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Abstract 
 

This paper analyses the results of a crowd research project carried out by grassroots 

organisation End Sexism in Schools in 2020-21, to identify the texts taught in KS3 (Key Stage 

3) English lessons in England. The project gathered data on the prose and drama texts 

taught in 891 schools in 104 LEAs (Local Education Authorities) across the country, with the 

aim of discovering the gender balance of these texts. The analysis of this data has revealed 

that 77% of schools teach only one or no whole texts by female authors at KS3, out of an 

average of nine taught across the three years. More significantly, 82% of novels taught at 

KS3 feature a male protagonist. 

 

Introduction 
 

End Sexism in Schools is a grassroots campaign organisation founded in 2020. Its aim is to 

support girls and boys to fulfil their potential, without gendered expectations, in a safe and 

supportive school environment.  

 

The organisation’s first project was to uncover gender bias in the teaching of English 

Literature at KS3 in England’s schools. English was chosen due to it being a core subject 

studied by all pupils to the age of 16, and it being straightforward to identify gender bias in 

the curriculum content by collating data on the sex of authors and protagonists on set text 

lists. 

 

Why does it matter if there is gender bias in the teaching of English? ‘We are what we read’ 

is a commonly cited maxim. From a very young age, we learn about the world from the 

stories we hear. Our moral codes are reinforced in the fairy stories we first hear at bedtime, 

and our perception of what is ‘normal’ is shaped by the patterns we see in the visual, aural, 

and oral narratives we experience. For much of modern history, normative narratives have 

revolved around white, patriarchal values that reinforce active roles for men and white 

people and passive roles for women and people of colour. Over the last twenty years, a 

recognition of the exclusionary nature of these narratives has led to increasing amounts of 

fiction for children and young adults featuring female-centred narratives, non-white 
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characters, LGBQT+ characters, disabled characters and characters who come from non-

conventional family backgrounds. We now recognise that the culture we produce needs to 

be representative of the society in which we live; it needs to be diverse, inclusive and move 

away from presenting a white, male viewpoint as the normative experience. We recognise 

this because we understand it is damaging for people to never see themselves reflected in 

what they read. We also recognise that it is damaging to perpetuate limited ideas of what 

people can and should achieve, depending on their gender, race, class, sexuality or level of 

physical ability.  

 

However, when considering the diet of literature studied in schools, we are still operating 

on the values of a previous generation. Joy Rose wrote this analysis of the state of English in 

secondary schools almost forty years ago:  

 

The problem [of a lack of female voices in English] was first brought to my attention 

when my fourth-year girls complained that all the texts we studied were boys’ 

books. It wasn’t feminist consciousness that prompted this comment, but a 

recognition that their interests were being disregarded. An analysis of CSE set texts 

led me to the same conclusion: books written by men, about boys and men. The 

scarcity of female characters in the novels read in school implied that they were less 

worthy of attention. Where women did appear, narrow, traditional images were 

portrayed. (Rose, 1983, p.77) 

 

Sadly, our analysis of the state of English today shows little progress has been made to 

change the scarcity of female authors or protagonists Rose notes were de rigueur in 1983. 

The most popular texts studied remain those authored by white men, exploring white male 

experiences. GCSE set text lists remain male dominated. How long are we going to continue 

to accept this invisibility of women in our schools? 

 

Over the past two years, numerous scandals have revealed the widespread extent of sexual 

harassment, sexism and misogyny in schools, with Ofsted’s 2021 report into this 

commenting on how boys have a sense of ‘superiority’ that makes them feel they can treat 

girls as they wish. End Sexism in Schools draws a direct line between the invisibility of 

women in the school curriculum, and the sexual harassment boys inflict on girls. Without 

ever hearing women’s voices, reading and discussing women’s experiences, and learning to 

value and respect women’s contribution to literature, culture and history, is it any wonder 

that boys grow up viewing women as inferior to them, and worthy of little respect?  

 

This is why the content of the curriculum matters: teaching PSHE lessons on consent is a 

sticking plaster and cultural change will only come when the academic curriculum is 

overhauled to create an equal space for women’s achievements, voices and experiences 

alongside men’s.  
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Methodology 
 

The English curriculum at KS3 is not prescribed. There are no lists of set texts and no 

compulsory formal examinations. As such, schools have the flexibility to choose their own 

curriculum topics and class texts for this age group. Due to this, the only reliable method of 

discovering which specific texts are taught in schools is to research them individually.  

