gender norms,
their impact and how to change them
when they are harmful or limiting?
(e.g., A Civics assessment asking
students to reflect on gender disparities
in political leadership in their countries
and consider why these exist and how
to change them).

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add reflection prompts, discussion tasks or
assignments that explicitly explore gender
norms, their effects, and actions for positive
change.

Are any statistics or figures provided
disaggregated by sex and by other
intersecting factors such as ability,
socio-economic status, or location, to
capture how gender interacts with
other forms of inequality?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Review all statistical content and revise to
include data disaggregated by sex and other
intersecting factors where possible.

Add narrative or reflection tasks to encourage
students to consider and interpret any
differences based on gender and/or other
intersecting factors.
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Source: Author (some categories and questions adapted from Commonwealth of Learning, 2019; RTI International, 2015; UNESCO, 2018b).
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Tool 2: Tool to guide analysis and revision of existing materials for positive and healthy masculinities

Date:
Type of material:

Title of material:

Education level / target learners:

Subject:

Original authors/developers:

Original date of development/publication

Category

Question

Response

Suggested revisions (if required)

Gender equitable and
transformational text
and images

Does the text (narrative/stories/case
studies/examples/role models, etc.) and/or images
(photographs and other images that show
people/characters) present male people/characters
with diverse personalities, interests, and backgrounds?

|:| Yes
[ ]No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
with varied personalities, interests and
backgrounds.

Does the text and/or images present positive
expressions of masculinities (e.g., men/boys who are
non-violent, inclusive, empathetic, caring,
collaborative or egalitarian)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
engaging in respectful communication,
empathetic behaviour, caregiving,
collaboration, positive bystander behaviour
and advocacy for gender equality.

Does the text and/or images present boys and men
expressing a full range of emotions, including
vulnerability, fear, or affection?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
openly expressing feelings like fear, sadness,
or affection, without shame or ridicule.

Does the text and/or images present male
people/characters rejecting violence or peer pressure?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
actively rejecting violence, resisting peer
pressure or challenging harmful group
dynamics.
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Does the text and/or images present boys and men
engaging in respectful relationships?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
engaging in respectful relationships
characterised by affection, empathy and
consent.

Does the text and/or images present male
people/characters seeking support (e.g., help from
peers, health services, mental health services)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
asking for help or accessing support (e.g.,
counselling, medical care, or emotional
advice).

Does the text and/or images present male
people/characters caring for others and doing
domestic work?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Deliberately present examples of boys/men
in caregiving roles (e.g., caring for children,
siblings or elderly relatives) and sharing
domestic duties.

Does the text and/or images present male
people/characters with a range of different body
shapes, sizes and personal styles?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Present examples of boys/men that reflect a
range of body types, styles and expressions.
Avoid content that reinforces narrow ideals
of attractiveness or shames those who do
not conform to them (e.g., boys who are not
tall, muscular or do not dress
conventionally).

Does the material include examples that empower
people of all genders to expand their roles, identities
and choices?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add or revise content to include
empowering examples of people of all
genders who defy restrictive norms and
thrive in diverse roles. This might include
women in leadership or technical fields, and
men in caring professions.
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Content directly
addressing gender
norms around
masculinities

Does the curriculum or syllabus acknowledge or
mention any issues specifically related to gender
norms around masculinities that may relate to the
course subject matter? (e.g., A literature syllabus that
prompts a focus on how male characters are
dominantly portrayed).

|:| Yes
|:| No

Reflect on how gender norms around
masculinity are relevant to the subject
matter and explicitly address these in the
curriculum, syllabus and learning objectives.

Does the material explicitly acknowledge or mention
any issues specifically related to gender norms around
masculinities that relate to the course subject matter
(e.g., A health textbook that discusses how masculine
norms can impact risk taking behaviour)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Reflect on how gender norms around
masculinities are relevant to the subject
matter and find ways in which to explicitly
address these in the material.

Does the material provide learning activities or other
opportunities for students to reflect on masculine
gender norms, their impact and how to change them
(e.g., A literature textbook with reflections questions
encouraging students to consider how male characters
are dominantly portrayed, how these portrayals
reinforce narrow ideas of masculinity and the impact
this can have)?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Add reflection prompts, discussion tasks
and/or assignments that raise critical
awareness of hegemonic masculinity, the
impact of harmful and restrictive masculine
norms, and possible actions to promote
positive and healthy masculinities.

