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OBESSU Policy Recommendations for Gender-Sensitive
Education

Introduction: The impact of gender-based discrimination on students

The Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions (OBESSU) represents school students
in Europe since 1975 and has ever since been advocating for participatory, inclusive and quality
education for all. We, as OBESSU, call for the systematic integration of a gender-sensitive
approach in secondary education, presenting a set of policy recommendations addressed to
European, national, and local authorities. These recommendations aim to propose a coherent and
actionable path toward the creation of gender-equal learning environments.

This document, as part of the outcomes of the IMPACT project’, seeks to provide clear policy
recommendations for implementing gender-sensitive education in secondary schools across
Europe. This approach, which aims to create inclusive and equitable learning environments by
addressing gender biases and stereotypes, can help create an educational space where all
students feel valued and respected in the same way, regardless of their gender identity.

Across Europe, gender equality is often perceived as largely achieved; yet, recent data show that
European societies still reproduce persistent inequalities. This phenomenon characterises all
sectors, including education®: in secondary schools in particular, gender stereotypes continue to
shape students’ aspirations, subject choices, and sense of belonging®. In its Convention on
preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, the Council of Europe
defines gender as the “socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities and attributes that a given
society considers appropriate for women and men". Since these expectations are culturally
produced -not biologically determined-, they can become embedded in institutions, including
schools®. When this happens, stereotyped norms are reinforced rather than challenged, influencing
how students see themselves and what they believe they can pursue. Contemporary education
systems actually embed a long-standing history of gender disparities® (such as stigmatised roles
and stereotyped subjects) into their institutions, culture, practices, and even infrastructures,
materials, and resources.

! Intersectional Measures Promoting Advocacy, Collaboration, and Transformation — IMPACT Project (2025) https://bit.ly/40pZY2z
2 European Institute for Gender Equality. Gender Equality Index 2024: Sustaining momentum on a fragile path. 2024.
https://eige.europa.eu/publications-resources/publications/gender-equality-index-2024-sustaining-momentum-fragile-path

* European Commlsswn Workmg Group on Equahty and Values in Educatlon and Tralnlng Issue paper on Gender Equalzty in and through
Education. 2023. : :
4 Council of Europe. Council of Europe Treaty Sertes No. 210 Council ofEurope Conventlon on preventmg and combatmg violence against
women and domestic violence. 2011. https://rm.coe.int/168008482¢

S UNESCO. GEM Report 2019. https://gem-report-2019.unesco.org/gender-report/structural_inequality/

® For further information, you can refer to Lenna E. Gender Mainstreaming in Education, a Historical Perspective. 2014
https:/rm.coe.int/1680687d64; Albisetti J. C, Goodman J., Rogers R. Girls’ Secondary Education in the Western World. From the 18th to the 20th
Century. Palgrave, N.Y. 2014.
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According to the European Institute for Gender Equality, education is the second-lowest scoring
domain in the Gender Equality Index 2024’. While women outperform men in educational attainment
and adult participation, segregation persists: women remain concentrated in fields such as education,
healthcare, and humanities, while they continue to be underrepresented in STEM. Similar patterns
emerge in the European Commission’s Issue Paper: Gender Equality In and Through Education®. The
document shows that boys are far more likely to pursue STEM or vocational pathways, but they are
also disproportionately represented among early school leavers. Both documents also draw attention
to a frequently underacknowledged issue: 66% of women report experiencing some form of

gender-based violence in an educational setting, ten percentage points more than men.

The above mentioned data show how, despite consistent efforts by both the European Union and
the Council of Europe,’ significant gaps need to be addressed before gender equality in education
can be considered achieved.

Most pressing challenges

Secondary education coincides with adolescence, a formative stage in which young people shape
their identity, self-perception, world view, interpersonal relations, and sense of possibility. It is also
a period in which they start being faced with choices concerning their further educational and
professional paths. The persistence of gender biases in this context becomes particularly
concerning, and requires addressing what we see as the most important barriers to a
gender-sensitive secondary education'.