 

The research involved accessing school websites, where curriculum information is required 

by law. Where information was incomplete or unavailable, we sent some schools Freedom 

of Information (FOI) requests asking for a list of their English curriculum texts. The research 

was carried out over a period of six months, from April 2021 to September 2021. This short 

time frame ensured that we were able to gather comparative data that reflected the most 

current curricula being taught within schools. For the purposes of this research, we decided 

to focus solely on the data regarding whole texts, as the teaching of these is where the most 

curriculum time is spent (Bleiman, 2020). 

 

With over 4000 state funded secondary schools in the UK, and only a small team of 

researchers, End Sexism in Schools narrowed our research to mainstream schools in 

England. We did not have enough volunteers or time to research every school, but we did 

manage to gather data from 891 schools - almost a of third of all English state schools – 

from 104 LEAs. The large size of the sample, and the consistency of the data, makes us 

confident that our findings can be extrapolated for all schools in England. 

 

In addition to gathering quantitative data, we aimed to gain an insight into teachers’ views 

on gender bias in the curriculum through interactions on social media, sending out 

questionnaires to interested teachers, and carrying out informal interviews. Through these 

methods, we have been able to gather the thoughts of over one hundred teachers. 

 

Existing research 
 

Limited comparable research exists on the topic of bias including gender bias in the KS3 

English curriculum. Kneen et. al (2021) carried out research into literature texts taught at 

KS3 in 170 schools in Wales and the South West of England as part of an audit of schools 

involved in ITT (Initial Teacher Training) provision in the region. This report was intended as 

a general inquiry as to what teachers choose to teach, but their findings echo much of our 

own research in finding a troubling gender bias, noting: 

 

Male writers predominate…[m]ore concerning, perhaps, is the dearth of female 

protagonists…If female characters are being mostly portrayed as supportive to the 

main character (e.g. Hermione in Harry Potter novels), or as powerless (e.g. Curley’s 
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wife in Of Mice and Men), or as unflattering figures of fun (e.g. Mrs Pratchett in Boy), 

then we must ask what messages we are giving about girls and women to our 

learners (both boys and girls) through our presentation of them in literature. (Kneen 

et. al, 2020, p.3) 

 

Elliott et. al (2021) carried out research into the racial diversity of texts being taught at both 

KS3 and KS4 in England as part of the Penguin and Runnymede Trust supported ‘Lit in 

Colour’ project. However, this research is based on the self-selecting survey responses of 

157 secondary teachers, several of whom were based in the same school, and they provide 

no data as to individual text choices. No attempt was made to research individual schools in 

any type of systematic process, with the report authors acknowledging that this was too 

challenging a task. As such, the report’s only reliable data is for KS4, which was accessed 

through FOI requests from exam boards.  

 

While much research has been carried out over the past few years in schools regarding 

sexual harassment and the role of PSHE in tackling this, the NEU and UK Feminista’s 2017 

report being the most notable, the issue of the invisibility of women within the academic 

content of the curriculum has received surprisingly little attention. This is despite it being 

widely acknowledged that the curriculum is affected by gender bias, with Elwood’s 2016 

article ‘Gender and the Curriculum’ noting: 

 

the selection from the culture is not neutral and is dominated by particular, powerful 

groups who dictate what is taught, how it is taught and how it is assessed. Feminist 

critiques of this ‘selection from the culture’ detail how traditional hegemonic, 

gendered, classed and socially elite influences of the curriculum perpetuate, leaving 

the values, experiences and influences of women, and people of lower social classes 

and different ethnic backgrounds unselected and invisible. (Elwood, 2016, p.8) 

 

Elwood’s observation of the importance of who is making choices ‘from the culture’ as to 

what is considered worthy of teaching in schools is vital to understanding the root of gender 

bias within the school curriculum. In an English-specific setting, when considering concepts 

of literary value and cultural significance, it is important to reflect upon the parameters used 

to measure these. Historically, only white men have been involved in these decision-making 

processes, choosing literary texts and historical events that reflect their own experiences 

and viewpoints. While we are beginning to challenge this status quo through the recent calls 

to decolonise the curriculum, a similar call to ‘degender’ the curriculum has not been made. 
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Overview of key research findings 

• 82% of novels taught feature a male protagonist

• 77% of schools teach one or no whole texts by female authors across the three years 
of KS3, with 44% teaching none at all and 33% only teaching one; this is out of an 
average of nine whole taught texts across the three years

• However, the actual number of whole novels taught by female authors is likely to be 
even less because a larger percentage of male authored texts were mandatory (as 
opposed to being on a list of choices) than female - 68% compared to 57%

respectively

• A small number of schools account for the majority of female-authored texts taught; 
16% of schools teach 50% of those listed in school curricula

• 99% of plays taught are by male writers, only 1% by female

Context 

Our research has shown that on average, schools teach three whole texts per year at KS3, 
alongside poetry and extracts. This usually consists of a combination of novels and plays, 
with some schools teaching autobiographical texts in the place of novels, such as Roald 
Dahl’s Boy: Tales of Childhood. Over the course of their KS3 study, the average pupil will 
therefore study nine whole texts.  

