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basic human right and the foundation for peace
and sustainable development. UNESCO is the
United Nations’ specialized agency for education,
providing global and regional leadership to drive
progress, strengthening the resilience and capacity
of national systems to serve all learners. UNESCO
also leads e orts to respond to contemporary
global challenges through transformative learning,
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SHORT SUMMARY

The potential of addressing
harmful and restrictive
gender norms to support
boys’ continued learning

E orts to achieve inclusive and quality education for all have
prioritised girls’ education, with policies and programmes helping
to reduce gender gaps that have historically disadvantaged girls.
However, gender gaps that disadvantage boys, such as lower rates
of completion of a full cycle of education in some contexts, have not
always been adequately addressed in policy or practice.

Gender norms and stereotypes signi cantly shape
the educational experiences and outcomes
of both boys and girls. This scoping study
explores how educational innovations
can challenge gender norms, including
harmful and restrictive masculinities, to
improve boys engagement in school
while advancing gender equality

more broadly. The study draws on
insights from six programmes and pilot
interventions across diverse country
contexts.

Keeping boys engaged in
education requires holistic
approaches building on
boys'strengths

This scoping work is part of a wider three-year
project, ‘Lifting barriers: Educating boys for gender

equality;, under the Global Partnership for Education

(GPE) Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (KIX) programme. The
project includes the development and piloting of a school-based
intervention model with a focus on masculinities, working closely
with research partners and Ministries of Education in Cambodia,
Lesotho and Malawi.

Since wars begin in the minds of men and

@ U n esco women, it is in the minds of men and women

that the defences of peace must be constructed
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Key concepts

Boys' disengagement from education is understood as a gendered phenomenon partly rooted in societal norms
and concepts of masculinity, which can lead boys and young men to consciously or unconsciously to withdraw from
education. Additional social, economic and cultural factors, in families, communities and schools, may also lead to
boys’'low engagement with education and contribute to school leaving/dropout. Disengagement from education can
manifestindi erent forms such as lack of interest, poor participation, absenteeism, neglecting homework or exam
preparation and ultimately, dropping out (UNESCO, 2022b).

Drop-out or school leaving refers to leaving school before the completion of a given stage of education or leaving at
some intermediate or non-terminal point in a cycle of schooling. It can be temporary or de nitive and can be the result
of an active decision made by the learner or the result of push and/or pull factors (based on UNESCO-IIEP, n.d.)

Gender equality in education means that the right to education of all learners is respected equally regardless of
gender. Learners of all genders are given equal access to learning opportunities, resources and protections, and learners
of all genders bene tfrom and are treated in education equally (based on UNESCO, 2019a).

Gender equality through education refers to education’s key role in addressing the wider issue of gender equality.
Educational institutions can promote equitable attitudes, changing the way people think about traditional gender roles
and helping to build long-term sustainable change. And achieving equal outcomes for female, male and non-binary
learners can help to empower all people to create better lives (UNESCO, 2019a).

Gender norms are understood as ideas about how men and women should behave: the expectations and standards
that are set for each gender indi erent societies, cultures and communities. They are both context- and time-speci c.
People internalize these ‘rules’at an early age, in the beginning of a cycle of gender socialization and stereotyping that
continues for the rest of their lives. Gender norms thus not only become individuals’ expectations of others, but also of
themselves. Gender norms can be harmful, such as those that limit individuals’ behaviours, opportunities, aspirations
or relationships based on their gender, or that reinforce unequal power relations between genders (see also ‘harmful
and restrictive masculinities’). They can also be positive, when they promote equity, inclusion and shared power,

for example, by encouraging people of all genders to pursue a full range of roles, express themselves freely, and share
responsibilities (see also‘positive and healthy masculinities’). The socialization process happening within educational
institutions often replicates that of broader society and can contribute to the reproduction of social and gender norms
(Marcus et al. 2024; UNICEF et al., 2019; Cookson et al., 2023; Stromquist, 2007).

Gender-responsive means that strategies include evidence-based gender analysis which identi es and acknowledges
existing gender di erences, needs and inequalities. Activities at this level include speci ¢ policies and actions that
address inequalities. Gender-responsive strategies, such as training in gender-responsive pedagogy, can be used as part
of a system-wide, gender-transformative approach to education.

A gender-transformative approach entails addressing the underlying causes of gender inequalities. It includes
implementing policies and initiatives which not only address the di erent needs, aspirations, capacities and
contributions of girls, boys, women, men and non-binary people, but also challenge existing and discriminatory policies
and practices, creating radical change. 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, 2022b).

Harmful and restrictive masculinities are linked to hegemonic gender norms 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-su  cient, acting tough and using aggression to solve con ict. Itis constructed

in opposition to femininities and/or marginalized masculinities. Such ideas and practices of masculinity are harmful to girls,
women and non-binary people as they uphold men's privilege over women and non-binary people. 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. Harmful and restrictive masculinities can undermine boys'motivation and
learning, because they often position academice ortand aspiration asincompatible with being a‘real’boy or man,a ecting
boys'motivation to learn (Heilman et al., 2017; UNESCO, 2022b; UNESCO-IBE, 2025; WHO, 2019).
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Intersectionality refers to the way in which di erent aspects of a person’s identity, such as gender, age, disability,
ethnicity, geography, socioeconomic status, displacement and sexual orientation and gender identity and expression
interact to shape their experiences and access to power, opportunities, and rights. It recognizes that people can face
multiple, overlapping and compounding forms of discrimination and marginalization. Notions of masculinity interact
with the above characteristics in complex and reinforcing ways (Crenshaw, 2017; Marcus et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2020a;
UN Women and UNPRPD, 2022).

Masculinities or men’s identities are socially constructed, produced and reproduced. Masculinities can refer to
identities, social norms and power dynamics. 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 and men who do not conform to dominant gender norms (power dynamics). Yet, masculinities are plural and at
times contradictory, they are variable and can change across time and space, within societies and through life. Often,
we come to know what it means to be a man in our culture by setting our de nitions in opposition to a set of ‘others’—
racial minorities, sexual minorities, and above all, women (Connell, 2000; UNESCO, 2022b; Ragonese et al., 2019).

Positive and healthy masculinities (also referred to as positive and inclusive masculinities in the literature) emphasize
the constructive aspects of masculine identities. They serve as a counterpoint to harmful and restrictive gender

norms that portray men and boys as potential perpetrators or aggressors and focus solely on the harm they cause to
themselves and others. It emphasizes that all boys and men should be free to express diverse expressions of positive
masculinities without fear of exclusion, ridicule or violence. Positive and healthy masculinities refer to alternative
expressions of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (see above) that align with egalitarian values and promote health and well-
being. Examples include committed fatherhood and partnership, caring and intimacy, and help-seeking behaviour.
The use of the plural term‘masculinities’ underscores that there are many positive ways to be a boy or man. It also
recognizes that masculine (and feminine) gender norms di er across cultures and contexts and change over time.
Promoting positive and healthy masculinities is central in e orts to shift gender norms that harm boys and men and the
people around them (based on UNESCO-IBE, 2025; UN Women-Training Centre, 2016).

Scaling includes many activities that are focused on deepening or expanding an impact of an intervention,
programme, or policy. Scaling can be horizontal, vertical or compound. Horizontal scaling refers to a scaling pathway
focused on increasing the breadth of coverage of an intervention, expanding from one geographic area to another or
to additional bene ciaries. Also called scaling out, replication, or di usion. Vertical scaling refers to a scaling pathway
focused on integrating key aspects of an initiative into broader government systems at national or subnational levels
and mainstreaming delivery into normal operations. Also called scaling up or mainstreaming. Compound scaling refers
to a scaling pathway focused on diversifying and expanding the types of activities or areas of engagement undertaken
in an innovation or by an organization. Also called grafting or functional scaling (Brookings, 2024).
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Executive summary

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development makes the promise to leave no one behind. While improving
educational opportunities for girls globally continues to be of paramount importance to achieving gender equality in
and through education, this focus on achieving gender parity and equality must not ignore boys. Ensuring inclusive and
equitable quality education, promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all — Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4
—and achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls — SDG 5 - requires gender-transformative action.

This involves addressing the underlying causes of gender inequalities. It includes policies and initiatives that not only
respond to the di erent needs, aspirations, capacities and contributions of girls, boys, women, men and non-binary
people, but also challenge discriminatory policies and practices, creating radical change. A gender-transformative
approach to education encompasses policy, programming and interventions to actively challenge gender norms and
wider inequalities, including promoting gender equality through curricular and teaching reforms.

Education is a fundamental human right. Realizing this right requires addressing boys’ disengagement from and
disadvantage in education. E orts to achieve inclusive and quality education for all have focused on girls’education,
helping to reduce gender gaps that have historically disadvantaged girls. However, in contexts where boys are

less likely to enrol and complete a full cycle of education, disparitiesa ecting boys must also be addressed. High-
income countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have implemented measures since the early 2000s to tackle
boys’ disengagement from education, yet global political momentum remains limited. Despite evidence of poor
learning outcomes and disengagement among boys, including more recently in low- and middle-income countries,
few targeted policies or programmes exist, and rigorous evaluations of such interventions are scarce.

Gender norms and stereotypes signi cantly impact boys’and girls’educational experiences and outcomes. Societal
expectations around masculinity often discourage boys from engaging fully in school, exposing them to negative
behaviours and limiting their academic self-perception. These norms intersect with poverty and economic pressures,
further pushing boys out of school. Addressing these harmful gender norms could support boys’ continued learning
and foster better attitudes about gender equality.

Research on how educational programmes can challenge gender norms, including harmful and restrictive
masculinities, to improve boys’engagement in school and support gender equality is limited. This scoping study
seeksto Il this gap, drawing on insights from selected programmes, innovations and pilot interventions across
diverse countries.!

Speci cally, this scoping study has the following objectives:

« Identify and analyse the key strategies and components of evidence-informed or promising programmes that help
keep boys engaged in school and learning.

» Understand the extent to which these programmes address harmful and restrictive masculinities, while promoting
gender-equitable attitudes, values and behaviours.

 Explore factors that enable, incentivize orimpede the scaling of such programmes in the education sector.

The study takes a qualitative approach, designed to highlight the experiences and perspectives of key stakeholders
involved in implementing or overseeing the selected programmes. Primary data were collected through in-depth key
informant interviews (Klls), stakeholder workshops, and focus group discussions (FGDs). These data were combined
with a mapping of programme documentation to support the triangulation of ndings and provide a comprehensive
review of the strategies, core components, enabling factors, and challenges of the selected programmes, as well as
participants’ perspectives on their successes and potential for scalability.

1 Henceforth, referred to as‘programmes’for consistency.

11
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Six programmes were purposively preselected for this study:

» Cambodia - Life Skills for Equality Project (LSEP)

¢ India—Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS)

» Malawi-Very Young Adolescence 2.0 (VYA 2.0)

 Portugal — Happy Schools

* The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland — Lifting Limits
» Zambia - Connect with Respect (CwR)

This study is part of the three-year Lifting barriers: Educating boys for gender equality project led by UNESCO and
implemented in partnership with the University of East Anglia and Equimundo under the Global Partnership for
Education (GPE) Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (KIX) programme. The project includes the development and
piloting of a school-based intervention model with a focus on masculinities, in close collaboration with research
partners and Ministries of Education in Cambodia, Lesotho and Malawi to assess capacity and scaling needs.