Limited awareness about gender inequality in education
A central challenge lies in the perception that gender inequality in education is no longer an

issue'’. The fight against direct forms of gender discriminations' has largely overshadowed all
other issues, leading many stakeholders to assume that equality has been achieved. However,
indirect discriminations — when “an apparently neutral provision, criterion or practice would put
persons [...] at a particular disadvantage compared with other persons”™® - persist. Lack of
awareness of these more subtle, often unconscious mechanisms among educational practitioners
(from teachers to school heads) influence learners' assessments, communications of

7 European Institute for Gender Equality. Op. cit.
8 European Commission. Op. cit.
? To cite a few, the EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025, the EU STEM Education Strategic Plan, and the Council of Europe Gender Equality

Strategy 2024-2029.
' OECD. OECD Education Working Papers No. 271. 17 May 2022. https:/cbit.ly/4aclFwE

' European Commission. Op. cit.

12 European Union. Directive 2000/78 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation. 27 November 2000.
https://eur-lex.europa.cu/eli/dir/2000/78/oj/eng Article 2(2)(a)

13 Council of the European Union. Op. cit. Article 2(2)(b)
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expectations, and distribution of attention'. These patterns are subsequently absorbed by young
people, reinforcing gendered assumptions about their abilities and future options'.

Reinforcement of gender stereotypes in curricula, textbooks, and career guidance

Another challenge stems from the way educational materials and guidance systems reproduce
gendered expectations. Despite ongoing reforms, curricula and textbooks frequently present
women and men in stereotypical roles, both explicitly through content and implicitly through the
absence of diverse role models™. The increasing use of Al-driven educational tools' and career
matching algorithms poses a new risk of automating, and further promoting, historical gender
biases. These representations shape students’ understanding of what is socially acceptable or
attainable for them. Similarly, career guidance practices often channel students into gender-typical
pathways, encouraging boys towards STEM and technical fields, while steering girls towards
care-related or service-oriented professions'. As a result, students’ choices are significantly
constrained by the gendered cues they receive throughout their schooling.

Presence of gender-based violence in educational settings
Whilst frequently overlooked, gender-based violence is a widespread phenomenon in secondary

schools. UNESCO defines it as “acts or threats of sexual, physical or psychological violence
occurring in and around schools, perpetrated as a result of gender norms and stereotypes, and
enforced by unequal power dynamics”". In practice, it encompasses a wide range of behaviours -
from sexist remarks to bullying and, most severely, physical assault - occurring both in school
spaces and in digital environments?®, where it mostly manifests in the form of cyber-harassement
and image-based sexual abuse. Despite growing attention to school bullying, its gendered
dimension is often neglected”'. This is due to a number of factors, including the normalisation of
sexist behaviours within societies, the widespread underreporting of incidents (caused by fear of
retaliation or institutional inaction), and limited awareness. These dynamics affect young people
across all genders, although the forms vary?.

Limited presence of women in leadership positions in education
Although women make up the majority of the teaching workforce across Europe, they remain
markedly underrepresented in leadership and decision-making roles within the secondary

# OECD. Op. cit.
5 OECD. Op. cit.
/6 UNESCO. GEM Report 2020. hitps://gem-te . :
7 OBESSU Polzcy Paper on Artzfczal Intellzgence in Educatzon 2025.

® European Commlssmn. Op. cit.
" UNESCO. Global guidance on addressing school-related gender-based violence. 2016.
https://www.unicef.org/media/66506/file/Global-Guidance-SRGBV.pdf

2P UNESCO. Safe to learn and thrive: ending violence in and through education. 2024. hitps://unesdoc.unesco.org/s
2! European Commission. Op. cit.
2 UNESCO. Global guidance on addressing school-related gender-based violence.
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education sector®. Reflecting broader structural barriers, such as gendered expectations around
authority, these patterns not only restrict the diversity of perspectives represented in institutional
governance, but has also an impact on students®. A lack of gender diversity at the top reduces the
institution’s ability to challenge stereotypes, ultimately reinforcing patterns of inequality within the
school community. In this context, girls are less likely to imagine themselves in leadership roles,
while boys may internalise narrow ideas of masculinity and authority.

Invisibility of non-binary and LGBTQIA+ students

Since institutional data collection, administrative documents, and pedagogical language typically
recognize only “male” and “female” categories®, the experiences of non-binary students remain
largely unrecorded and unaddressed. This binary framework cuts across all dimensions of
secondary school life, resulting in a systemic invisibility that reinforces stigma and delegitimises
students’ identities®. Its impact is significant: gender-diverse students are more exposed to
bullying and psychological distress, and receive implicit messages about who is recognized and
who is not, with long-lasting consequences on their sense of safety and self-worth.