Many schools have a variety of texts listed on their school curricula for teachers to choose 
from. In some schools, all teachers must teach the same text to their classes, whereas in 
others, individual class teachers are permitted to choose from a list according to their 
preference. This means that in some schools, it is perfectly possible that several texts are 
being taught concurrently to several different class groups. As such, we have collated the 
data on which texts are ‘mandatory’ – as in texts that are the only choice on a school 
curriculum and which all class teachers are required to teach – and ‘optional’ – texts which 
are one of a choice on a list from which teachers are allowed to select their preference. In 
the tables below, the figures given are for all texts, both mandatory and optional, but it is 
important to note that only 57% of female-authored novels listed on school curricula are 
mandatory, compared to 68% of male-authored novels. This means that even when female 
writers are on the curriculum, they are less likely to be taught than an equivalent text choice 
by a male writer.   
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Novel choices at KS3 
 

Table 1. Author of whole novels listed in the KS3 curriculum, by gender (percentage) 

 

 

Table 1 shows that in each year group at KS3, three times as many male authored novels are 

listed on school curricula as female authored.  

 

However, as only 57% of female-authored novels listed on school curricula are mandatory, 

the percentage of female authored novels actually taught to pupils is likely to be 

considerably lower than the average of 24% across KS3.  

 

 

Table 2. – Most commonly read novels at KS3 

 

Novel Number of times novel 

listed on school 

curricula  

% of all novels listed on 

school curricula 

Of Mice and Men by John 

Steinbeck 

474 14% 

Animal Farm by George Orwell 311 9% 

A Christmas Carol by Charles 

Dickens 

207 6% 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas 

by John Boyne 

126 4% 

Lord of the Flies by William 

Golding 

125 4% 

 

The most popular five novels offered at KS3 are all male-authored with male protagonists, 

and account for 37% of novel choices. Out of a total of 3493 novels listed as being offered 

on school curricula, Of Mice and Men was the most popular, closely followed by Animal 

Farm. Interestingly, across all three year groups, the same novels feature in the lists of most 

popular texts, which raises a wider question of the appropriateness of text choices. To what 

extent can texts considered to provide a sufficient level of intellectual challenge to Year 9 

pupils also be accessible and engaging reads for Year 7 pupils, who have only just left 

primary school?  

 

 All years average 

% 

Year 7  

% 

Year 8 

% 

Year 9 

% 

Female 24 23 25 25 

Male 76 77 75 75 
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This is particularly worthy of discussion when it comes to Of Mice and Men by John 

Steinbeck. Exploring the lives of itinerant workers in California during the Great Depression, 

it features only one female character, Curley’s Wife, who is a newly married, isolated and 

uneducated teenage girl, obsessed with becoming a Hollywood star. It is clear to an adult 

reader that she has married to escape an abusive home, and that her new husband is also 

neglecting and abusing her. Living on a rural ranch with no other female company, she uses 

the only power she has – her sexuality – to try and form relationships with the men who 

come to work there. It takes a great deal of emotional maturity, as well as analytical and 

evaluative skills, to enable a sympathetic reading of the novel that can recognise and engage 

with the misogyny directed at Curley’s Wife. Is an 11 or 12 year old truly capable of this? 

While some teachers to whom we asked this question thought it offered a fertile ground for 

challenging prejudice: 

 

‘the lack of power experienced by many of the characters, and its clear and 

devastating effects on their lives, is a good teaching point (so the lack of strong 

female characters with agency is itself a teaching point).’ 

Emma, Second in English 

 

Others point out the problematic nature of exploring such challenging issues with pupils 

who are not sufficiently mature enough to engage with the complexities of the ideas: 

 

‘You can’t teach Of Mice and Men to a class of Year 7 or 8 pupils and expect them to 

be able to look at Curley’s wife from a feminist perspective, to get them to see the 

misogyny. They lack the maturity and so the problem is they end up totally lacking in 

any empathy for her and thinking that she deserved to die.’ 