Key ndings

» Socioeconomic pressures, social and gender norms, and systemic issues contribute to boys’ disengagement
from education
The study found that boys’ disengagement from education stems from a combination of socioeconomic
pressures, social and gender norms, and systemic issues. Contributing factors include nancial responsibilities,
peerin uences, harsh learning environments, rigid teaching methods, and a lack of safe spaces or supportin
schools. Societal expectations around masculinity further compound these challenges. Gender equality initiatives
often fail to meaningfully engage boys, reinforcing the perception that such e orts are irrelevant to them.

» Addressing boys’ disengagement from education requires political will and holistic approaches
E ective strategies to address these challenges include whole-school, gender-transformative approaches
that use participatory methods, safe spaces, exible programme design, trained facilitators and strong
community involvement. Successful implementation relies on partnerships, policy alignment, leadership
support, and responsiveness to feedback, while barriers such as funding, resistance, and cultural norms persist.
Some interventions demonstrate promising and sustained impact, but scaling up remains di  cult without
institutional backing. Key recommendations include policy engagement, awareness training for educators,
open dialogue with funders, facilitator support, parental involvement, and peer-to-peer structures to ensure
sustainability and impact.

This volume is part of a series of publications produced within the GPE-KIX Lifting barriers: Educating boys for gender
equality project, along with the Cambodia case study (volume 2) and the Malawi case study (volume 3).

12
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Background

Achieving gender equality in and through education

is essential to meeting the targets of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development. Target 4.7 emphasizes
education’s role in fostering gender equality, which
includes challenging harmful gender norms and
stereotypes, and mainstreaming gender equality into
curricula, teacher education and student assessment
(UNGEI and UNESCO, 2018). While improving educational
opportunities for girls remains a global priority, ensuring
that boys remain engaged is equally important for
achieving education for all, and fostering gender-
equitable societies. When boys learn in environments that
promote gender equality, they can support advancing
social justice (Monkman and Ho man, 2013).

UNESCO's global report on boys’ disengagement from
education highlights widening disparities in boys’
academic performance and attainment (UNESCO, 2022b).
While these trends were previously observed mainly in
high- and upper-middle-income countries, especially in
Western Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean,
they are now emerging in low- and lower-middle-income
countries (UNESCO, 2018, 2022b). In some settings,
traditional gaps that once disadvantaged girls are closing
or reversing, with fewer boys completing full cycles of
basic education (UNESCO, 2022b).

Currently, 272 million children of primary and secondary
school age are out of school, including 139 million

boys and 133 million girls. While Asia shows progress

in reducing the number of out-of-school children,

the number is rising in sub-Saharan Africa (Dharamshi
etal., 2022; UIS and GEMR team, 2025). Analysis from
2019 shows boys were more likely to repeat primary
grades in 130 countries and less likely to complete upper
secondary education in 73 countries. Gender disparities
persist at the tertiary level, with only 88 men enrolled for
every 100 women (UNESCO, 2022b, 2024a; UIS and GEMR
team, 2025).

Boys'disengagement is shaped by a complex interplay
of individual, economic, social and institutional factors.
Societal expectations and gender norms profoundly

a ectstudents’'school experiences, academic outcomes
and educational trajectories (de Carvalho, 2025; Marcus et
al. 2024). Masculine norms — such as those discouraging
vulnerability, help-seeking or academic ambition —can
diminish boys'motivation to learn, particularly during
adolescence (de Carvalho, 2025; UNESCO, 2022b).
Educational institutions may unintentionally reinforce
disengagement when boys perceive education

as disconnected from their realities or dominant
masculinities (Skipper and Fox, 2022), and teacher
expectations can furthera ectlearning and career
pathways (Johnston et al., 2019). Unsafe schools, corporal
punishment (UNESCO and UNGEI, 2015), poverty and the
need to work further drive boys out of school.

These gendered dynamics are reinforced early

in childhood through media, play and classroom
interactions, shaping children’s self-perceptions and
future aspirations (Spangsdorf et al., 2023). They operate
both through the formal curriculum and the ‘hidden
curriculum’ of values, behaviours and attitudes
transmitted by educators, school leadership and peers
(Marcus et al., 2024).

Despite growing evidence across national contexts
showing that boys face higher risks than girls of grade
repetition, poor academic performance, and failing

to complete their schooling — especially among the
poorest populations (UNESCO, 2018; UNESCO, 2022b;

de Carvalho, 2025) —research on e ective strategies to
tackle boys’disengagement from education remains
limited. Gender norms and stereotypes signi cantly shape
the educational experiences and outcomes of both boys
and girls, reinforcing wider societal inequalities (UNESCO,
2022b; Marcus et al., 2024). Research on programmes

to address gender norms to improve education is
particularly scarce.

Policies and programmes to expand girls’access to
education have been widely developed and documented
and have yielded signi cant gains (Tetra Tech International
Development, 2024, 2025; Unterhalter, 2014). However,
fewer regional and national initiatives have addressed
boys' disengagement and dropout, and international
programmes are even more limited. While some countries
in Latin America and the Caribbean and high-income
regions have introduced measures since the early 2000s
(Jhaetal, 2012; Cobbet and Younger, 2012), global political
momentum remains limited.

Realizing the right to education requires addressing

boys’ disengagement from education. Addressing
boys'disengagement not only bene ts their learning,
employment opportunities, income and well-being,

but also broader gender equality and economic, social
and health outcomes. The private, scal and social

costs of boys’' disengagement from education are
enormous, underlining the need for inclusive educational
approaches (UNESCO, 2022b; UNESCO et al., 2024).
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Supporting boys'engagement in education should
complement, not hinder girls’ progress, particularly as
evidence suggests declining support for gender equality
among boys and young men (Betts Razavi, 2024) and
increased resistance to gender-responsive education
programming (D’Angelo et al., 2024).

UNESCO has found that few low- or middle-income
countries have speci c policies targeting boys’enrolment
and completion of basic education, even in countries
where boys are clearly disadvantaged, and rigorous
evidence one ective interventions is limited

(UNESCO, 2022b). A recent ALIGN review highlighted

Project background

The three-year Lifting barriers: Educating boys for gender
equality project seeks to investigate the in uence of
harmful masculine gender norms on boys'educational
motivation and desire to learn. Through a combination
of research and practice, the project aims to identify
the conditions that enable the development, e ective
implementation, and scaling of strategies that promote
positive masculinities, keep boys engaged in school,
and advance gender equality in and through education.

The research component began with an initial scoping
study to identify good and promising practices, which
are presented with this report. This was followed by
in-depth case studies in schools and communities in

Purpose and objectives

The purpose of this scoping study is to investigate and
identify key elements — strategies and components —
within educational programmes that can be leveraged
to address harmful gender norms, engage boys in
schools, and promote gender-equitable attitudes, values
and behaviours.

signi cant gaps in promoting gender-equitable
masculinities in schools, including teacher training,
curriculum integration, and the identi cation of key
enabling factors (Marcus et al., 2024).

This scoping study, part of the Lifting barriers: Educating
boys for gender equality project, draws on insights from
implementing organizations and practitioners to address
these gaps. It examines how harmful and restrictive
gendernormsa ect boys’'educational engagement
andidenti es strategies to support boys'academic
achievement, while fostering their development as
gender-equitable individuals.

Cambodia and Malawi to explore the factors contributing
to boys’disengagement and how these can be addressed
(UNESCO, Equimundo and UEA, 2026a, 2026b).

Insights from this research will inform the design and
contextualization of a pilot school-based intervention
model in primary schools in Malawi. If successful, this pilot
will serve as a foundation for future interventions in
Cambodia and Lesotho.

The project is jointly implemented by a consortium
consisting of UNESCO, Equimundo and the University
of East Anglia (UEA), in close collaboration with
national research partners, curriculum developers and
policymakers in the three target countries.

The speci ¢ objectives of the scoping study are to:

Identify and analyse key strategies and components
(or elements) of evidence-informed, promising
programmes that support boys to be engaged in
school and learning.

Examine the extent to which these selected
programmes address gender norms, particularly
harmful and restrictive masculinities, while promoting
gender-equitable attitudes, values and behaviours.

Explore the factors that enable, incentivize or
impede the scaling of such programmes in the
education sector.
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Methodology

The methodology for this scoping study was designed
to assess how and in what ways selected programmes
have addressed harmful and restrictive gender

norms, supported boys’ continued engagement in
school, and contributed to the development of more
inclusive and positive masculinities. It also sought to
identify key enablers and barriers to implementation,
as well as opportunities for improving and scaling
promising programmes.

This scoping study is guided by four key research
questions (Box 1), aimed at deepening understanding

of the underlying factors driving boys' disengagement,
unpacking the design and implementation of selected
programmes, assessing the extent to which they
contribute to positive outcomes for boys, and identifying
key lessons and considerations for future scalability.

In order to address research gaps, this scoping study

has placed emphasis on the role of gender norms in
educational engagement and disengagement.

Data collection took place between July and
September 2024,

Box 1. Research questions

«  Whatkey factorsin uence boys'disengagement from education?

« What are the key approaches and components of selected programmes that show potential for
keeping boys engaged in school and learning, and promoting gender equality in and through
education? What factors enable or impede implementation?

« Towhat extent can elements that address gender norms and expectations, including restrictive
and harmful masculinities, keep boys engaged in school and learning, and promote gender-
equitable attitudes, values and behaviours? How is such impact measured?

« What factors enable, incentivize orimpede the scaling of such innovation in the education sector?

Source: Authors.

A qualitative research approach was adopted to
foreground the experiences and perspectives of key
stakeholders involved in the implementation or oversight
of the selected programmes. Primary data were collected
through in-depth key informant interviews (KIIs),
stakeholder workshops, and focus group discussions
(FGDs). These data were complemented by a structured
mapping of programme documentation (Chapter 3),
enabling triangulation of ndings and the development
of a comprehensive understanding of the strategies,

core components, enabling factors and challenges

of the selected programmes, along with participants’
perceptions of the success of the programme and the
potential for scaling.

The data were analysed to produce (a) a cross-case
analysis highlighting key ndings (Chapters 4, 5and 6)
and (b) in-depth individual mini‘case studies’ of the
context and key attributes of selected programmes.

In addition to the data collection and analysis, this report
contains an overview of literature from relevant elds of
study to inform the research. Sources of academic and
practitioner evidence were identi ed using key words and
terms such as education and school (dis)engagement,
dropout, absenteeism, boys' education. Social science
and education databases were used in the literature
search, with criteria including date of publication,
inclusion of Global south contexts, and journal reputation.
All literature used was in English — a limitation of

the review.
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Several considerations informed the selection of the cases
for this scoping study:

* Relevance: The potential to inform the development
of a gender-transformative model to address
boys' disengagement.

» Afocus on gender norms and well-being: A focus
on addressing harmful gender norms (e.g., GEMS) and
stereotypes (e.g., Lifting Limits) and/or promoting
child-centred skills development and well-being (e.g.,
Happy Schools).

* Identi edasapromising practice: ldenti edasa
promising practice in the UNESCO 2022 Global report
on boys’ disengagement.

* Alignment with consortium activities: Known to or
being implemented by partners in target countries
of the broader GPE-KIX project consortium (e.g.,
Cambodia and Malawi).

 Established networks: Existing professional
networks and country presence of the consortium.