Opportunities for
students to recognize
and think critically
about gender norms,
stereotypes and
power dynamics

Does the material explicitly draw attention to
similarities between girls/boys, women/men?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Include content that highlights shared
emotions, experiences, or aspirations
among people of all genders (e.g., show
male and female characters who enjoy the
same hobbies/sports or face similar
challenges).
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Does the material explicitly prompt critical thinking
around men’s privilege, access to power, and the ways
in which power is used or taken for granted?

|:| Yes
|:| No

Incorporate examples, case studies or texts
that illustrate gendered power dynamics
(e.g., disparities in leadership in certain
professions, disparities in pay, or freedom of
movement).

Provide opportunities for students to
analyse such patterns and consider how
gender norms impact them. Encourage
students to explore how power/privilege
can be acknowledged and used positively to
foster equality.

Source: Author (some categories and questions adapted from or informed by Commonwealth of Learning, 2019; Heilman et al., 2017; RTI International,

2015; UNESCO, 2018b).
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Tool 3: Tool to guide the development of gender-transformative materials

Date:
Type of material:

Title of material:

Education level / target learners:

Subject:

Authors/developers:

Gender of authors/developers:

Stage

Opportunities

Checklist of tasks

Planning the material

Ensure diversity in the
development team.

([

Invite a range of people to be part of the development team (writers, developers and designers).
Aim for diversity in gender, age and include gender experts, where possible.

Ensure the development
team understands both
the rationale for ensuring
the resource is gender-
transformative, and
strategies required to
achieve this.

Consider how gender is
relevant to the
subject/topic from the
outset and identify ways
to explicitly address
gender.

(|

Deliver training to writers, developers, designers and others involved in the development
process on how to apply a gender-transformative lens to teaching and learning material
development.

Identify ways in which gender is relevant to the learning goals of the subject/topic (see Table 2).

Identify other factors that intersect with gender that should be considered (e.g., socio-economic
status, religion, ability, location, etc.).
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Use the detailed outline

. 1 Identify where gender can be explicitly addressed throughout the material.
of the material under
development (i.e. list of 1 Identify opportunities to engage students in critical thinking about relevant gender norms and
key sections or chapters) their impact (e.g., reflection boxes in a history textbook; mathematics questions relating to
to plan where there will unequal pay, etc.).
be explicit efforts to 1 Identify opportunities to engage students in considering how to change and challenge gender
embed genoiler— norms that are harmful and restrictive.
transformative content
and exercises (e.g., in L1 Identify opportunities to reflect how gender intersects with other aspects of identity that are
Introduction/Chapter relevant to the subject matter (e.g., socio-economic status, ethnicity, disability, language, or
3/Question 10/Example religion).
8 etc.) L1 Include content that helps students explore these intersections and their impact.
Writing and content Alm for equal frequen_cy [ Use text, stories, case studies, examples and role models that present girls, women, boys and
development of representation of girls, .
) men in roughly equal numbers.
women, boys and men in
text. [ Present girls, women, boys and men who are valued for different qualities and achievements
(e.g., innovation, creativity, academic achievement).
Use .gende.r equitable 5 ] Use gender-neutral (e.g., ‘people’ instead of ‘men and women’) and inclusive terms (e.g., police
and inclusive language . . . . . ",
officer, chairperson or cleaner), while avoiding male-default (e.g., using only ‘he’ pronouns,
‘men’ to mean all people) or gender-exclusive terms (e.g., policeman, chairman or cleaning
lady).
] Use inclusive collective terms (e.g., ‘students’ instead of ‘girls and boys’).
1 Ensure the emotional tone used to describe people of different genders is balanced and does
not reinforce stereotypes or portray certain genders in a negative or harmful light.
1 If people/characters of both sexes appear in the same text, alternate the order throughout.

6 The use of gender in nouns or pronouns is language specific depending on the language’s pronoun system and how gender is or is not encoded in that system.
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Gender equitable and
transformational text

Attention to
intersectionality

Opportunities for
students to recognize
and think critically about
gender norms,

O o00o0o0o0oa0o

Ensure balanced gender representation of those performing domestic and caregiving roles.
Ensure balanced gender representation across a variety of professions.

Ensure balanced gender representation in leadership and support roles.