Hannah, Head of English 

 

This view was reinforced by another teacher: 

 

‘I haven’t taught Of Mice and Men for a long time.  It’s problematic too; the students 

are never sympathetic towards Curley’s wife, ever (whether they’re male or 

female).’ 

Anna, Head of English   

 

It is concerning that a novel depicting a woman in such a misogynistic way is the most 

popular text at KS3, being taught to pupils at an age when the majority are unlikely to have 

the intellectual or emotional maturity to understand and critique this misogyny. Why is this 

novel still featuring so heavily on KS3 curricula when it offers such a problematic view of 

male and female relationships? Its short length, familiarity amongst teachers and the ease 

of access to teaching resources probably play a considerable role, rather than a genuine 

belief in its appropriateness for the age groups at which it is being taught. 
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Further to the authorship of the novels, it is also important to consider their content.   

 

Table 3. - Protagonists of novels listed on the KS3 curriculum, by gender (percentage) 

 

Protagonists All Years 

% 

Year 7 

% 

Year 8 

% 

Year 9 

% 

Both 3 3 4 2 

Female 15 15 13 16 

Male 82 82 83 81 

 

Table 3 shows that the vast majority of novels taught at KS3 feature a male protagonist, 

rendering female voices and perspectives largely invisible in the English classroom. It is 

important to make the point that equality in the curriculum should not be reduced to 

merely the sex of an author, as female authored texts do not always feature female-voiced 

narratives; female protagonists only feature in 75% of female authored novels on school 

curricula (as opposed to 87% of male-authored novels featuring male protagonists). A case 

in point: one of the most popular contemporary novels by a female author at KS3 is Annabel 

Pitcher’s My Sister Lives on the Mantelpiece; despite the title featuring a female, the 

protagonist (and narrator) is male, and the sister in the title is dead. Therefore, if schools are 

choosing this text to diversify their offering, they will be failing in that objective. 

 

The dominance of male protagonists on the curriculum is rooted in not only historic 

patriarchally-enforced notions of male voices having more value than female, but also in a 

widespread view amongst teachers that boys are harder to engage in reading for pleasure 

and as such books taught in class need to be chosen with their interests in mind. Several 

teachers we surveyed commented on this being an issue. One noted ‘we had to trudge 

through texts chosen to engage boys’, and another said that many teachers ‘think boys will 

only be interested in male protagonists.’  

 

‘I wanted to teach my Year 10s in an all-boys’ school Pride and Prejudice as their 

GCSE text. I discussed it with my class and read them the first chapter; they found it 

funny and were enthusiastic about studying it. But when I asked my Head of 

Department if I could teach Pride and Prejudice, he laughed. ‘The boys won’t want to 

read that.’ I explained that they’d already expressed a preference for it. He insisted. 

‘Boys don’t want to read books about women. They won’t be able to relate to it.’ 

Despite my continued protests over several weeks, I was forced to teach Great 

Expectations instead.’  

Karen, teacher of English 
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Fisher and Frey’s study on engaging boys in literature lessons makes it clear that this is an 

entirely erroneous approach. Rather than sticking to the old beliefs that ‘locating texts with 

a male protagonist in an action-oriented setting or stocking libraries with graphic novels’ will 

get boys reading (Fisher and Frey, 2012, p.587), their findings suggest that it is the way the 

subject is taught rather than the content that can prove a barrier: ‘for too many boys, 

classroom practices that limit choice, value compliance over purpose, and place the teacher 

as the keeper of all the knowledge, squeeze the vital juices out of the act of reading’ (Fisher 

and Frey, 2012, p.595). For too long the myth that boys will only read books with male 

protagonists has been allowed to dominate classroom choices, and this goes on to influence 

boys as they grow into men. As Mary Ann Sieghart says in her recent book, The Authority 

Gap, ‘women are prepared to read books by men, but many fewer men are prepared to 

read books by women’, though ‘it’s not as if men don’t enjoy reading books by women 

when they do read them; in fact, they marginally prefer them’ (Sieghart, 2021, pp.148-149). 

This further proves Fisher and Frey’s point; there is nothing in male biology that makes boys 

immune to reading about female experiences. When given the option to do so, they enjoy 

them just as much, if not more than, those about male experiences. Therefore, there is no 

reason why male protagonists should be favoured in our classrooms, a situation that is 

creating a symbolic annihilation of women in the English curriculum. 

 

Plays 
 

A shocking 99% of plays taught at KS3 are male authored, with Shakespeare accounting for 

73% of these. Only 2% of plays taught have a female lead protagonist with a story of her 

own; while 37% have a joint male/female protagonist, this total mostly consists of 

Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing and Romeo and Juliet, whose joint female 

protagonists exist solely to pursue or be pursued by a man. 