Purposive and snowball sampling were used to identify
and recruit participants. This non-random sampling

was employed to ensure an ‘information-rich’sample

for learning (Patton, 2002) and to inform the research
questions, rather than to represent broader demographic
trendsinaspeci cpopulation.

Leveraging the project team’s networks and in-country
gatekeepers, individuals familiar with and meaningfully
engaged with the selected programmes were invited

for key informant interviews, focus group discussions
(Cambodia) and half-day stakeholder workshops (Malawi
and the United Kingdom).

Atotal of 83 study participants (42 female, 41 male),
also referred to in this study as interviewees, participated
in the research (Table 1).

Table 1. Scoping study programmes, participants and data collection

Country .Programm(.a and . Participants Data collection
implementing organization
Klls: 6 LSEP sta & facilitators,
1 educator, 2 school leaders, 3 parents,
e The Life Skills for Equality Project (LSEP) 1 government representative Face-to-face interviews
—Room to Read (5 female, 8 male) and FGDs
FGDs: 8 students (6 male, 2 female)
The Gender Equity Movement in Schools  Klls: 5 ICRW (incl. 1 programme director
India (GEMS) programme — International and 4 programme coordinators) Online only
Center for Research on Women (ICRW) (2 female, 3 male)
Klls: 2 CAVWOC sta , 7 implementers
(facilitators), 3 educators (5 female,
Equimundo’s The Very Young 6 male)
Malawi Adolescence 2.0 (VYA 2.0) programme Online interviews and
— Centre for Alternatives for Victimized Workshop: 5 implementing workshop activities
Women and Children (CAVWOC) sta , 1 facilitator, 1 civil society,
3 government representatives, 1 youth
(6 female, 6 male)
UNESCO’s‘Happy Schools'Initiative — Klls: 3 UNESCO sta , 3 implementing
Portugal Universidade Aberta, and the Ministry institutions, 1 educator (5 female, Online interviews
of Education 2male)
Klls: 2 researchers, 5 implementing
el . NGOs, 1 educator (5 female, 3 male)
United l(_é:::g :gl,lts ;2 dsx?:O:stpg;iﬁ:mes Online interviews and
Kingdom e 9 . k'y, By . pact | Workshop: 7 implementing NGOs, workshop activities
ction, Taking Boys Seriously) 2 researchers, 1 government,
1 educators union (7 female, 4 male)
. UNESCO’s Connect with Respect Klls: 2 UNESCO sta , 4 implementers, Online and phone call
Zambia . -
(CwR) programme 2 educators(5 female, 3 male) interviews

Source: Authors.
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Recency bias: Another potential limitation is the risk of
recency bias, where recent events or experiences may
disproportionately in uence participants’responses.

In Cambodia, participating students recalled only
recent lessons, and educators only focused on their
latest classroom activities. This could possibly skew

the understanding of long-term trends or patterns.

To address this, researchers used prompts to help trigger
participants'memories and re ections. In Malawi,
participants struggled to recall certain details of the VYA
2.0 programme, which ended in 2019. Many had since
moved on, and as a result, some responses may not fully
re ecttheir earlier experiences.

Language: The language used in the report does not
intend to reinforce ade cit discourse and associated
stigma through the use of terms like ‘dropping out’and
‘disengagement.’ In some discourse, such terms imply

Report structure

Following this chapter, Chapter 2 presents a literature
review exploring the concept of boys’ disengagement
from education, examining key research on its causes
and approaches used to address this. Chapter 3 provides
an overview of programme documentation outlining
key characteristics of the selected programmes and
interventions. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present a cross-

case analysis of the study’s key ndings, highlighting

./'/,

that early exit from schooling and education are primarily
caused by boys themselves, along with their cultures

and communities. ‘Dropout’is a familiar short-hand

term among study participants, but does have negative
connotations. Researchers acknowledge that the terms
‘drop out’and 'disengagement’ may not fully capture

the complexities of educational decision-making and

the powerful ‘push factors’within schools and education
systems. The researchers were aware and exercised
caution to avoid inadvertently compounding de cit
discourses that boys and young men are frequently
subjected to within educational contexts. Terms like ‘toxic
masculinity’, for example, were deliberately avoided.

Gender: In focusing solely on boys and young men,
and presumed cisgender identities, the researchers
acknowledge the limitations of a broadly binary and less
inclusive view of gender adopted within this report.

participants’ perspectives on boys’ disengagement,
the potential of selected programmes to address

it and to promote gender equality in and through
education, and key challenges and enabling factors.
Chapter 7 discusses scalability and the potential for
broader outcomes. The report concludes with key
recommendations in Chapter 8.
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Introduction to boys’ disengagement from education

Global initiatives aimed at achieving gender equality in
and through education have concentrated on addressing
gender norms hindering girls’access to and participation
in education (UNESCO, 2018; Wang, 2023). This emphasis
has contributed to notable progress towards SDG 4.
However, there is growing awareness that boys also

face challenges across primary, secondary and higher
education (UNESCO, 2018). Gender norms in particular
have been found to play an important role in learners’
engagement or disengagement with school, in uencing
boys’learning, sense of belonging and behaviour

(de Carvalho and Veiga, 2023).

Boys'lower achievement in reading is well documented.
In 57 countries, boys consistently score lower than

girls in reading (UNESCO, 2024b), a pattern echoed in
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
and Programme for International Student Assessment
for Development (PISA-D) 2022 reports, which show
boys scoring below girls in the United Kingdom and

other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 2023). In England,
78 percent of girls achieved the expected reading level
atage 11 compared to 69 percent of boys by age 16 (DfE,
United Kingdom, 2019). Such reading gaps often widen
through secondary school and signi cantly impact overall
academic performance, as poor reading skillsa ect
learners’ performance in other subjects (OECD, 2023).

Beyond reading pro ciency, enrolment trends also
highlight boys'educational challenges in some contexts.
For example, in Cambodia, girls have higher enrolment
and completion rates than boys and outperform them
academically (Chea et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2022b). Boys also
have a higher dropout rate at 17 percent compared with
13.8 percent for girls (UNESCO, 2022b). Aria et al. (2020)
argue that boys' disengagement is not an individual
choice but rather is signi cantly shaped by household,
community and institutional factors.

Box 2. De nition of boys’ disengagement from education.

Boys’disengagement from education is understood as a gendered phenomenon partly rooted

in societal norms and concepts of masculinity, which can lead boys and young men consciously or
unconsciously to withdraw from education. Additional social, economic and cultural factors, in families,
communities and schools, may also lead to boys'low engagement with education and contribute to
school leaving/dropout. Disengagement from education can manifestin di erent forms such as lack of
interest, poor participation, absenteeism, neglecting homework or exam preparation and ultimately,

dropping out.

Source: UNESCO, 2022b, p. 24.

Disengagement from education is a complex process
marked by students withdrawing from school-related
activities, shaped by personal experiences and broader
social and schooling contexts (McGrath, 2009; Du y

and Elwood, 2013). While some view this as active
engagement in alternative pursuits (Grgnborg, 2013),
disengagement typically signals a negative shift—a
deterioration in the relationship between the student
and the educational institution. This erodes the student’s
sense of belonging and disrupts their educational journey
(Archambault et al., 2022; Fredricks et al., 2019; Allen et al.,
2016). Boys often turn to informal peer socialization, part-
time work and sports, seeking the purpose, recognition
and validation they feel is lacking in school.

Disengagement can also re ect deeper social and
cultural patterns, including gender norms associated with
masculinities and community values, some reinforced
directly or indirectly within the school environment

(Plan International, 2015; UNESCO, 2018, 2022b; Chea et
al., 2024). It should therefore be seen only not merely

as disinterest, but as a complex process of seeking
alternative forms of engagement aligned with boys’
identities, values and needs.

The evidence in this report highlights how disengagement
isin uenced by multiple intersecting factors. Despite
globale ortsto uphold children’s educational rights and
needs (UNICEF Innocenti, 2023), the emphasis on girls’
education often overlooks boys’socialization and their
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speci cchallenges (Barker etal., 2012; Hensels et al., 2016;
UNESCO, 2018, 2019c, and 2020).

Edstroém et al. (2015) note that in countries with high
levels of poverty, including Malawi, the United Republic
of Tanzania and Zambia, deeply rooted social norms,
concepts of masculinity and gendered labour practices
make it challenging to retain boys in school. In Malawi,
gender parity e orts have seen girls’enrolmentand
completion improve dramatically but largely overlooked
boys’concerns and needs in programme design and
implementation (Chisamya et al., 2012). At the same time,
according to authors, girls continue to face discrimination
and gender inequitable views and behaviour. Globally,
addressing these dual challenges is vital to reducing boys’
disengagement and promoting equitable education for all.

Foundational to this review are sociological insights from
Willis and Bourdieu. Willis (2017), in Learning to Labour,
describes how working-class boys in England resist school
authority structures, perceiving the education system as
irrelevant to their future upward mobility. This resistance
bothre ects and reinforces social norms encoded by
schooling. Bourdieu (1966) argues that schools privilege
certain cultures, languages and values, reproducing a
prevailing social order that leads to long-term social
exclusion. Contemporary research emphasizes making
schools positive spaces for children — particularly boys
from poorer backgrounds - to internalize cultural values
and norms (Moore and Phelps, 2020; Hod and Sagy, 2022).

Reasons for boys’ disengagement from education

Socioeconomic factors

Poverty is a fundamental driver of school dropout.
Children from low-income families are particularly
vulnerable due to limited resources and support.
Education participation can be disrupted by the inability
to cover school-related expenses including tuition fees,
learning materials, school uniforms and contributions to
parent-teacher associations (Vokes and Mills, 2015; Herke
etal., 2019; Murray et al., 2019, 2020). Poor families may
also struggle with food insecurity, inadequate health
care and poor neighbourhood dynamics, all of which
negatively impact regular attendance (UNESCO, 2018).
Socioeconomic factorsa ect both girls and boys. In this
section, we document factors contributing speci cally to
boys’ disengagement from education.

Traditional gendered labour roles within the household

a ectboys'participation in education. In Southern Africa,
for example, boys from Botswana, Lesotho and Namibia
are often taken out of school to herd cattle (UNESCO,
2022b). Boys from Malawi, Mozambique and Zimbabwe
frequently migrate to South Africa to work in mines
(Matsa, 2020). In pastoralist families in Ethiopia and
Mongolia, boys leave school to help with livestock and
other labour market activities, which can be seasonal.
These mobile and gendered labour systems disrupt boys’
participation in formal education (Ward, 2015; Delaruelle
etal., 2018; UNESCO, 2022b). In South Asia, boys often
leave school to work in agriculture or construction to
support household economic needs (Ansell et al., 2020;
Dyer and Rajan, 2023). In such settings, the imperative of

immediate economic survival reinforces a cycle of limited
educational participation, chronic absenteeism and
school dropout — thereby constraining future economic
opportunities and perpetuating a cycle of poverty
(Sunam, 2020; Brauner-Otto et al., 2022).

Historically, formal education has been seen as a stable
route to professional employment, particularly after the
Second World War (Ng and Feldman, 2007; Westaway et
al., 2009). However, since the 1980s, many regions have
experienced an expansion of educational access but
shrinking formal employment opportunities. In parts

of Africa, Asia and Latin America, young people with
educational quali cations face limited job prospects,
contributing to the perception that formal education
holds little economic value (De Wet and Mkwananzi, 2014,
Nascimento Moreira et al., 2017; UNESCO, 2022b). This is
particularly the case in countries where gender norms
position boys as potential breadwinners. For example,

a UNICEF study found that boys disengage when they nd
education to have decreasing relevance to their current
and future needs, a trend particularly pronounced in rural
and coastal areas (UNICEF, 2019).

