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Addressing misogyny in post compulsory education

Introduction and justification of study area 

We are currently witnessing a surge in public discourse surrounding misogyny and its ramifications (Rottweiler, Clemmow and Gill, 2024), with violence against women and girls (VAWG) being described as a national threat by the UK Government (Home Office, 2023; Tudor, 2023). Whilst there exist various and complex factors contributing to VAWG (ONS, 2023), it is recognised to exist and thrive within a wider culture of misogyny and sexism (Sugiura, 2024; Rottweiler, Clemmow and Gill, 2024). Such a culture has been discussed throughout the media since the release of the 2025 Netflix show ‘Adolescence’ (Knight, 2025), which provided an insight into the ‘manosphere’ – the antifeminist online spaces in which hegemonic masculinity is celebrated (Ging 2019; Vallerga and Zubriggen, 2022), and how it can radicalise boys and young men into adopting hateful and harmful ideologies (to the detriment of women and girls). This is something that educators across all sectors have become increasingly concerned about in the UK (Stahl, Keddie and Adams, 2022), however, many feel ill-equip to approach this issue or address misogynistic rhetoric within the classroom (UK Feminista, 2017; Hill, 2025). 

boys’ 
and young men’s vulnerabilities to be radicalised into the misogynies of 
the ‘manosphere
This small-scale action research project aims to explore misogyny in post compulsory education to identify how educators can facilitate effective discussions on the issue. It aims to answer the following research questions: 
1) How prevalent is misogyny in post compulsory education settings?
2) How can educators in these settings facilitate effective discussions about the issue?
3) What types of discussion could be implemented to challenge and address misogyny within these educational settings? 

Following this introduction, the next section will explore the current literature surrounding misogyny, its consequences and how it is being discussed and approached within educational institutions within the UK. The following section will explore the Action Research (AR) methodology adopted in this research study, and the subsequent sections will provide a discussion of the findings obtained and the conclusions and recommendations for the sector as a result. 


Literature review  

Introduction 

This section will explore the current the literature surrounding misogyny and its consequences within educational institutions within the UK. It will discuss the prevalence of the issue, and how it is being approached and discussed. 

The prevalence of misogyny in education
The term misogyny is defined as ‘the dislike of, contempt for, or ingrained prejudice against women or girls’ (Brader, 2021, para.2). This can manifest in the form of belittling women, offensive language, discrimination on the basis of gender, sexual objectification, violence against women and girls (Srivastava et al., 2017). Walker (2022, para.15) asserts that misogyny enforces sexism and has historically operated by enacting violence against those who ‘do not conform to racialised, sexualised and gendered rules’.

There is an extensive body of literature focusing upon misogyny and its consequences within school settings (UK Feminista, 2017), particularly in relation to online misogyny (Over et al., 2025). Whilst this research project will focus on post compulsory education, it can be useful to understand the current impact of misogyny in schools and understand how the practitioners working within them are navigating conversations around the issue. Research by UK Feminista (2017, p.2) focusing upon sexism within education suggests that sexist stereotypes, sexual harassment and the use of sexist and misogynistic language is ‘commonplace’ within schooling settings. They assert that within secondary schools, 64% of teachers hear this kind of sexist and misogynistic weekly. Although the Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) code in Wales and the Relationships, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) guidance in England suggest schooling settings should be inclusive cultures in which sexism and misogyny are not accepted, the Women and Equalities Committee (2023) suggest that there is worry that they are not. Some of the findings from UK Feminista (2017) did apply to those in the post compulsory sector, for instance, they found that in in mixed-sex sixth forms, 66% of female students and 37% of male students have experienced or witnessed sexist or misogynistic language. Richie Benson suggests that young men often avoid challenging such language in fear of the repercussions of ‘alienating’ their peers (Women and Equalities Committee, 2023) – it is useful to note that perhaps these young men also avoid reporting having witnessed this language for a similar reason, which may be why the statistic is far lower for men.  