Include presentations of women, men, girls and boys using digital tools.

Find opportunities to deliberately present people/characters engaging in counter-stereotypical
activities and roles (e.g., men as primary child carers or nurses and women as truck drivers or
political leaders). Ensure they are depicted positively.

Find opportunities to deliberately present people/characters with counter-stereotypical
psychological traits (e.g., describe girls/women as brave and mischievous, and boys/men as kind,
emotionally expressive and empathetic).

Aim to depict relationships between people of different genders that reflect mutual respect and
collaboration, and challenge traditional hierarchies and unequal power relations.

Include male, female role models. Aim for diverse ages and achievements.

Include people/characters from a diverse range of backgrounds and identities (consider ability,
language, location, socio-economic status, education status, etc.).

Present people/characters from traditionally underrepresented or marginalized groups in
leadership and support roles.

Introduce multidimensional people/characters with complex and intersecting identities (e.g., a
mother who is also a doctor and comes from an ethnic minority; a father who is also a scientist
and has a disabilities).

Add reflection prompts, questions, discussion tasks or assignments that explicitly explore gender
norms, their impacts, and possible actions for positive change.
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stereotypes and power
dynamics

Presentation of positive
and healthy masculinities

Include a diverse range of gender-related issues and perspectives, including those affecting boys
and girls.

Where data is presented, try to disaggregate by sex and by other intersecting factors such as
ability, socio-economic status, or location, to capture how gender interacts with other forms of
inequality (where such data is available).

Deliberately present examples of boys/men with varied personalities, interests and
backgrounds.

Deliberately present examples of boys/men engaging in respectful communication, empathetic
behaviour, caregiving, collaboration, positive by-stander behaviour and advocacy for gender
equality.

Deliberately present examples of boys/men openly expressing feelings like fear, sadness, or
affection, without shame or ridicule.

Deliberately present examples of boys/men actively rejecting violence, resisting peer pressure or
challenging harmful group dynamics.

Deliberately present examples of boys/men engaging in respectful relationships characterised by
affection, empathy and consent.

Deliberately present examples of boys/men asking for help or accessing support (e.g.,
counselling, medical care, or emotional advice).

Deliberately present examples of boys/men in caregiving roles (e.g., caring for children, siblings,
elderly relatives and sharing domestic duties).

Deliberately present examples of boys/men that reflect a range of body types, styles and
expressions. Avoid content that reinforces narrow ideals of attractiveness or shames those who
do not conform to them (e.g., boys who are not tall, muscular or do not dress conventionally).

Reflect on how gender norms around masculinity are relevant to the subject matter and
explicitly name these in the curriculum, syllabus and learning objectives.
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[1 Reflect on how gender norms around masculinities are relevant to the subject matter and find
ways in which to explicitly address these in the material.

1 Add reflection prompts, discussion tasks or assignments that explicitly explore masculine gender
norms, their effects and actions for positive change.

Visual and structural | Frequency of O . . .
) L. Select or design images that present boys, girls, men and women in roughly equal numbers.
design representation in images

1 Ensure boys, girls, men and women are presented in both indoor and outdoor spaces (e.g., in
the house, in urban areas, in the classroom) with approximately equal frequency.

1 Ensure boys, girls, men and women appear engaged in different activities (e.g., sports, caring,
paid work) with approximately equal frequency?

1 Ensure photographs and other images of characters/people representing different genders are
of the same size and prominence.

Gender equitable and . . . .
. . [ Ensure balanced gender representation of those performing domestic and caregiving roles.
transformational images

[0 Ensure balanced gender representation across a variety of professions.

I Ensure balanced gender representation in leadership and support roles.

I Include presentations of girls, boys, women and men using digital tools.

] Find opportunities to deliberately present people/characters engaging in counter-stereotypical
activities and roles (e.g., men as primary child carers or nurses and women as truck drivers or
political leaders). Ensure they are depicted positively.

Esetuzl eniizey ilae e il el o [ Use astructured analysis tool (e.g., Tool 1) to assess how gender-transformative the draft is and

frequency of
representation and
gender-transformative
content.

where improvements can be made.
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Invite review and .

Engage gender experts to review the material and provide constructive feedback.
feedback

L1 Invite feedback from teachers, students and community representatives from diverse
backgrounds (including those often marginalized or underrepresented).