Families often face the dilemma of whether to invest in
an education that may not yield returns or to get boys
working right away (Cardoso and Verner, 2007). Poverty
can lead boys to leave school early to acquire practical
business skills, with their immediate contributions to
family income a way of meeting wider social expectations
(Corbett, 2004; UNICEF, 2019; Nyaphisi and Mosia, 2025).
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In many locations, families choose for boys to work.

For example, boys in Cambodia living near the border
with Thailand often leave school to pursue labour
migration opportunities (Chea et al., 2024). In Nova

Scotia, (Canada), some boys disengage from school

for better employment opportunities in family shing
businesses. In countries such as India and the Philippines,
boys frequently drop out to support their families through
agriculture and informal labour (Nascimento Moreira et
al,, 2017; UNESCO, 2022h).

In certain contexts, it is easier for boys without secondary
educationto nda job than girls (Saavedra et al., 2022).
Global trends indicate that more girls complete tertiary
education while boys often pursue alternative pathways
in business, manual labour or the military (OECD, 2021).
In the United States of America, these pathways often

Social and gender norms

Studies show that boys and girls start to adopt, construct
and internalize gender norms and masculinity early in
their childhood (Kane, 2006; Vu et al., 2017; UNESCO,
2022b). An overview of examples of gender norms

in uencing boys'relationship to education can be found
in Table 2. Masculinity is often framed in opposition to
femininity, shaping societal ideas of what it means to be a
man or, conversely, to not be awoman. In many contexts,
an ideal man is considered heterosexual, emotionally
tough, physically strong, aggressive, even violent,

and resilient, taking on a‘breadwinner’ or ‘protector’role,
while rejecting emotional expression and care-giving
(Heilman et al., 2017).

This dominant version of masculinity establishes
hierarches over women, girls and minority groups
(Connell, 2000), and can negatively a ect boys'and

men’s physical and mental well-being (Marcus et al.,
2018). Moreover, the pressure to conform to traditional
masculine norms can have social, physical and mental
health repercussions, which may in uence boys'decisions
to engage with or withdraw from formal education
(Adeyeye, 2017; Schroeder et al., 2022).

Connell (1996) argues that gender norms are shaped
through people’s daily interactions, and some scholars
emphasize the home environment as the crucial site for
shaping these norms (Vu et al.,, 2017; Johnson et al., 2023).
In their work from the Peruvian Amazon, Padilla et al.
(2024) document how gender norms are inculcated and
challenged among children aged 4 and 5 and show the
role neighbourhoods and friendship groups play in the
shaping of gender norms.

align with traditional masculine rolesand o er nancial
stability (Autor, 2019). The military sector continues to
attract boys and young men interested in stable jobs
without the need for a formal academic trajectory (Elder
etal., 2010; Wang-Lang et al., 2012).

Even in settings where boys underperform academically,
they may still fare better in the labour market due to
persistent gender inequalities. In Bangladesh and Malawi,
for example, narrowing gender gaps in years of schooling
favouring girls have not translated into improved

labour market opportunities for women (Chisamya et

al., 2012). In some contexts, boys bene tfrom positive
discrimination in employment. In Kuwait and the United
Arab Emirates, guaranteed access to government jobs and
support regardless of educational outcomes reduces boys’
motivation to stay in school (UNESCO 2022b, 2022c).

In many poorer contexts, where mass education is
arelatively new phenomenon, a generational gap

exists between older men who lack formal education
and younger men who are expected to attend school
(Bourdillon and Boyden, 2014; Roberts, 2018). Older men
frequently retain a mentoring role during adolescent
boys'transition into adulthood (Ratele, 2008; Tuelo and
Munsaka, 2021; Schroeder et al., 2022).

This intergenerational dynamic sometimes frames
schooling as an obstacle to achieving social adulthood,
with limited community or household support for
continued education (Nyaphisi and Mosia, 2025).

For example, Ezegwu and Cin (2022) found among three
Nigerian ethnic groups that boys often leave school
early to pursue what they call ‘worth creation: Similarly,
research in Uganda (Siu et al., 2012) highlights how
harmful masculinities develop among young men who
leave school to work in artisanal gold mining, leading
them to avoid HIV testing and resist treatment to project
strength and independence.

Several studies have shown that boys’educational
journeysarein uenced by rites of passage in certain
cultures and contexts (Skinner et al., 2013; Siweya et al.,
2018; Schroeder et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2022d). Rites of
passage often orient boys toward societal ideals of what
‘makes’a man in a given society, prioritizing traditional
masculine identities and discouraging continued
education once these rites are completed (Kaunda, 2013;
Pérez et al., 2015; Schroeder et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2022d).
Although these rites intend to equip boys with skills for
adulthood, they can make sustained engagement with
formal education more di  cult (Malisha et al., 2008).
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For example, circumcision ceremonies, acommon rite

of passage in many societies (Ratele, 2008; Skinner et al.,
2013; Schroeder et al., 2022), can also promote behaviours
linked to social adulthood that can make engagement

in formal education a challenge. In Lesotho, Malawi and
Zambia, some boys are encouraged post-ceremony to
engage in sexual activities (Munthali et al., 2004), which
can lead to early and unintended pregnancy, causing
both short- and long-term school absenteeism and
dropout.

The internalization of cultural values and norms can also
shape boys'attitudes toward learning. In studies from

Chile, the United Kingdom and the United States of
America, many boys perceive reading as a femininized
activity (Skinner and McHale, 2018; Espinoza and
Strasser, 2020) while boys in Kuwait describe reading as
‘uncool’ (Al-Adwani and Al-Fadley, 2017). To align with
the masculine ideals of their peers, boys stop reading,
leaving keen readers feeling unsupported (Espinoza
and Strasser, 2020). Such gendered perceptions can
reduce boys' motivation and foster detachment from
educational environments (Mungoo, 2017) for fear of
being categorized as‘unmanly’and not adhering to
masculine norms.

Table 2. Examples of gender normsin uencing boys’ relationship to education

Norms Examples References
Boys as economic . . . . Stampinietal.,,
Y . Boys in lower secondary schools in Jamaica leave school to contribute to P
contributors/ household income or due to early employment opportunities 2018; UNESCO,
breadwinners y employ PP ' 2022b
In Cambodia, boys are drawn to vocational skills like car mechanics, whicho er
stable earning opportunities. UNESCO, 2016
Subjects and career
choice In South Africa, boys prioritize competitive sports and athleticism, exhibiting the Bantjes and
school ethos and a preference for physical skills over academic excellence. This Nieuwoudt, 2014
culture in uences boys’exclusion from education.
Literacy and

language skills for
boys held in low
value

Strict expectations
in schools of gender
norms

Boys conform
to traditional

. risk-taking and disengagement.
masculinity models 9 g9ag

Boys show lower engagement in reading, with gaps widening towards the end of
secondary school in the United Kingdom.

Boys in South Africa face expectations to embody a tough masculinity, leading to

Clark, 2012; DfE,
United Kingdom,
2019; Scholes, 2021

Boys are expected to adhere to the school culture by demonstrating emotional
endurance, physical toughness and aggression, and inhibiting vulnerabilities.
Thesein uences lead boys to avoid school, avoid requesting support on academic
subjects, and eventually disengage from school in metropolitan areas in the
southwestern United States of America and London (United Kingdom).

Rogersetal., 2017;
Lomasetal., 2018

UNESCO, 2022b

Source; Authors.

School-related factors

School is recognized as an important space to develop
knowledge, skills and values, including those that
promote gender equality. Yet schools can alsore ect

and perpetuate harmful norms, stereotypes and
behaviours through the curricula, and learning materials
and practices (Marcus et al., 2024; Unterhalter, 2019).
Elementary schools in particular have been identi ed as
critical sitesinde ninganuno cial or‘hidden curriculum’
that shapes gendered socialization (Adler et al., 1992).
Research highlights early adolescence (ages 10 to 14) as a

critical period for reforming, reinforcing or intensifying the
gendered messages learned at younger ages (Kagesten
etal., 2016; Marcus et al., 2018; Zimmerman et al., 2021).
Through socialisation, schools and educational initiatives
can shape social and gender norms, expectations

and practices.

Boys' disengagement is often shaped by the disciplinary
cultures of schools. Instances of corporal punishment
in Ghana (Dunne et al., 2013), verbal abuse in Botswana
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norms often draws boys into risky behaviours, including
truancy, alcohol, smoking and early sexual experience
(Sherri ,2007; Munsaka, 2009; Olawole-Isaac et al., 2018;
Rivaetal., 2018; Jumbe et al., 2021; Morojele, 2011).
Peerin uence also contributes to substance use, which
impairs cognitive functioning, social stability and school
participation. Marijuana use, in particular, has been
associated with school dropout among boys in Botswana
(Riva et al., 2018), France (Legleye et al., 2010) and South
Africa (Morojele, 2011).

Policy-related factors

Policies addressing boys’educational challenges are
often limited in scope and reach. A review of national
educational policies in 19 countries where boys have
lower enrolment or completion rates found that only four
of them —Bangladesh, the Gambia, Jamaica and New
Zealand —include strategies speci cally targeting boys
(UNESCO, 2022h).

Developing inclusive and equitable policies requires
recognition that students’di culties frequently emerge
from systemic features of education, including curriculum
design, teacher pedagogies, learning environments,

and assessment practices (UNESCO, 2017). Research on
support for students with ‘special educational needs'and
‘learners with disabilities’shows how de cit-oriented
approaches can unintentionally reinforce disengagement
(Younger and Warrington, 2005; Esposito and Carroll,
2019). Policies on inclusive education need to take a
broader approach, taking gender and the intersections of
di erent characteristics of learners into account.

Research in the United States of America indicates that
boys, especially those from racial minority backgrounds,
are disproportionately channelled from schools into more
punitive educational environments, further disconnecting
them from mainstream schooling and putting them at risk
of delinquency and crime (Morris, 2012). Zero tolerance
policies disproportionally a ect African-American boys,
leading to their exclusion from formal education and
contributing to their large-scale integration into school
disciplinary and incarceration settings (Bell, 2015; Johnson
and Johnson, 2023). Such policies also demonstrate

ade citapproach to boys'education. In Peru, 1,878

out of the 1,965 young people (96 percent) placed in
Diagnostic and Rehabilitation Centres in 2016 were male,
with only 10 percent of this population having completed
secondary education or above (UNESCO, 2022¢).

Peer dynamics also in uence boys'engagement in sports
betting and gambling for quick income, as documented
in Malawi (Ndala, 2021), and contribute to the excessive
use of smartphones and social media. In Cambodia and
Peru, such digital distractions reduce study time and
concentration, leading to poor academic performance
and increased dropout (UNESCO 2022¢, Chea et al. 2024).

These experiences intersect with individual and peer

in uences, demonstrating the complexities which boys
navigate to make their decisions to continue schooling,
leave temporarily or drop out completely.