In 2022, Estyn (2023) reviewed peer-on-peer sexual harassment and the culture and procedures that protected those aged 16 to 18 in in further education (FE) colleges in Wales. They recognised the role that misogyny played in these colleges, making one of their report recommendations that colleges work to develop strategies that address and mitigate misogynistic attitudes and cultures within student groups. Their review suggested that those disproportionally impacted were girls, learners within the LGBTQ+ and learners with additional learning needs (ALN). The most common forms of sexual harassment were unwanted sexual comments in or unpleasant comments surrounding gender, sexuality or looks, as well as unsolicited images. Of the staff respondents in the study, just 17% suggested that they felt their college enables students to discuss things like harassment and consent. This suggests that perhaps these learners in this sector require more opportunities for discussion on current issues. 

Social media and the ‘manosphere’ 
Walker (2022) suggests that in the modern day, misogyny is ‘networked’. Much of the current literature on misogyny in the education sector is concerning the fears surrounding ‘manosphere’ (Ging 2019; Vallerga and Zubriggen, 2022; Stahl, Keddie and Adams, 2022; Over et al., 2025), and particularly how it may be potentially impacting boys and young men. 
The Welsh Parliament (2022) have suggested that parents across Wales are concerned with how social media is being used to promote misogynistic viewpoints. Additionally, the Woman and Equalities Committee (2023) suggests that schoolteachers have voiced their concerns on the website ‘Everyone’s Invited’ about social media, and particularly how it is being used by ‘influencers’ to spread misogynistic messages. Vallerga and Zurbriggen (2022) found that many perspectives surrounding men and women on some popular ‘manosphere’ messaging platforms often reflected a views of gender essentialism. 

This concern has primarily been addressed and studied in school settings. The membership association and charity ‘PSHE Association’, who support schools and teachers with advice, resources, and training have responded to some public suggestions surrounding showing students the Netflix show ‘Adolescence’. They suggest that instead, the underlaying issues and themes from the show like misogyny should be explored within PSHE education. They have developed resources to help schools deal with the issues including one entitled ‘Addressing misogyny, toxic masculinity and social media influence through PSHE education’ (PSHE Association, 2023). Whilst this was created for younger learners, the PSHE Association (2023) have suggested that this is something that could be taken into the post compulsory sector. The Women and Equalities Committee (2023) echo this idea, suggesting that RSHE should be extended to learners within the post 16 sector to provide them with support.

Alternatively, Stahl, Keddie and Adams (2022, p.366), focusing on how schools could be effective places to address young males who may be vulnerable to the ideologies presented in the manosphere, have proposed a conversation shift from ‘reactive surveillance in schools to educative gender justice approaches’. As part of their gender justice approach, they argue for educators to explore ‘pedagogies of discomfort’ to facilitate effective and ‘transformative’ dialogue with boys and young men, with the aim of enabling them to think critically about the manosphere and the ideologies involved. They suggest that in when engaging in principles of gender justice and exploring masculinity, boys and men should be encouraged to engage in discussion about their emotions and reflect upon the social construction and performance of masculinity. They defend the idea that that open discussion is effective when dealing with these issues and argue that this type of deep reflection can help boys to become critical, particularly of the ideas within the manosphere. The importance of practitioners creating safe spaces and relationships that could ‘bear the weight and intensities of difficult conversations and knowledge’ (Zembylas, 2014, cited in (Stahl, Keddie and Adam, 2022, p. 373) was foregrounded in this research. Keddie and Mills (2007, cited in Stahl, Keddie and Adam, 2022) suggests such spaces and relationships should seek to understand where boys’ ideas stem from, what is important to them, why they think or behave in a certain way, and recognise and challenge harmful elements of masculinity. Whilst this research is centred around younger boys, applying these principles could potentially be useful in the post compulsory sector, particularly when exploring how to navigate appropriate and progressive and open discussion on the issue. 