Policy recommendations for gender-sensitive education

Even though education cannot overturn all gender inequalities embedded in our societies, it
remains the most strategic starting point for long-term change. Secondary schools play a decisive
role in shaping how young people understand themselves, others, and the social norms that govern
public life.

When gender biases and stereotypes persist in these settings, they become part of the frameworks
students carry into adulthood. Correcting gender biases in and through secondary education is
therefore essential to building societies in which individuals are valued and treated equitably,
regardless of their gender identity or expression.

As mentioned above, we, as OBESSU, call for the systematic integration of a gender-sensitive
approach in secondary education. The following policy recommendations, addressed to European,
national, and local authorities, aim to propose a coherent and actionable path toward the creation
of gender-equal learning environments.

» European Commission. Op. cit.

2 UNESCO. Women lead for learning. 2025. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000393701
% OECD. Op. cit.

% OECD. Op. cit.
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Limited awareness about gender inequality in education
For European Policymakers

o Foster research on gender biases in teaching practices: Strengthening evidence-based
research on how gender biases shape educational settings is essential for designing
effective policies. This can be achieved by establishing a dedicated working group on
gender equality in education, or by maintaining the mandate of existing structures (e.g.
Working Group on equality and values in education and training).

e Develop EU-wide professional development frameworks and guidelines on
gender-sensitive pedagogy: Establishing common European standards and promoting their
inclusion in national frameworks for teachers' professional development ensures that all
educators across Member States acquire the necessary knowledge and tools to recognise
gender stereotypes and address them harmoniously.

e Include a gender dimension in the Erasmus+ Teacher Academies calls: Embedding a clear
gender-equality component within Teacher Academies, requiring applicants to integrate
gender-sensitive pedagogy and inclusive teaching methods, would ensure that future
pedagogical innovation and teacher training systematically address gender biases.

For National Authorities

e Introduce mandatory pre-service and in-service training on gender equality for all
educators and staff: Gender-equality training, providing theoretical content,
gender-sensitive pedagogy, and practical strategies, should be a compulsory component of
both initial teacher education and continuous professional development. This ensures that
all school staff possess the skills to address gender disparities.

e Integrate gender equality indicators into school assessment frameworks: Introducing
indicators related to gender equality in evaluation frameworks allows national authorities to
properly monitor schools’ performance in promoting equality, their progress, and the areas
that need further improvement.

For Local Educational Institutions

e Organize workshops and seminars on gender equality and unconscious bias for school
staff: Providing reqular training opportunities, organised with local associations and
organisations (including youth and student organisations) can help educators recognise
how unconscious biases influence classroom dynamics and decision-making on a more
practical, everyday level.

Reinforcement of gender stereotypes in curricula, textbooks, and career guidance

For European Policymakers

e Develop EU recommendations for gender-sensitive curricula and educational resources:
Setting clear, European guidelines for inclusive curricula and teaching materials provides
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publishers and curriculum developers with the necessary information to avoid perpetuating
gender biases. It will also help achieve the objectives under Principle 6 of the Roadmap for
Women's Rights for the post-2025 Gender Equality Strategy®’.
e Establish target quotas for all gendered sectors within career guidance: Career guidance
should actively work to counter gendered segregation by setting balanced participation targets
not only for girls in male-dominated fields (such as STEM)?, but also for boys in sectors where
they remain underrepresented (such as health, care, and education).
For National Authorities
e Introduce sexual and affective education as a mandatory subject in all schools: As highlighted
by the European Commission®, comprehensive and age-appropriate sexual and affective
education ensures young people develop a healthy understanding of key concepts, such as
consent, bodily autonomy, gender identity, relationships, and emotional wellbeing. This
contributes to preventing gender-based violence, reducing harmful stereotypes, and fostering
respectful and inclusive behaviours in all settings.
e Review and revise curricula and textbooks to remove gendered assumptions and promote
diverse gender representation: Updating teaching materials to eliminate content that
reinforces traditional gender roles and to highlight the contributions of women and
gender-diverse individuals to all fields ensures that students are provided with a more accurate
and inclusive representation of society.
e Provide gender-sensitive guidelines for national career counseling policies and training:
Career counselors play a key role in shaping students’ educational and professional pathways.
Equipping them with clear guidelines and training on recognising and mitigating conscious and
unconscious gender biases helps ensure that guidance is based on students’ interests and
abilities rather than stereotyped expectations.
For Local Educational Institutions
e Audit school libraries and resources to ensure diverse representation of gender roles and
professions: Conducting regular reviews of teaching materials, library collections, and
digital resources helps identify and correct content that reinforces gender biases. Erasing
them exposes students to a broad range of role models and career examples, promoting
inclusivity and inviting them to challenge stereotypical expectations.