In the United Arab Emirates, compulsory military service
foryoung men aged 18 to 30 is designed to instil skills

in leadership, teamwork; resilience, discipline and order,
supporting both personal development and national
security by cultivating a responsible and skilled youth
population (Ministry of Defense and the Armed Forces,
United Arab Emirates, 2014). Young men who nish

high school serve 16 months, whereas those who do
not complete high school serve three years. Extended
periods without engagement in academic activities or
the regular use of English can make reintegration into
education challenging (Gulf Magazine, 2025; UNESCO,
2022f). However, partnerships with universities, including
scholarships have been planned in 2025 to support
reintegration (Gulf Magazine, 2025).

These examples highlight the need for educational
policies and support structures that prioritize retention
and inclusion, rather than segregation and exclusion,
ensuring that boys remain engaged in education and
have equitable opportunities to succeed (Parsons, 2009;
Skiba et al., 2014; Borela, 2020).
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from education

The literature review also examined the wider ecosystem
of programmes addressing boys’ disengagement

from education. Key approaches include economic
incentives, notably conditional cash transfers; vocational
skills and entrepreneurship education; the use of

sports and technology to support boys'literacy;

and boy-focused school interventions. It isimportant

Interventions addressing boys’ disengagement

to note that not all programmes directly target boys’
disengagement directly or adopt a gender-transformative
approach. Many respond to factors associated with
disengagement (see above). Moreover, much of the
evidence of programme outcomes and impacts tends

to be self-reported, with limited robust, independent
impact evaluations.

Programmes addressing socioeconomic factors

Economic incentives

Programmes that reduce the opportunity costs of
education, such as scholarships and conditional cash
transfers, can help keep boys engaged in school. In many
contexts, boys from poorer households temporarily leave
school to raise money for school-related expenses (Jere,
2014). Social programmes that provide economic support
to these households can prolong boys’schooling and
improve learning outcomes.

Evidence from many countries demonstrates the

e ectiveness of cash transfers in reducing boys’
disengagement. In Nicaragua, boys who received
conditional cash transfers for ve years achieved better
grades in home language and mathematics compared

to those supported for only two years (Millan et al.,

2019). In Mexico, families bene ting from food and
education grants tied to school attendance saw boys gain
an additional 10 months of schooling (Fiszbein et al., 2009;
UNESCO, 2022b) and improved labour market outcomes
(Behrmanetal., 2011).

In Jamaica, the Programme of Advancement
Through Health and Education (PATH) targets boys
at risk of dropout through conditional cash transfers.
The programme monitored boys in lower secondary
schools and found that early school leaving was often
motivated by socioeconomic pressures, including
contributing to household income or seeking early
employment (Stampini et al., 2018; UNESCO, 2022b).
PATH address this by providing a 10 percent increase
in payments for families with boys in upper primary
classes. This intervention improved boys'attendance
and performance in Grade 6 exams, enabling boys

from poorer families to progress to higher-quality
secondary schools (Stampini et al., 2018; Clarke, 2020;
UNESCO, 2022b).

Vocational education and
entrepreneurship training

In many contexts, vocational education is promoted as

an alternative pathway for boys and girls who are not
academically engaged. This education is often highly
gendered, with programmes targeted at boys and
typically emphasizing physical strength and occupational
settings which have historically favoured men.

For example, skills such as car mechanics or welding are
promoted because they are seen as male occupations and
because they are feltto o er well-paying and stable work
(Yok etal., 2019; Veung, 2024).

In Malawi, vocational education has been one way of
boosting boys’social status as they respond to the social
expectation of ‘man as a provider’ (Bourdillon and Boyden,
2014). Here, technical and vocational education and
training (TVET) programmes for marginalized groups
combine accredited training skills like welding, carpentry
and tailoring with basic literacy and numeracy education
to support those without formal quali cations, usually

a prerequisite for such training (Jere, 2012). Dungey

and Ansell (2022) document the growing popularity of
business education in Lesotho, where entrepreneurship
classes have been brought into the curriculum.

These programmes have potential but struggle with
implementation challenges around teacher training,
limited resources and poor alignment with market needs
(World Bank, 2018; ILO, 2019; Dungey and Ansell, 2022).
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tapping into boys'interests, and promoting the emotional
and social development that traditional classroom settings
may neglect, the programme addressed disengagement.
Project Khelin India has used interactive learning and

re ective discussion to help boys in engaging and gaining
knowledge and skills in promoting gender equality (Box 3).

Curricula that balance practical content and knowledge
with space for critical re ection on gender norms

and stereotypes can promote and embed gender-
transformative change while enhancing boys' non-
cognitive skills and engagement with education (Marcus
etal,, 2024).

Box 3. Interactive learning and opportunities for re ection help nurture social skills

Project Khel in India targets learners between the ages of 8 and 18, with a particular focus on boys.

The project works with both public and private schools and includes after-school activities in diverse
locations in Lucknow. Using age-appropriate games to model real-life scenarios, followed by re ective
discussions, facilitators (play-educators) aim to address topics on gender equality, gender-based violence,
child marriage and reproductive health. The desired outcomes are to enhance self-esteem and improve
decision-making capabilities and personal growth, helping boys remain connected to their educational
journey and promoting healthier attitudes towards gender roles. This, in turn, bene ts both boys and
their broader communities by shifting perspectives on masculinity and fostering respect.

Source: Adapted from UNESCO, 2022b and 2024a.

Boys'disengagement from education is a complex
phenomenon. It requires multilayered analysis,
considering social, cultural and economic factors and
their intersection. Critical issues identi ed by this review
include the restrictive concept of harmful masculinity,
the socioeconomic challenges faced by poorer boys,
and the crucial role school environments play in the
dynamics of engagement and disengagement. There is
some evidence that gender-transformative programmes
0 erapossible approach to boys'disengagement

Nadezhda Photo/Shutterstock.com*

through changing the terms on which all learners,
educators and community members understand the
role of schooling. Programmes which aim to retain boys
in school and foster long-term social transformation
need to create supportive social, cultural and economic
environments. Programmes which leverage sports,
technology and role modelling show some potential
for engaging boys. However, more research is needed
to evaluate their e ectiveness and scalability, while
recognizing that structural factors play a vital role.
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Introduction

This study reviewed documentation on six selected This chapter presents an overview of intervention designs,
programmes that include elements with the potential key strategies and components, stage of implementation
to re-engage boys in education by fostering inclusive and reported outcomes and impact. A detailed mapping
and supportive school environments and addressing of programme topics and components is presented in

the social and behavioural factors associated with Table 3. The key characteristics of the programmes are
disengagement. Key focus areas include gender equity, shown in Table 4.

violence prevention, mental health, emotional well-being
and healthy relationships.

Summary of selected programmes

These selected programmes address boys' educational fostering positive attitudes and behaviours, ensuring
disengagement by targeting its root causes through three  long-term engagement in learning, and promoting
interconnected levers: transforming restrictive gender gender sensitivity within and beyond educational settings
norms, advancing educational equity, and fostering (Table 3).

inclusive school climates. Tailored to diverse contexts,
these programmes had arange of di erentaimsincluding

stockp iShutterstock.com*
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Table 3. Detailed mapping of programme topics, components and activities

Life Skills Genc_ier Very Young
. Equity o Connect
for Equality Adolescence Lifting .
Programme . Movement e with Respect
Project (GEMS) 2.0 Limits (OWR)
LSEP (VYA 2.
(LSEP) in Schools 0)
Country Cambodia “ Malawi Portugal Silited Zambia
Kingdom
Gender and sex
Violence

Gender-based
violence

Violence in schools

Relationships

)
=

[©]

-

=

o

(&]

o .
s Representation
2} ..
&  Masculinity
o

5 Body

A

= Mental health
= .
= and emotions
(O]

A -

Q  Sexuality
3

% Gendernorms
S androles
=

i

©

()

.

<

Research and study
skills

Communication
Con ictresolution
Teacher training

Use of external
facilitators

Integration into
existing curriculum

Online resources

Engagement
with families

Area 2: Key components

Whole-school
approach

Orientation of
school sta

Student activism/
campaigns

Diary

Area 3: Activities

Lesson plans

Datasource: Research  nding of authors, 2025.
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Re ections on the approaches of selected programmes

This review found both successes and limitations in
keeping boys engaged in education. All programmes
shared some common approaches and had culturally
adaptable and scalable components. Some programmes
explicitly addressed boys’ disengagement from
education through a focus on gendered dynamics and
harmful masculine norms, whereas others approached
disengagement more generally without a clear gender
lens. For instance, Happy Schools (Portugal) concentrated
on improving the overall school climate rather than
speci cally tackling boys' gendered experiences of
disengagement, illustrating the considerable variation in
programmes scope.

A key shared feature across most programmes was the
inclusion of a structured programme of activities that
educators could integrate into classroom practices.
These activities addressed topics such as gender norms,
violence and health, and often provided practical tools
for educators to engage boys (and girls) in learning more
e ectively. Another shared feature was educator training,
which emerged as a central enabler for successful
implementation by helping educators recognize and
respond to boys' diverse needs. Partnerships with civil
society organizations, universities or state institutions
were also common, strengthening programmes by
providing additional resources, expertise and legitimacy,
which were crucial for reaching marginalized boys and
ensuring community buy-in.

Key stakeholders play pivotal roles in implementation
and success. Educators and school administrators served
as the primary facilitators, guiding students through
programme materials and modelling the inclusive

© UNESCO/Equ

principles promoted by each intervention. Policymakers
and advisors contributed to initiatives such as Happy
Schools, advocating for systemic changes in school
policies and supporting the integration of well-being and
inclusivity as foundational educational values. VYA 2.0
also provided training for police and healthcare o cials,
mothers and members of parent-teacher associations,
extending programme impact beyond the classroom.

However, several programmes showed gaps in M&E,
limiting the ability to assess outcomes and track long-
term impacts. Few programmes addressed speci ¢
subgroups within the target population, such as boys
facing intersecting vulnerabilities (e.g., poverty, disability
or ethnicity). Without robust data collection and

analysis frameworks, itisdi cult to determine which
elements of programmes lead to meaningful and lasting
improvements in boys’ educational engagement. Better
monitoring tools and longitudinal studies could help
capture these outcomes more e ectively, and support the
broader application of promising practices.

Overall, while programmes re ected aspects of current
research —such as the importance of gender-responsive
approaches to boys' disengagement — few fully embraced
gender-transformative strategies that challenge restrictive
gender norms. The strength of evidence for gender-
transformative impact was uneven across programmes,
with some lacking clarity on how they intended to shift
harmful attitudes around gender. Addressing these gaps
by aligning programmes more explicitly with gender-
transformative principles could signi cantly strengthen

e ortstore-engage boys in education and promote more
equitable learning environments.
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This chapter presents study participants' perspectives on the factors in uencing boys’
disengagement from education, drawing on their experience and insights from working
on the programmes with educators and learners. Before presenting the emerging
ndings on boys'disengagement from the primary data, it provides brief contextual
background on the countries hosting the programmes. Cambodia, India, Malawi,
Portugal, the United Kingdom and Zambia.

Patterns of boys’ disengagement from education

In Cambodia, since 2014, female students have
outnumbered male students in enrolment and have
demonstrated higher academic performance across all
general education levels (Chea et al., 2023). In recent
years, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport has been
interested in understanding the root causes of gender
disparities in academic performance, and identifying
strategies to address boys’ underachievement. Guided by
successive Education Strategic Plans for 2019-2023 and
2024-2028, policy priorities include expanding access

to education, enhancing teaching and learning quality,
upgrading school infrastructure and improving teacher
training systems.