The impact of social media and the manosphere has also been recognised within the post compulsory education sector. In the Estyn (2023) report mentioned above (on peer-on-peer sexual harassment amongst 16- to 18-year-olds in FE colleges), female students reported some male learner’s attitudes as misogynistic and influenced by sexist online posts and ‘influencers’. Some reported the males repeating the misogynistic comments from popular influencers in order to provoke a response from the female students. Estyn (2023, p.16) also found that male learners were aware that their female classmates often received unsolicited or ‘unwanted sexually explicit images’, however, they often expressed how they believed those responsible for sending the images were primarily ‘random men’. This perspective can potentially shift the ‘blame’ onto other, hypothetical individuals, rather than encouraging learning on how we can all work to ensure this is not such a prevalent issue. Writing in ‘FE Week’, Harrow (2025) suggests misogynistic ideologies are spreading within colleges, and that staff in this sector must raise awareness and build their confidence in effectively addressing misogynistic language and behaviour in the classroom. 

‘Lad culture’

The Women and Equalities Committee (2023) suggest that when by the young men arrive at university, there can be challenges of unpicking existing attitudes and stereotypes surrounding gender. Jefferies (2020) suggests ‘lad culture’ is widespread within the higher education sector in the UK, but this is not a new phenomenon. Lad culture has been described by Phipps and Young (2013, p.28) ‘a group or ‘pack’ mentality residing in activities such as sport and heavy alcohol consumption, and ‘banter’ which was often sexist, misogynist and homophobic’. Lad culture is recognised to have a sexual element including objectifying women and in the worst cases harassment and violence (Phipps and Young, 2013), and those engaging in this culture often embody hegemonic, traditional masculinity (O’Rourk and Haslop, 2024). In their study surrounding Gender-Based Violence (GBV) in Higher Education Institutes (HEI), Atkinson and Standing (2019) used purposive sampling to interview and gain the perspectives of 11 academics working within social science and humanities disciplines who had worked the field of GBV. Some of these academics felt that the term ‘lad culture’ is problematic and that it can place focus solely upon individuals and deflect from the wider structural inequality and misogyny found in HEI. They do, however, suggest that attempting to address this type of culture in learners is important, but this should involve an emphasis upon masculinity and its different (and harmful) forms, rather than a generic ‘lad culture’. 

The Women and Equalities Committee (2023) recommended that the Department for Education creates an awareness campaign on sexual harassment and violence, primarily with the aim of targeting male university students. Blake (2023, para.19), however, critiques this recommendation, suggesting that this may create a focus upon the ‘extreme end of one of many outcomes which stems from problematic attitudes around gender and leads to violence against women and girls (VAWG)’. This suggests we must commit to engaging in the wider issue of misogyny and its root causes rather than just focusing upon addressing its serious consequences or outcomes. Many feminist scholars and researchers recognise the importance of men’s involvement and participation in issues of gender justice (Stahl, Keddie and Adam, 2022). Blake (2023) suggests that by only emphasising issues like sexual violence when discussing the repercussions of negative perspectives surrounding gender, or only discussing issues like ‘toxic masculinity’ in relation to its impact upon women with male university students, we create the potential to make male students feel overlooked and positioned as the opposition. Blake (2023) implies that some individuals have suggested that young men may be vulnerable to the ideologies of online influencers because they feel isolated and disconnected. Blake (2023) further suggests that perhaps discussions surrounding masculinity in Higher Education (HE) should be reapproached as a result, to involve everyone in the discussion about all the harms and pressures surrounding masculinity – for both women and men. 