Pt esst e izl 1 Pilot the materials in diverse classroom settings (across different school types and locations),

ensuring participation of both male and female teachers, and balanced representation of girls
and boys and collect feedback from learners and teachers.

Finalize 1 Use feedback from experts and pilot to finalize the material.

Source: Author (some categories and questions adapted from or informed by Commonwealth of Learning, 2019; Heilman et al., 2017; RTI International,
2015; UNESCO, 2018b).
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3.5 Applying a gender-transformative lens when teaching with existing
materials

It is useful to provide clear guidance for educators on how to apply a gender-transformative approach
when working with existing materials. This is because even where textbooks and other resources
have not yet been revised, teachers can play a powerful role in challenging harmful and restrictive
gender norms and fostering positive and healthy norms.

Tool 4 provides a simple checklist that educators can use to apply a gender-transformative lens when
preparing and delivering lessons. In addition, teachers and other educators can learn to use gender-
transformative pedagogies in their everyday teaching and interactions with learners (Lifting Barriers
Educators’ Guide). This means creating learning environments where all learners are respected and
valued, and where teaching strategies intentionally challenge harmful and restrictive gender norms,
support diverse learners and promote equality. This is explored further in Section 4.

Tool 4: Educator checklist for using a gender-transformative lens

with existing materials

Strategy Reflection questions
Rewev.v and revise [1 Look for harmful and restrictive gender norms and stereotypes that
materials
could be challenged or re-framed.
[1 Revise or add examples to show a range of gender roles and
identities.
[1 Revise or add examples to deliberately provide counter-stereotypical
representations of girls/women and boys/men.
Inylte st_u.dents to L1 Create opportunities for students to analyse how gender is
think critically about . . . . i .
der portrayed in the material (this could involve using an analysis tool).
gen

[1 Reflect on the impact portrayal of genders has on girls, women, boys
and men.

[1 Discuss how pressure to conform to dominant ideas of masculinity
might affect boys' engagement with learning, and how to change
this.

[1 Consider how gender intersects with other aspects of identity, such
as ability, socio-economic status, or location, and how these
intersections influence representation, inclusion and the
reinforcement or challenge of norms and stereotypes.

|

Facilitate discussion about representation, voice and power.

[1 Create opportunities to reflect specifically how masculinity is
presented and whether this is limiting.
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1 Set an assignment in which students advise on how the materials
can present and celebrate diverse roles, character traits and careers
for boys, girls, men and women.

SeIch and use L1 Identify and use materials that represent girls, boys, women and
additional gender-
) men equally, and that challenge harmful gender norms and
transformative
. stereotypes.
resources alongside
prescribed materials [ Use stories, images or videos that show boys, girls, men and women

in a range of activities and roles.

1 Include materials that show boys and men positively engaging in
learning, care work, and emotional expression to broaden ideas
about masculinity.

[1 Deliberately choose materials that include male role models who
show empathy, care, creativity or respect for others.

[1 Deliberately choose materials that include female role models who
show success in leadership and traditionally male-dominated
activities and professions.

Display genc?er— [ Display posters, images or student work in the classroom and
transformative . . .

o broader school environment that promote gender inclusion.
materials in
classrooms and [1 Identify and display materials (e.g., posters) that show boys, girls,
broader education men and women in a range of activities and roles.
setting

Source: Author.

v

Key takeaways

Gender-transformative teaching and learning materials ensure equal frequency of
representation of people of different genders, while also actively challenging harmful and
restrictive gender norms and promoting positive norms.

Gender-transformative content can be integrated across all subjects.

There are multiple strategies to apply a gender lens in the process of material review or
development.

Teams responsible for analysing, revising or developing teaching and learning materials can
adapt and use the tools provided to guide analysis, revision and development so that the
final product is gender-transformative.

Even without full curriculum reform, educators can adapt and use existing materials in
ways that challenge harmful norms and foster equality and inclusion.
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4. EMBEDDING TEACHING AND LEARNING MATERIALS
WITHIN A BROADER GENDER-TRANSFORMATIVE
APPROACH

By the end of this section, readers will:

v" Understand that gender-transformative teaching and learning materials are most effective
when embedded in a broader gender-transformative school and education system.

v" Be familiar with a range of entry points across education systems that can be leveraged to
support and reinforce gender-transformative change.

v" Recognize the importance of promoting diverse, positive and healthy masculinities as part
of efforts to advance gender equality in and through education.