In Rajasthan state, India, where the GEMS Boys
programme has been rolled out to address boys’
disengagement in education, data from recent Annual
Status of Education Reports show that a slightly greater
number of boys aged 11 to 14 are out of school, with this
gap widening dramatically for boys aged 15 and above
(Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) Centre, 2022).

In Malawi, where the latest school census data shows
just over 4 percent of primary-age children dropping
outin 2023, poverty was the most commonly reported
reason — cited more frequently for boys than girls. Family
responsibilities (including the need to work) and truancy
were also common reasons for boys’dropout. Dropout
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rates were higher for boys for all reported reasons, except
for marriage and pregnancy. Girls were more likely to drop
out at secondary level (MoEST, Malawi, 2024). Among
secondary school students, a third of both boys and girls
were recorded as vulnerable due to inability to pay school
fees. Of over 68,000 bursary applicants in 2024, only 9,354
boys received support compared with 15,251 girls
(MOEST, Malawi, 2024).

In Portugal, studies indicate that boys are more likely to
leave school early. In 2014, one in three young people
who were neither studying nor working had left school
early; 40 percent of male students had dropped out,
compared to 30 percent of female students (OECD, 2016).
More recent data show persistent gender disparities:

in 2022, despite an overall decline in dropout rates,

the rate of boys'dropout was 7.9 percent compared with
3.9 percent for girls (Fundacao José Neves, 2023). Studies
also reveal a relationship between early school leaving
and later life outcomes, including male involvement in
criminal justice settings (Saraiva et al.,, 2011).

In the United Kingdom, there is a growing concern within
education and care systems that narrow and restrictive
constructions of masculinity negatively a ect boys'and
young men’s mental and overall health, contributing to

disengagement, poor academic performance, limited
participation, and in some cases, active exclusion from
education. Boys from socioeconomically disadvantaged
backgrounds are particularly at risk, with selective
academic admissions practices and peer group norms
that devalue academic success compounding these
challenges (Hamilton et al., 2024). Analysis of 2022—-2023
educational attainment in England found that, by the end
of compulsory schooling, girls had higher average scores
than boys across all headline Department for Education
(DfE) measures.

In Zambia, boys are more likely than girls to drop out,
particularly at transition points between key examination
levels. While primary school enrolment is high for both
genders, disparities emerge in secondary education,

with boys having higher dropout rates. Contributing
factorsinclude nancialdi culties, inadequate
infrastructure and a lack of quali ed educators. Between
2012 and 2017, the share of out-of-school children of
primary age increased from 8 to 15.8 percent among boys
and from 8.4 to 12.1 percent among girls, with transition
rates from primary to lower secondary at 66.1 percent

for boys compared with 67.5 percent for girls in 2017
(Universalia, 2019, pp. XX—XXiv).

Factors in uencing boys’ disengagement from education

Participants shared their understandings of the key
factorsin uencing boys'disengagement in their contexts,
which can be grouped into socioeconomic factors, social
and gender norms, school-related factors, and individual
factors and peer group in uences (interpersonal factors).
These factors are often interconnected. For example,
families’and communities’gender norms are often

re ected in school environments. This framework is based
on the ecological systems theory approach originally
developed by Bronfenbrenner (1995, 2000) which
considers the multifaceted and interrelating factors that
in uence achild’s development (Figure 1).

4 Foradiscussion of national policy environments, please refer to the mini case studies.
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Figure 1. Ecological model

State and society
(national, state, local, laws and policies, labour market, media)

School
(educational institutions and learning environments,
school policies and teaching-learning process, teacher
expectations and relationships, norms and expectations)

Community
(community contexts, structures and traditions)

Macrosystem —
Mesosystem

Microsystem

Source: Adapted from UNESCO (2019b).

Socioeconomic factors

In Cambodia, India, Malawi and the United Kingdom,
socioeconomic status emerged as a signi cant factor

in uencing boys' disengagement from education.

In Cambodia, participants at both the school and
national levels highlighted that boys from low-income
families are often required to participate in economic
activities, including migrating to Thailand to support
their families. Economic necessity frequently takes took
precedence over boys’education. Similarly, district
coordinators working with the GEMS project in Rajasthan
and Jharkhand in India noted that societal and family
expectations for boys to be providers often results in
boys’'drop out. In Malawi, boys are often expected to earn
money to support their families through casual labour,
farming, shing and travelling abroad to work, including
to South Africa.

Self

(self image, expectations, aspirations)

Conversely, greater access to money can come with its
own constraints, distracting students from learning.
Afemale ICRWsta member (former GEMS Coordinator)
in India observed:

A4 Boys getting money in hand against the

work that they were doing ... their whole
interest [is] buying a phone, then engaging
with all sorts of applications on phone and just
spending time among peers.

In Cambodia, participants noted that morea uent
families, preoccupied with business activities, often
provide smartphones to their sons to keep them
occupied and entertained, sometimes at the expense

of monitoring their educational needs and academic
performance. At the same time, the widespread presence
of private tutoring in schools has created a competitive
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Analysing participants'responses, this section outlines the key elements of gender-
transformative strategies for addressing boys disengagement from education, keeping
boys engaged in school and learning, and promoting gender-equitable attitudes, values
and behaviours. It considers successful elements of strategies, formats, target groups,
implementers and enabling and impeding factors.

Whole-school approaches

The most common element of strategies to address boys’
disengagement from education involved programmes
embedded within a whole-school approach, delivered
through structured activities for children and young
people. Programme duration varied, from a 12-week
programme, such as VYA 2.0, in Malawi to a two-year
programme, like GEMS in India. Most programmes
adopted a phased approach, focusing on thematic
content and delivering participatory sessions that
enabled learners to engage with topics in depth.

Participants widely regarded whole-school approaches as
the best way to deliver gender-transformative
programmes in educational contexts, as they signal a
wider commitment to gender equality to both educators

Successful elements of strategies

and learners (Figure 2). Rather than focusing on isolated
components, these approaches engage the entire school
ecosystem, working with students, teachers and the
broader community to achieve change:

l l The idea is really to improve learning

outcomes, but in order to improve learning
outcomes, we cannot be just focusing on the
academics. We need to be focusing on the
whole child. We need to be focusing on the
whole school, and there needs to be a system-
levele ort.

— Female NGO sta , Portugal

Figure 2. Whole-school approaches to gender-transformative programme delivery

Whole-school approach

Programme of activities (delivered by existing teachers
or external facilitators)

One-o0 sessions
(delivered by existing teachers

or external facilitators)

Source; Authors.
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Enabling factors

In addition to key strategies and activities that form the core of the implemented
programmes and intervention models, study participants were asked what makes a
supportive enabling environment for implementation.

Engagement with key stakeholders

Engagement with key stakeholders was described as a
crucial enabling factor. In Malawi and Zambia, participants
noted a supportive policy environment. In Zambia,
explicit endorsement from the Ministry of Education
facilitated the smooth implementation of the CwR
programme. One of the CwR master trainers explained
how the Re-entry in School policy, previously focused
only on girls, now extends to boys who may have left
school‘as a result of drug abuse or other reasons ... [and]
then want to come back’ The success of this wider policy
focus is yet to be evaluated.

In the United Kingdom, Lifting Limits aligned its work
with current education policies, including safeguarding
regulations and the requirements of the inspection
service, the O ce for Standards in Education, Children’s
Services and Skills (Ofsted), helping schools to challenge
stereotypes. Schools participating in the programme

also bene ted from collaboration with Equimundo’s
Global Boyhood Initiative, sharing best practices. A school
representative from the United Kingdom emphasized that
‘schools love to hear what other schools have done and they
love networking with each other!

In the United Kingdom, the emphasis on building trust
and rapport among stakeholders proved crucial for
achieving positive outcomes. A male programme
implementer highlighted that, ‘Relationships are key and
trust and rapport are absolutely key. A United Kingdom
programme working directly with boys struggling at
school was boosted by strong partnerships with
universities and youth organizations, ensuring that its
work remained evidence-based and relevant:

l l Connecting to academics and thought
leaders ... is very important for us to be
evidence-based and research-informed.

— Male programme director, United Kingdom

Similarly, in Portugal, partnerships between schools,
the Open University, and the City Council supported
resource provision and community engagement,
particularly for integrating migrant students.

In India, ICRW persistently engaged with the government
apparatus and training institutions at block, district

and state levels to organize teacher training and work

in public schools. ICRW also partnered with grassroots
organizations to gain insights into local contexts and

e ectively implement GEMS. These local organizations
served as key stakeholders, providing vital context-
speci cinformation and monitoring the programme’s
implementation. The partnerships helped to build local
capacity and foster ownership of gender-transformative
initiatives within the community.

In Malawi, the VYA 2.0 programme received support from
awide range of stakeholders, including the Malawi Police
and local hospitals enhancing the programme’s response
toyoung people a ected by gender-based violence.

A strong collaboration with educators helped also to
create a welcoming environment and build trust with
students. A female facilitator highlighted this

synergy, stating:

l At rstwe used the teachers because they
have their own way to engage students....
to assure them that we are not there to say some
bad things.

This strategy contributed to open discussions with
facilitators, crucial for the programme’s success.
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Capacity building

Capacity building for implementers, particularly
educators, was key to programme success. In the United
Kingdom, Lifting Limits prioritises CPD for educators and
training for all school sta , supported by external experts
from organizations like the not-for-pro t Spring Impact
organization. A male programme implementer spoke of
the need for ‘constant CPD, constantly have to update your
knowledge, especially when it comes to the digital world.’

In Portugal, the Ministry’s accreditation of the Happy
Schools training course allowed school leaders to

nancially support educators’ CPD through a 52-hour
online course. A male participant from the Open
University highlighted how capacity building can be
delivered with minimal resources through the accessibility
of technology: ‘Nowadays you have a cell phone that Ims
anyone ...you don't need much'’.

School-level leadership

Strong leadership at the school level enabled programme
success. In the United Kingdom, Gender Champions
helped roll out the Lifting Limits programme in schools
by facilitating activities and dialogue. In Portugal,

the passionate involvement of aspeci ¢ educator

who championed the project illustrated the impact of
individual leadership within schools.

Robust M&E

Participants across programmes spoke of the importance
of robust M&E. The Cambodia Development Resource
Institute’s (CDRI) report on LSEP (Cambodia) highlights

In India, intensive teacher training with formal and
informal follow-up support, pre- and post-test
evaluations, and session re ections helped build
capacity and provide backstopping support. Capacity
development of partner organizations and government
personnel were crucial for the smooth implementation of
the programme and its positive impact.

Across multiple contexts (Cambodia, India, Malawi and
the United Kingdom), opportunities for self-re ection
among educators and facilitators to confront personal
biases and resistance, build understanding and
enhance capacity:

l l Unless you are doing self-re ection with
the teachers, you won't be able to change
their mindset.

— Male block coordinator, India

In India, the programme was designed to prepare
educators as leaders in challenging harmful gender

norms and masculinities, enabling them to play a gender-
transformative role. Educators underwent intensive training
and led the children’s sessions. Strong leadership from ICRW
atall levels, from educational block level to national level,
provided an enabling environment for educators, partners
and other stakeholders to lead their respective roles.

acomprehensive, mixed methods monitoring and
evaluation design (Box 4).