Methodology

This project is underpinned by the qualitative method of Action Research (AR). Action Research emerged in the twentieth century and is described by Atkins and Wallace (2012) as a primarily a philosophy (before a process), which places emphasis upon research conducted with the intent of driving social change. Carr and Kemmis (1986, cited in Atkins and Wallace, 2012, p.127) assert AR aims to improve practice, understandings of practice, and the situations in which it takes place. Action research with the intent of social change and action involves both personal and professional development, which requires a process of ‘reflexivity’ – whereby the researcher will reflect on how their own values, characteristics or previous experiences drive their research (Atkins and Wallace, 2012). According to McNiff (2002, cited in Atkins and Wallace, 2012, p.129), reflexivity allows you to ‘respond to methodological challenges and issues in a thoughtful and moral way,’.As a young women gaining experience within the PCET sector, investigating misogyny and how myself, and other educators in the sector can facilitate effective discussions on the topic that could involve and educate all, is a topic of professional and personal interest. 

Adopting AR, my position is that of an ‘insider researcher’ (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011, p.3), as I am part of the teaching context in which I am exploring and trying to recommend how change can be brought about. I have witnessed the power of discussion, and how it can be used as a tool help us to respectfully challenge views and bring about change. Teaching on an Education Studies programme within a university setting, many of the taught sessions that I have been a part of have involved discussion about gender roles, ‘gendered’ displays of emotion and masculinity. These discussions have often gone well when managed effectively and confidently – with students expressing their views and trying to understand and challenge one another to think differently. I was interested in how I could facilitate these conversations in the future, or other ways in which the sector could raise awareness.
Action research has been described by McNiff and Whitehead (2011) as a process of identify a concern within the context of your practice, thinking of a potential way forward, reviewing the progress of this, and refining practice based on the results (figure 1).
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Figure 1 – An action research cycle taken from McNiff and Whitehead (2011, p.9)

This action research project will not involve conducting any primary research but will instead involve a review of existing research available to identify recommendations for myself and other educators. McNiff and Whitehead (2011) suggests that AR involves creating new understandings and contributing new knowledge about how or why improvements has been made. This will be identified through secondary research – using the internet and government websites for instance to identify examples of best practice. 

Results/findings

Discussion 

This section of the project will be dedicated to discussing the findings from this action research project. The literature suggests that within all educational settings, constructive discussion is important (Atkinson and Standing 2019; Stahl, Keddie and Adams, 2022; Blake 2023). The Women and Equalities Committee (2023) suggested that in order to tackle issues including sexual harassment within educational settings, boys and young men boys and men should be encouraged to engage in the discussions surrounding misogyny, sexism and the associated consequences. They suggested that these students required support and compassion to explore and unpack their behaviours and how they impact other people. In their report, The Women and Equalities Committee (2023) further suggests that Richie Benson from ‘Beyond Equality’, who deliver workshops and training to schools and universities to promote safety and inclusivity (particularly in relation to sex and healthy relations) suggested young men in university settings expressed wanting to act when seeing inappropriate behaviour but did not feel like they knew how to. Blake (2023) suggests students should be enabled to ‘discuss and mutually define’ ideas and topics themselves, and that empathy, emotional literacy and critical thinking skills are critical for this. 

Resources to facilitate discussion 
UK Feminista has created very current and thought-provoking resources to encourage student discussion on the impact of misogynistic influencers, an issue that was identified in the literature. Their resource for 16- to 19-year-olds firstly encourages the practitioner to ensure learners recognise their responsibilities within a safe and respectful learning space, including listening and treating others with empathy, for instance. Students are given statements written by influencers to read and discuss, and the practitioner is given a number of questions to facilitate the discussion and provoke a critical, alternative perspective. For instance, one statement reads ‘I thought feminism is about equality. Why does empowering women always have to be about trashing men?’ (UK Feminista, n.d). Practitioners would ask students to consider things including the definition and achievements of feminism and why these achievements could be seen as ‘trashing men’ rather than empowering women. Something educators could do on an individual level from within the classroom familiarise themselves with resources like these and try to set aside some time to use them and note their effectiveness. 