e Promote co-created extracurricular activities that encourage students to challenge
traditional perspectives on gender: Supporting clubs, workshops, and other forms of
student-led or co-created non-formal education on gender norms allows students to

7 European Commission. Annex to the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. A Roadmap for Women's Rights. 2025. https://bit.ly/4a0GGxl

8 European Commission. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the

Regions. The Union of Skills. 2025. hh

» European Commission. 4 Roadmap for Women's Rights.



https://bit.ly/3Y2OVBX
https://bit.ly/4a0GGxl

OBESSU Rue de I'Industrie 10 | T:+32 2 893 2414

| B-1000 Brussels | secretariat@obessu.org
Organising Bureau of .
European School Student Unions Belgium | www.obessu.org

critically engage with gender issues across a wide range of topics, even beyond traditional
academic boundaries. Actively involving students fosters their sense of agency and
ensures that initiatives reflect their real needs, fostering more meaningful learning
experiences.

Presence of gender-based violence in educational settings
For European policymakers

e Foster research and data collection on prevalence, forms, and impacts of gender-based
violence in education: Systematic, sectoral research on gender-based violence in
secondary education is essential to contrast the lack of attention on the problem.
Collecting robust data sets the base for intervention, helping policymakers, educators, and
stakeholders understand the scope of the problem, identify risk factors, and design
targeted actions.

e Promote transnational awareness campaigns on gender-based violence in education:
Coordinated awareness campaigns across European countries, involving youth
organisations and students, can help highlight the existence of gender-based violence in
secondary schools and its consequences on individuals’ wellbeing. By informing all
educational stakeholders, the campaigns foster a culture of prevention, encourage
reporting, and support the development of safer educational environments.

For National Authorities

e Establish clear national protocols for reporting, investigating, and addressing
gender-based violence in schools: Protocols on gender-based violence must protect
victims, hold perpetrators accountable, and provide guidance for educators and
administrators to respond effectively. Establishing mandatory, standardized procedures
ensure that all incidents are handled and that it is done consistently, promptly, and safely.

e Introduce mandatory training for school staff on preventing, identifying, and responding
to gender-based violence: All situations of violence are delicate and require careful
handling. In order to address them effectively and protect the victims, educators and
school staff need to be equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to recognise
early signs of abuse, intervene safely, and support affected students.

For Local Educational Institutions

e Implement safe reporting and support mechanisms, including counseling and
peer-support programs: Establishing accessible and confidential reporting channels,
alongside counseling and peer-support structures, ensures that students experiencing
gender-based violence can seek help without fear. Involving students in these mechanisms
can further strengthen trust and create a climate where victims feel safe and supported.
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e Organize activities with and for students on recognizing and preventing gender-based
violence: Interactive workshops, campaigns, and educational sessions empower students
to identify harmful behaviors and develop strategies for intervention and prevention. These
activities raise awareness, promote respectful interactions, and contribute to safer and
more inclusive school environments, both physically and digitally.

Limited presence of women in leadership positions in education
For European policymakers

e Develop EU guidelines and benchmarks for gender balance in school leadership roles:
Setting European-level standards and targets, such as the ones included in the Directive for
listed companies, provides member states with clear reference points to promote equitable
representation in school governance. These benchmarks support the creation of policies
that address structural barriers and encourage inclusive recruitment.