Box 4. Room to Read’s LSEP M&E framework (Cambodia)

Room to Read employs a robust M&E framework for LSEP project implementation. Typically, the team
develops a list of learning agendas or questions to gather insights from the pilot. A comprehensive
evaluation plan was created to address these questions, encompassing baseline, midline and end-line
assessments. These evaluations also focus on understanding stakeholders’ experiences, measuring
programme outcomes and analysing the relationships between these factors.

Room to Read’s M&E team has implemented both quantitative and qualitative approaches to the evaluation.
Quantitative studies, known as Knowledge, Attitude and Practice (KAP) studies, employ surveys to measure
changesin knowledge, attitudes and practice. Qualitative studies, conducted internally or externally,
provide deeper insights into the experiences of students, educators and programme sta . The qualitative
strand can take the form of group discussions and in-depth interviews with key stakeholders to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the programme’s implementation and impact.

Source: Adapted from Bun et al., 2025, p. 5.

7  Educational Blocks refer to geographical areas within districts, speci cally used for administrative and data collection purposes.
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In Malawi, a robust reporting system allowed lead
facilitators to provide daily updates to VYA 2.0 project
coordinators, facilitating continuous improvement.

A male facilitator noted, ‘As lead facilitators, we were
supposed to report about the activities ... and share the
reports with other stakeholders, which fostered adaptability
and e ective coordination. In Portugal, despite the

short duration of the intervention which limited long-
term evaluations, improvements in school engagement

and positive behavioural changes among students

were observed. These insights collectively underscored
thate ective M&E not only tracked progress but also
enhanced the overall success of the programme. In India,
M&E was facilitated through a multilayered monitoring
mechanism, which enabled the programme sta to
respond immediately to the confusion and concerns
raised by the nodal educators, who are the designated
educators responsible for conducting the sessions.

Ongoing consultation with primary stakeholders

Continuous consultation with stakeholders was one of
the major enabling factors in almost all the programmes
reviewed. For example, in GEMS, the rst step was school
pro ling and acommunity-based baseline survey in
project sites in India. In this survey, adolescent boys’and
girls’ perspectives, knowledge and attitudes about gender
were collected. Based on the ndings, boys and girls

were continuously engaged in discussions and activities

System-wide resourcing

The example of India showed that study participants
believed that resourcing across the system was
important to the success of the intervention. Study
participants agreed that GEMS was equipped with
adequate and appropriate human resources and nancial
support. Human resources such as eld facilitators,

Block coordinators, District coordinators and State-

Challenging factors

Overloaded curriculum and assessment

A common challenge across all programmes was the
pressure of overloaded curriculum and examination- and
results-oriented teaching and learning. Content-heavy
curricula and the pressure to improve academic outcomes
left little room for teaching essential soft skills like critical
thinking, negotiation and emotional intelligence.

In Cambodia, educators reported that examination-
focused curriculum limited opportunities for
extracurricular personal development work, leaving life

using a gender-transformative approach. Similare orts
were made in Portugal, despite a heavy workload for
both educators and students. Direct engagement with
caregivers in LSEP (Cambodia) and direct and indirect
engagement with families through students’diaries and
annual school functions in GEMS ensured continuous
engagement with both students and those who

in uence them.

level coordinators were positioned to oversee the
implementation of the activities, including research,
monitoring and evaluation, facilitating teacher training,
and connecting with government entities at their
respective levels. Multiple funding agencies nanced the
GEMS intervention, thereby avoiding pressure on only
one funder.

skills and gender-transformative work often to be
sidelined. Similarly, a programme coordinator from
Portugal stated:

A 4 'fyour policy frameworks are, like, super

high stakes exam focused, and don't pay
their teachers enough ... with all of that a happy
school will be impossible.

— Female programme coordinator, Portugal
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This chapter discusses the evidence, perceived
outcomes, and impacts of the programmes reviewed,
and considers the extent to which they address gender
norms and expectations, including restrictive and
harmful masculinities, to keep boys engaged in school
and promote gender-equitable attitudes, values and
behaviours among boys and other key stakeholders.
Study participants were also asked how they understand
and measure success in their respective programmes.

Asidenti edinthe desk review (Table 3), the programmes
studied varied considerably in their aims and approaches

to addressing boys' disengagement and promoting
gender-equitable attitudes and values. As a result,
de nitions and measures of ‘success’ also varied across
programmes. Many de ned success as positive attitudinal
change among both students and educators. Qualitative
ndings from the desk review and interviews further
highlight a range of behavioural changes associated with
programme participation. Key insights from programmes
promoting gender-equitable attitudes and practices are
presented in Table 5.

Documented evidence of success

The desk review highlighted several previously reported
outcomes within the relevant programme documentation
(see also Chapter 3).

LSEP (Cambodia)

Reported outcomes include increased knowledge of
gender dynamics and con ict resolution among boys,
with many demonstrating better communication skills
and empathy towards peers. Although there is no
guantitative evidence on outcomes, qualitative data

GEMS (India)

According to an independent evaluation, students
showed asigni cant positive shift in attitudes toward
gender and violence. After two years of programme
implementation, boys demonstrated more equitable
views of gender roles, and educators reported fewer

Denis Bukhlaev/Sh

demonstrate signi cant shifts in attitudes and behaviours.
Participants reported greater awareness of gender
stereotypes, increased willingness to challenge harmful
norms, and improved relationships between boys and
girls (Jeong et al., 2023). However, although boys and
girls were able to discuss what they learned, they did

not generally seem to internalize this knowledge in their
daily lives. Teachers and facilitators nonetheless observed
amore inclusive and respectful school environment,

with students engaging in more constructive discussions
around gender equality and violence prevention.

gender-related con icts and more collaborative
classrooms interactions. Evidence of outcomes include
an improvement of attitudes toward gender equality,
including increased support among boys for girls’higher
education (from 12 to 28 percent), alongside declines
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Study participants’ views of programme success

Half of the programmes (GEMS, India; Boys'Impact, United  or violence at school. Instead, absenteeism was described
Kingdom?, and CwR, Zambia) were found to have indirect  largely as a result of home-related issues, such as lack

bene tsrelated to engagement. For example, study of food or medicine, which are understood as common
participants from these contexts noted boys'increased challenges in Zambia. Despite these home issues,
engagement in education as a positive consequence students are described as feeling safe and protected

of working on areas such as increased self-esteem, at school, highlighting the positive impact of the CwR
emotional literacy, aspirations and belonging. In Zambia, programme in creating a secure school environment.
while absenteeism persisted, it was seen as signi cantly Table 5 summarizes the key insights from programmes.

decreased and no longer driven by issues such as bullying

Table 5. Insights from programmes promoting gender-equitable attitudes and practices

Intervention Insights

... [male students] used to think that house chores were their mother’s job, not theirs, so they wouldn't do them.
Now, they help their mothers do house chores. We also followed up with their families during the home visit. We

Cambodia, LSEP  asked them how their sons’ behaviours were now. They told us that they were surprised to see a lot of changes in
their son. Now, they wash dishes after eating, wash their own clothes, and don’t leave their clothes around like
before. (Male facilitator, Cambodia)

All these things changed. Boys also started sweeping (brooming) work. The girls were not able to lift heavy
things, but they started doing that too. Some changes were seen in school. In school, when some guests came,
girls were asked to serve water or tea, but boys were also asked to do those things, and they started doingit ...

India, GEMS One thing that their visionwas di erent about school, that too was changed, and there were gaps between boys
and girls, i.e. playing separately that also changed. Where girls and boys are playing together and games like
kabaddi, in which they have to touch each other ... Lots of change in behaviour in school happened. Their seating
arrangement also changed, boys and girls started to sit next to each other. (Male educator, India)

Yes, it really helped to promote those values because it was also one of the mindset change interventions among
the very young adolescents. So, we could see how these trainings impacted the young adolescents and how
they started becoming more open in sharing on some of the abuses and, at the same time, they started giving

Malawi, VYA 2.0 us the feedback on what they observed both from themselves and their friends. Some of them were concerned
because when we're giving them ... this information, they were getting worried and when we ask[ed] them why,
it's when they started opening up about the challenges they face at home. So that one can be evidence that the
intervention had an impact on gender inclusion as well. (Male implementer, Malawi)

Portugal, Happy = We saw the happiness of the children at the end of the Gala — they were able to overcome shyness and anxiety to
Schools speak in public. (Male implementer, Portugal)

So an example of a boy who engaged with [the programme] just very fully and naturally is ... a 9-year-old who
had a younger sister and he was describing how he felt really encouraged and supported by the programme to
play moreanddi erently with his younger sister, you know, and to encourage her to embrace arange of di erent
toys and also he himself. Then, you know, experimenting with di erent ways of playing and being through that
relationship. (Male implementer, United Kingdom)

United Kingdom,
Lifting Limits

One of the impacts is that, after exposing the boys to CwR, they feel a sense of belonging and there is
improvement in academic performance and motivation also. Because as we talk to them, they feel like they are
Zambia, CWR also dependable, they are also human beings hence they feel motivated and their performance also improves.
Apart from that, the behaviour changes to towards goodness. So, you know boys mostly engage in these bad
behaviours and the like. So, through CwR the behaviour changed to the better. (Male master trainer, Zambia)

Datasource: Research nding of authors, 2025.

8 Boys'impact was analysed within the broader context of educational initiatives in the United Kingdom that speci cally target boys and/or gender
equality.
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How success is formally measured

Each programme takes adi erent approach to measuring
success. The most robust M&E systems were found in
LSEP (Cambodia) and GEMS (India), most likely due to
their integration within larger programmes focused more

Multiple modes and techniques

The scoping study found that programmes typically
employ quantitative methods (such as KAP surveys and
school administrative data) and qualitative techniques
(including FGDs and interviews) to capture both breadth
and depth of programme outcomes.

Implementers of LSEP, Room to Read Cambodia,
developed a robust M&E framework aligned with

their broader operations. This included the generation

of learning insights from the pilot phase to inform
programme re nement and potential scale-up.

A comprehensive evaluation plan was developed,
encompassing baseline, midline and endline assessments.

These evaluations also considered stakeholder
experiences, complementing key programme indicators.
Quantitative data analysis was conducted for both
internal and external reporting purposes, while qualitative
data collected through focus groups and in-depth
interviews provided richer insights into the experiences of
students, educators and programme sta  to understand
programme implementation and impact.

Flexibility and adaptation

In the United Kingdom, measurements of success were
often locally de nedtore ectthe community needs,
highlighting the importance of contextand exibility.
Evidence-based learning was seen as important for
improving the design and impact of the programmes.

l l ... what we want to do is support and

empower those school leaders to take an
approach that’s evidence-based but exible
enough to work for them, where we are not
claiming expertise about what their students
need and telling them how to achieve those
goals. Providing with them with the resources
and the knowledge and the understanding to
reach those conclusions themselves.

— Male programme leader, United Kingdom

broadly on gender and/or education. Some innovative
measures of success were identi ed in the GEMS (India)
and Happy Schools (Portugal) programmes.

Asimilarly rigorous approach was evident in GEMS
(India), although the speci ¢ measurements and
research tools used were context-dependent. M&E
methods included school pro ling, community-based
baseline surveys and endline assessments conducted at
programme completion.