Training programmes 
Sian Mantovani (2024), a Sociology Lecturer from York College discusses the way in she and her colleague began developing a training programme with the intention of creating a ‘culture shift’ surrounding hegemonic masculinity. This involved firstly introducing staff to concept of hegemonic masculinity, something Connell (1995, cited in Mantovani, 2024) suggests is a version of the ‘true masculine’ in modern day Western society upheld by the patriarchy – someone strong, leading and often referred to as ‘alpha male’. They then started delivering initial sessions looking at facilitating discussions surrounding hegemonic masculinity, and moved onto explore how the much-needed counter discussion surrounding the manosphere and its content can be navigated. They focused upon the importance of language use and suggested that terms like ‘toxic masculinity’ may be harmful when approaching the issue, shutting down conversations that could be progressive, which was something discussed by Blake (2023) in the literature. They also got participants to explore stereotypes and the dangers of hegemonic masculinity for both men and women, exploring crime and victimisation. They received great feedback and have been teaching about hate crime and banter, and teaching staff the meaning of current slang terms that students use and raise awareness of the evolving misogynistic and homophobic language. This approach can be seen to reflect that of the ‘gender justice approaches’ and ‘pedagogies of discomfort’ discussed by Stahl, Keddie and Adams (2022), whereby boys and young men engage in dialogue and think critically about their emotions, masculinity and the root of harmful ideas. 

Another way discussion has been effectively used as a tool is through bystander training. The Women’s Equalities Committee (2023) suggested this type of training could be effective in educating students about violence against women and girls (VAWG) to prevent it. The University of Worcester provides Bystander Intervention Training to every student. This is an 8-hour programme, training them to identify sexual violence, coercive behaviour and domestic abuse. This bystander training emphasises that there is a range of ways individuals can become effective, active bystanders, helping individuals either directly or indirectly. It aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the difference between ‘banter’ or jokes and violence or harm and asserts that to be an active bystander, calling out all problematic behaviour is important, regardless of who has displayed it. Harrop & Taylor-Dunn (2021, cited by University of Worcester) carried out a two-year evaluation this programme. They suggested that the programme was effective, claiming that attendance on the programme increased participants confidence in calling out problematic behaviour and reduced victim blaming and levels of sexism. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

To conclude, this small piece of action-research has highlighted the prevalence of misogyny in post compulsory education settings and the need for practitioners like myself to understand how educators are effectively navigating discussions on the issue. In the current literature, misogyny is now prevalent online, and male influencers have caused concerns for parents and educators who believe boys and young men are at risk of radicalisation. This research shows that discussion is a powerful and effective way to address sensitive issues impacting learners, and Estyn’s (2023) review on peer-on-peer sexual harassment in colleges suggests that perhaps some learners are not getting enough opportunity for this. Through discussion, learners can unpack assumptions, challenge ‘norms’ and create new meaning (Stahl, Keddie and Adams, 2022). Educators can facilitate effective discussions about the issue of misogyny by providing safe learning environments that prompt reflection and critical thinking. The ways these discussions to challenge and address misogyny within these settings could be approached include through courses or bystander intervention programmes, which have been evident in the literature.

In everyday practices, practitioners should educate themselves on issues impacting students and staff. They should create safe spaces and be ready to openly discuss and challenges misogyny and its consequences. Educators should engage in discussion with students to learn from them and allow students to engage in discussion with other another to understand and challenge different perspectives. They should make use of online resources to help them approach certain conversations, including those from UK Feminista. Post compulsory education settings should enable staff to collaborate with students to create a media or digital literacy toolbox to enable students to challenge and think critically about the ideas they are exposed to online. They should continue to deliver bystander training and courses with the intention of involving everyone in the conversation about misogyny. In the future, primary research could be conducted to identify students’ needs and explore what they feel would be effective to tackle the issue. 
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Figure 1.1 An action—reflection cycle

This can be turned into a set of questions, as follows:

What is my concern?
Why am | concerned?

How do | show the situation as it is and as it develops?
What can | do about it? What will | do about it?