For National Authorities

e Monitor gender representation in school leadership and set national targets to reduce
gaps: Collecting and analyzing data on leadership diversity allows authorities to identify
disparities and track progress over time. At the same time, establishing clear national
targets ensures accountability and promotes access of all genders to leadership positions.

o Offer targeted professional development, mentoring, and coaching programmes for
women educators aspiring to leadership roles: Providing structured support helps all
women build the skills, confidence, and networks necessary to advance into leadership
positions. Participating in such programmes can promote the development of individual
aspirations and career progression.

e Establish criteria for inclusive selection committees that mitigate bias in hiring and
promotion: Selection committees are often male-dominated. Establishing clear, equitable
guidelines for hiring and promotion processes can help reduce biases and fosters inclusive
selection practices, ensuring fair opportunities for all candidates.

For Local Educational Institutions

o Identify and showcase female leaders in local educational networks to provide visible role
models for students: Lack of visible role models can limit aspirations. Showcasing
successful examples of female leadership, particularly from local contexts, demonstrates
that leadership positions are attainable and inspires women and girls to pursue their
potential.

e Encourage female educators and staff to join mentorship and sponsorship programs on
leadership: Participation in structured mentorship and sponsorship initiatives provides
women with guidance, support, and professional networks, helping them navigate career
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advancement and increasing their presence in leadership roles. Educational institutions
must support and promote such endeavours.

Invisibility of non-binary and LGBTQIA+ students
For European Policymakers

e Foster research and data collection on the impact of traditional binary educational
systems on gender-diverse students: As mentioned above, at the moment there is little to
no data on how binary-focused school structures affect non-binary and LGBTQIA+ students.
Collecting detailed information is essential to understand their experiences, identify
barriers, and design policies and practices that are inclusive for everyone.

e Promote EU-wide campaigns raising awareness about gender diversity: A key aspect of
gender inequality is the lack of understanding of non-binary and gender-diverse identities.
Transnational campaigns on gender can increase awareness and challenge
misconceptions.

For National Authorities

e Require schools to adopt policies recognizing non-binary and LGBTQIA+ students in
administrative documents, forms, and reporting: Updating school policies and
administrative documentation (i.e. including students’ right to use preferred names and
pronouns in class and on unofficial documents, regardless of legal gender status) ensures
that all students are acknowledged and respected, promoting inclusivity.

e Provide guidance for schools and training for teachers on inclusive practices, safe
spaces, and anti-discrimination measures, specific for non-binary students’ needs:
Educators require targeted guidance to engage respectfully and effectively with
gender-diverse students. Providing specialized training and practical tools equips schools
to create safe, inclusive environments where all students feel valued and respected.

For Local Educational Institutions

e Ensure inclusive facilities, such as inclusive sanitary facilities, and visible support
structures for all students: Providing inclusive facilities and clearly visible support systems
helps create a safe and welcoming environment for students of all gender identities. These
measures signal respect for diversity, reduce exclusion, and contribute to students’ sense
of belonging.

e Encourage student-led initiatives that promote visibility and inclusion of gender-diverse
identities: Supporting students, particularly those identifying as gender-diverse, in
organizing and leading activities around gender diversity empowers them to advocate for
inclusive practices, raise awareness among peers, and foster a school culture that values
respect, equity, and belonging for all identities.
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Conclusion

The pursuit of a gender-equal society is a long-term effort that has evolved over centuries and
remains ongoing. In this context, education can play a crucial role. Schools are key spaces where
students shape their identities, understand the world, and learn to interact with others. As such, the
values, practices, and norms that are adopted in educational settings shape the citizens they will
become and the societies they will build.

Adopting a gender-sensitive approach in education can foster long-term societal transformation:
by challenging gender stereotypes and teaching that abilities and opportunities are not determined
by biological sex and/or gender identity, schools can help dismantle systemic gender bias and
promote equity for future generations.

OBESSU’s Policy Recommendations provide a starting roadmap for stakeholders at European,
national, and local levels to create inclusive, equitable learning environments. We call on all
stakeholders to commit to their implementation, ensuring every student can feel safe, valued, and
able to pursue their aspirations.

\. About OBESSU
-

The Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions (OBESSU) represents school
students in Europe since 1975 and has ever since been advocating for participatory,
inclusive and quality education for all.

Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not
necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture
Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European Union nor EACEA can be held
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