4.1 Why a broader approach matters

Gender-transformative teaching and learning materials are powerful tools, but they cannot realise
their full potential alone. If students engage with gender-equitable content in one lesson but
experience gender-based exclusion, violence, or stereotypes elsewhere in the education
environment, the opportunity for transformation is undermined. Similarly, if educators are expected
to deliver new materials without support, training or system-level alignment, implementation will
likely be weak (Marcus et al., 2024).

Therefore, gender-transformative teaching and learning materials will be more effective when they
are embedded within a wider education system that supports and reinforces gender equality. This
means leveraging all parts of the education system, and all parts of the school (sometimes referred to
as a whole-school approach), to challenge harmful norms, promote positive norms and embed
respect, inclusion and gender equality (Plan International et al., 2021). Teaching and learning
materials are a key element of this work, but should be part of a broader system committed to
transformation.

4.2 Entry points for transforming gender norms in and through education

Recognizing the importance of a holistic approach is useful to identify a range of entry points in which
gender norms can be challenged and more equitable and inclusive practices can be put into place.
Entry points include the way policies and plans are written and funded; how curricula frames gender,
and power; how teachers are recruited, trained and supported; the pedagogies they use in the
classroom; as well as the content and images presented in teaching and learning materials.
Leadership, school rules and codes of conduct, data and monitoring systems, and structured
engagement with parents and communities also offer practical entry points for shifting norms,
including those that limit boys’ and men’s behaviour and identities.

Taken together, these entry points allow education actors to act at multiple levels — from high-level
commitments and budgets to everyday classroom practice. The aim is not to create separate, stand-
alone gender projects, but to weave a gender-transformative approach into existing policies and
practices.

62



Lifting barriers: Guide on gender-transformative teaching and learning materials Malawi

Table 3 summarizes examples of concrete actions that ministries, schools and partners can take at
different entry points. The entry points and accompanying actions are usefully informed by research
on boys’ disengagement from education in Malawi. This research highlighted a range of education
system-level recommendations, such as strengthening gender-responsive policies and their
enforcement, targeted financial support for the most disadvantaged learners, investing in teacher
training, guidance and counselling services, and working with parents, community leaders and boys’
groups to challenge harmful and restrictive masculinities and promote education-supportive, gender-
equitable norms (UNESCO et al., 2026).

the education system

Entry Point

Policies, plans,
budgets

Teachers, teacher
training and ongoing
support

Table 3. Examples of gender-transformative actions that can be taken at different entry points of

Example actions

Adopting, implementing and monitoring policies and strategies
that allow and encourage all learners to explore a full range of
subjects/activities regardless of gender.

Implementing and monitoring re-entry policies for pregnant and
parenting learners, and policies that protect learners from child
marriage and GBV.

Using gender-responsive budgeting and planning processes to
allocate resources equitably (e.g. sanitation facilities, transport,
scholarships).

Systematically collecting, analysing and using sex-disaggregated
(and where possible disaggregated by other factors) data to inform
planning and accountability.

Supporting teachers to reflect on their own biases and develop
inclusive, gender-transformative teaching approaches.

Integrating gender-transformative pedagogy and content into pre-
service teacher education curricula.

Providing regular in-service training, mentoring and follow-up
support focused on gender equality, including positive and healthy
masculinities.

Providing skills-based pre- and in-service training in non-violent
positive behaviour management (positive discipline), using a
gender-responsive lens to help teachers identify and reduce gender
bias in discipline, and avoid corporal punishment.

Equipping teachers with practical tools (e.g. checklists, lesson
plans, reflection questions) to apply gender-transformative
approaches in everyday practice.
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Pedagogies

Curriculum

Teaching and
learning materials
(see Section 3)

Leadership

Learning
environments

Teachers using inclusive teaching strategies that encourage and
allow all learners to participate equally, while challenging gender-
based assumptions about ability or behaviour.

Rotating classroom roles and responsibilities (e.g. group leader,
reporter, equipment manager) across genders to avoid stereotyped
tasks.

Integrating structured activities that help students understand,
identify and challenge harmful gender norms.

Embedding age-appropriate cross-curricular learning objectives on
gender equality, and positive and healthy across subjects.

Integrating structured opportunities for learners to analyse and
discuss gender norms, power and relationships.