M&E activities were facilitated through a management
information system that captured qualitative and
quantitative information, including session attendance,
participation levels, frequency of sessions, and structured
opportunities for self-re ection, questions and
suggestions forimprovement. Educators completed pre-
and post-test forms during trainings to assess shifts in
understanding and perspectives. Regular interaction with
nodal educators responsible for conducting the sessions
helped to identify emerging challenges. As one district
coordinator explained, low attendance in particular
sessions prompted follow-up with eld facilitators and
nodal educators to understand and address the reason.

Asimilar approachwas o ered by programme sta in
Zambia, who highlighted the need to be open to‘going
back to the drawing board’ to ensure success:

l l ... sometimes you've had these programmes
failing because there are times we don't

go back to the drawing board. Like I think it's

important that sometimes we don't just look at,

you know, you know, continuous going forward,

but we should also consider, like, the issue of,

you know, trying to get back to the community,

ask the people, like, if we are to succeed to go

forward, you look at what challenges have we faced

so far from the inception up to where we are before

we can think of taking another step forward.

— Female implementer, Zambia
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This chapter provides an overview of scaling approaches in education and examines
whether these strategies have been applied to the programmes studied. Findings reveal
uneven approaches to scaling and highlight the need for‘the exibility to test and pivot
indi erentdirections is an integral part of any scaling journey’(IDIA, 2017, p. 6). Horizontal
scaling was the most common, underpinning the GEMS (India) and Happy Schools
(Portugal) programmes. The LSEP (Cambodia), Lifting Limits (United Kingdom) and CwR
(Zambia) programmes all noted the need for further evaluation before scaling. Table 6
compiles factors that enable or impede scaling of educational programming.

Approaches to scaling educational programmes

Scaling education programmes is understood as a process
for enhancing educational outcomes, ensuring that
successes are not due to individual project dynamics or
unsustainable funding models (Olsen, 2021).E ective
scaling is thoughtful, multifaceted, deep, and culturally
embedded, capable of in uencing relationships, cultural
values and beliefs to create sustainable impact (Moore et
al,, 2015). Key factors shaping scale include ‘need, relative
advantage, clarity, compatibility, quality, practicality,
complexity, trialability, and observability’ (Kaur, 2015, p.
108). Scaling can take various forms.

Horizontal scaling, also known as scaling out,
replication or di usion, involves broadening the reach
of a programme and expanding it to new geographic
areas or additional bene ciaries. This involves replicating
tested approaches, while adapting methods to new
contexts (Hartmann and Linn, 2007; Moore et al., 2015).
For example, the Hands-On Learning programme in the
United Arab Emirates adapted a successful educational
model from Australia to engage at-risk secondary school
students in Ras Al Khaimah. Through practical activities
and collaborative learning, the programme e ectively
re-engaged male students in education, enhancing self-
esteem and concentration in the classroom. The creation
of a toolkit to facilitate replication in additional schools
re ectedastrategice ortto horizontally scale and
increase the programme’sin uence in the region (Rizvi,
2019; Ridge et al., 2017).

Vertical scaling, or mainstreaming, integrates key aspects
of a programme into broader government systems at the
national or subnational levels, embedding it into standard
operations to achieve systemic change. Key strategies
include the engagement of champions, such as school
leaders, government o cials and educators, at every
stage to align initiatives with organizational cultures,

enabling programme integration, resonance and
sustainability (Olsen, 2021). Champions act not merely

as supporters but as co-creators throughout the scaling
process. For example, the Families Matter programme

in Cambodia mainstreamed puberty education into
Ministries of Education and Health programmes in
Cambodia (Chandra-Mouli and Patel, 2017). GEMS (India)
successfully lobbied the State government to integrate
teacher training components into regular teacher training
programmes, while supporting capacity-building among
government teacher trainers (Achyut et al., 2017).

Compound scaling, also called grafting or functional
scaling, focuses on diversifying and expanding the range
of activities or areas of engagement within a programme
or organization (Olsen et al., 2024). Compound scaling
integrates both vertical and horizontal scaling, where a
programme is institutionalized (vertical) and replicated
(horizontal) to maximize its reach and sustainability.

This model also provides the groundwork for establishing
communities of practice, where educators, researchers,
policymakers and donors can collaborate, exchange
resources and engage in continuous programme
adaptation (Maal? and Artigue, 2013; Kaur, 2015).

The Escuela Nueva model illustrates successful compound
scaling. Developed in Colombia in the 1970s to tackle
challenges in rural, multigrade classrooms, it shifted

from conventional, educator-centred methods towards a
student-centred, participatory frameworks that prioritized
cooperative and self-directed learning. The model
improved educational access and engagement among
under-represented students (Purcell, 2017; Muwanguzi et
al,, 2023). Its success in Colombia facilitated its integration
into national education policy by the 1990s, reaching over
20,000 schools and becoming a fundamental element

of the national curriculum, exemplifying vertical scaling
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(Briggs, 2013). In terms of horizontal scaling, the Escuela income communities, demonstrating the model’s
Nueva model has inspired adaptations in Brazil, Mexico, versatility and relevance in diverse contexts (Nikitina et al.,
the Philippines, Uganda, Viet Nam and Zambia. These 2021; Dekawati and Kurnaeti, 2023).

adaptations address challenges faced by rural, low-

Interviewees’ experiences of scaling

The scoping study found a range of scaling approaches engagement on multiple levels, ICRW was able to

in the programmes reviewed. The implementation achieve vertical scaling by increasing awareness of the
stage — from ideation to sustainable scale — varied, importance of building educators’ capacity in the area of
with most programmes still at the ‘proof of concept’ gender and masculinity. As a result, the State government
stage or operating only within the capacity allowed by has extended teacher training programmes to additional
available resources. Scaling remains a key challenge districts and schools.

for programmes seek to addressing boys’ educational

engagement and attainment. For the other programmes examined, potential

mechanisms that could allow for scaling were

GEMS (India) is the most developed in terms of scale identi ed, including:

as it was ‘designed keeping scalability in mind’ (Female

implementer, India), achieving compound scaling at an * Open sourcing: The open sourcing of materials
earlier stage than for the Escuela Nueva model described shared among teaching communities was identi ed
above. Initially implemented for Grades 6 to 8 students as key to the delivery of programmes in Portugal

in schools across Jharkhand, Maharashtra and Rajasthan and the United Kingdom. In Happy Schools, this was
states, GEMS expanded in a second phase to Grade 6-11 managed through closed WhatsApp groups but
students in 271 schools in the hard-to-reach Godda has the potential for genuine open sourcing. Lifting
and Jamtara districts of Jharkhand. ICRW with nancial Limits provides a range of freely accessible resources
support of Echidna Giving, worked in collaboration with in multiple languages, including assemblies, lesson
the State government, and in partnership with Badlao plans and activities for schools and families.

Foundation in this intervention which trained 450
educators, 200 principals and 61 Block Resource Persons
and Cluster Resource Persons, reaching 30,000 adolescent
girls and boys. GEMS was also expanded to Bangladesh,
the Philippines and Viet Nam.

 Teacher training: Training teachers and educators
to deliver gender-transformative programming was
identi ed across all the projects analysed. Training
educators already in post was central to building
programme champions within schools. Buy-in from

Enabling factors for GEMS include context-speci ¢ project school leaders and continued CPD was considered

design, with both content and themes tailored to local

cultures, and the distinct needs of the target population.

For example, the programme in Viet Nam addressed
homophobia, Bangladesh focused on child marriage,
and India focused on masculinity and gender norms.

Happy Schools (Portugal) followed similar principles
of adaptation in scaling, adapting a broader UNESCO

framework to local contexts. Horizontal scaling principles

were applied and can be considered a good practice
example of adaptingto di erent regional contexts.

Key challenges to scaling included limited resources and

insu cient understanding of the issues’signi cance.

The GEMS project (India) was the only programme
examined that achieved substantive scaling. Through

essential to the success of teacher training.

 Curriculum development: Embedding gender-
transformative content within the existing curriculum
was noted in GEMS (India) as key to enable a‘whole-
school approach’and ensure learning outcomes are
embedded within already existing programming.

« Accreditation: Providing accreditation for schools
is a central component to the Gender Action for
Schools Award programme? in the United Kingdom.
The programme has four status award levels —
‘supporter; ‘initiator; ‘champion’and ‘beacon’ - that
re ectthe institution’s commitment to challenging
gender stereotypes. Accreditation is provided by
Gender Action assessors based on evidence provided

10 Gender Action was analysed within the broader context of educational initiatives in the United Kingdom that speci cally target boys and/or

gender equality.

72



Lifting barriers: Boys’ disengagement from education - Scoping study

of their actions and impact, and demonstrating that
theire ortsare makingadi erence. Accreditation

in the form of certi cates was also proposed as a
reason for the scaling success of the LSEP intervention
in Cambodia.

 Social franchising: Social franchising is the model
adopted by the Boys'Impact intervention in the
United Kingdom. Through this model, regional hubs
are developed and mentored in the early stages.
As this intervention was only launched in 2023,
there has not been any evaluation of the success of
this model.

e In uencing public policy: All of the programmes
were seen to potentially bene tfromin uencing
public policy and lobbying, but none had been
successful so far. Buy-in from policymakers was
understood to provide an enabling environment
for individual programmes as well as the wider
ecosystem.

Table 6 summarizes the key factors that enable or
impede scaling of education programming according to
interviewed participants.

Table 6. Factors that enable orimpede scaling of education programming

Factors that enable scaling Factors that impede scaling

Adequate resourcing of activities (especially human and
infrastructural resources), including training, classroom
facilities and time.

Ongoing support and CPD for trained educators. Adequate
time and mentorship was necessary to prepare and adapt
new approaches and materials.

Full integration into the school curriculum and ecosystem
would be the most ideal way to deliver this programme.

Buy-in from school leaders and senior management
provided a culture of support and commitment, signalled the
signi cance of the work, and provided necessary resourcing
tosta members. This helps to enable a‘whole-school
approach’ which was seen to be desirable.

Buy-in from the wider community, particularly primary
caregivers who can support with homework tasks and provide
additional space for conversations for young people involved.

Identi cation of key stakeholders and champions and
engagement with them from the outset. Best practice would
see them as co-creators of knowledge with clearly de ned
purposes (as noted by Data Must Speak in UNICEF, 2023)

Flexibility within the programme allowed facilitators to adapt
activities to the needs of the local population.

Shortage of quali ed facilitators and educators, resistance
from some educators to teach in addition to their subject areas.

Inadequate resourcing of activities, including time in the day
to deliver additional curriculum.

Lack of time to meaningfully implement the programme and
adapt materials to distinct populations.

Lack of time within the school day to prepare classrooms
and/or deliver the programme alongside existing curriculum
pressures.

Lack of ongoing training of and resource allocation to
those delivering the programmes. This hindered longer-term
sustainability.

Alack of a clear and shared sense of urgency in addressing
boys’ educational disengagement underpins all of the
programmes examined in this scoping study — this was noted
as achallenge at all levels of delivery (from government and
ministries through to educators). One of the main challenges
encountered was the belief that equality has been achieved
and that such programmes are unnecessary.

Limited understanding and/or motivation among primary
caregivers to support young people in their educational
journey related to gender equality.

Cultural resistance, often framed by a misunderstanding of
the programme’s aims.

Lack of policy and wider governmental support supported
aculture of disinterest in programmes aimed at boys’
educational engagement and attainment.

Source: Authors, from Key Informant Interviews on scaling factors conducted in 2025.
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