Explicit curriculum content that highlights girls’ and boys’ equal
capabilities and diverse roles.

Revising assessment frameworks to value skills and attitudes
related to equality and respect.

Prescribing textbooks that present boys, girls, men and women in a
range of roles and activities.

Reviewing and revising existing materials to remove gender
stereotypes and deliberately present counter stereotypes (e.g.
women scientists, male caregivers).

Including stories, images and examples that reflect diverse
identities and realities (e.g. rural/urban, disability, wealth) and
challenge harmful gender normes.

Incorporating exercises that prompt learners to critically examine
gender norms and their impacts.

Promoting gender-balance in leadership positions, senior staff
roles, and across the broader workforce.

Setting and monitoring targets for women’s representation in
school and system-level leadership and addressing barriers to their
advancement.

Ensuring leadership teams model gender-equitable behaviour and
communicate zero tolerance for discrimination and violence.

Fostering a school culture where diversity is celebrated and all
learners feel they belong.

Reforming disciplinary policies to ensure they are applied fairly and
equitably across genders, and eliminating corporal punishment.
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Community and
caregiver
engagement

Establishing and implementing school-wide positive discipline
protocols.

Reviewing school rules (e.g., uniform, hair, extracurricular
participation) to ensure they do not reinforce rigid gender norms.

Establishing and following clear, confidential reporting and
response mechanisms for gender-based violence and bullying.

Encouraging the involvement of all caregivers, including fathers and
male guardians, in meetings about learners’ learning and well-
being.

Organizing community dialogues, school-community forums or
parenting sessions on gender norms, violence prevention and the
value of girls’ and boys’ education.

Partnering with faith leaders, traditional leaders, gate keepers,
youth groups and CSOs to promote positive, gender-equitable
norms in the community.

Using school events (e.g. assemblies, open days, Parent Teacher
Association meetings), radio, social media or newsletters to share
positive stories and messages about girls’ and boys’ equal
capabilities and rights.

Source: Author (strategies informed by FAWE, 2020; Plan International, 2018; UNESCO et al., 2026;
UNGEI and Global Partnership for Education, 2020).

Box 14. The Lifting Barriers Resource Materials

The Lifting Barriers global resources on supporting boys’ engagement in education have been
developed by Equimundo in partnership with UNESCO and University of East Anglia to offer
schools, teachers, and communities a practical foundation for engaging families and students in
work that supports boys’ educational success while advancing broader goals of gender equality.

Four resources have been developed, designed to be used together for maximum impact:

Boys Clubs: A resource to support facilitators in creating and sustaining Boys’ Clubs — safe,
engaging spaces where boys can explore healthy and positive masculinity, build social-
emotional skills, and contribute to gender equality and their own educational success.

Educators’ Guide: A resource to promote gender-transformative and inclusive pedagogy,
equipping educators with strategies to create gender-equitable learning environments that
support boys’ growth and academic success, as well as gender equality.

In-Classroom Modules for Teachers: Lesson plans and activities that help teachers
introduce gender equality topics in the classroom, enhancing students’, with a particular
focus on boys, awareness of societal gender inequalities and how these shape their lives

and choices.
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e Parent Engagement Sessions: A guide for schools and key stakeholders to engage parents
in discussions about the value of boys’ education and how gender equality positively
impacts their well-being.

Key takeaways

e Gender-transformative teaching and learning materials are most effective when embedded
within a broader school- and system-wide commitment to gender equality.

e A gender-transformative approach to education requires action across multiple entry
points within the education system (e.g., policies, pedagogies, leadership, environments
and data systems).
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Teaching and learning materials (TLMs) play an important role in shaping how learners understand
themselves, others and their place in society. When meaningfully designed, TLMs can support
learning while contributing to the promotion of gender equality.

In addition to fulfilling their academic or subject-based purpose, materials are designed to promote
positive and healthy gender norms. Achieving this requires careful attention to how gender is conveyed
through text, images and design, and to the learning experiences they create, so that learners can
reflect and question harmful norms and stereotypes, rather than reproducing them.

This guide supports those involved in reviewing, revising or developing materials — for learners of all
ages — to ensure they are gender-transformative. It provides a strong rationale for action, step-by-step
practical guidance and user-friendly tools to facilitate the process of analysing, revising or developing
gender-transformative materials across subject areas.
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