 

The lack of variety in the choice of plays taught at KS3 is in sharp contrast to the wide 

selection of novels, and is suggestive of both a strong belief that Shakespeare must be 

central to the curriculum, and a lack of subject knowledge amongst teachers when it comes 

to dramatic texts. 

 

While the National Curriculum states that it is mandatory to teach at least two Shakespeare 

texts throughout KS3, these do not have to be whole texts. The National Curriculum is also 

not enforceable in academies, which now make up 78% of state secondaries in England 

(Department of Education, 2021). Therefore, this stipulation does not prevent schools from 

teaching dramatic texts by other playwrights. The fact that most schools still teach 

Shakespeare in every single year group to the exclusion of any other dramatic writer 

suggests that there is a deep-seated belief that Shakespeare is essential to pupils’ education 

in a way that other writers are not. There is not the space in this report to debate the rights 
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and wrongs of this, but the data clearly demonstrates that this widespread belief is 

preventing pupils from receiving a diverse experience of writing for the stage.  

 

Poetry and extracts 
 

While our research did not consistently gather specific data on texts taught outside of 

novels and plays, our researchers noted a pattern of female authors being featured on 

school curricula in the form of individual poems, extracts from longer works, short stories 

and speeches. These texts take only a lesson or two to teach, and yet many schools told us 

they had a diverse curriculum since they taught female poets. Many schools seem to think 

that teaching snippets of literature by women is sufficient to tick the gender diversity box, 

and troublingly, this is also echoed by broader educational organisations. When I raised this 

issue over email with a CPD provider in a discussion of their male-author dominated CPD 

sessions, her response was to question this, saying: ‘[I don’t know] what degree [your] 

research [is] reflective of our members, as all exam specifications use female writers within 

their GCSE Poetry anthology as far as we are aware.’ This belief that teaching a few poems 

alongside a diet of all-male whole texts is equivalent to providing a gender-equal curriculum 

needs to be challenged urgently. Teaching female authors only in poem and extract form 

sends a clear message that female writing is less important, less significant, and less worthy 

of spending quality time on exploring in the classroom.  

 

Different types of schools 
 

Single sex girls’ schools are marginally better at elevating female voices in the classroom, 

with 60% of novels on their curricula being male authored and 40% female, compared to 

single sex boys’ schools and mixed schools, where it is 77%/23% respectively. Whilst 82% of 

protagonists are male and 15% female, single sex girls’ schools also teach more of the texts 

with female protagonists (29%) than single sex boys’ (10%) and mixed schools (13%). The 

school in the country with the most gender diverse curricula, ensuring pupils read at least 

one whole text by a female author in every year group, is Weald of Kent Grammar School 

for Girls. 

 

There is no regional difference in the statistics and neither is there any meaningful 

difference between types of state school. We did not survey a sufficient number of private 

schools to be able to ascertain if there is a difference between curricula offered in private v. 

state, as most private schools do not publish their curricula on their websites. This is 

therefore an area that would benefit from further research. 
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Intersectionality 
 

The Lit in Colour report (Elliot et. al, 2021) raises the issue of the lack of racial diversity in 

the texts taught in English lessons in the UK. While the Lit in Colour research project did not 

involve a comprehensive study of texts taught at KS3, it did analyse the exam board 

statistics at KS4, finding that fewer than 1% of pupils answered questions on a text by a 

writer of colour, and only 7% answered questions on a text by a female writer. The 

intersectionality of whose voices are excluded on the curriculum is clear. Given that 51% of 

the UK population are female, and 14% are people of colour, the percentage of texts being 

taught by and about women, and by and about women of colour, is shockingly 

disproportionate to women’s status as the majority of the UK population. 

 

The Lit in Colour report states that most schools introduce writers of colour through poetry 

and non-fiction, which is also the case for female writers. However, the research gathered 

by End Sexism in Schools demonstrates that where schools are diversifying the content of 

their curricula and introducing more whole texts by writers of colour into the classroom, 

they are doing so primarily through teaching female writers of colour. We found that 21% of 

novels by female authors on the curriculum at KS3 are by women of colour, but only 2% of 

male authors are men of colour. Why might this be the case? Are schools opting to kill two 

birds with one stone when it comes to diversifying their curriculum? Is there a perception 

that white male authored texts are essential to the curriculum in a way white female 

authored texts are not? Are there fewer men of colour than women of colour writing 

contemporary books for children and young people, limiting teachers’ choices? These 

questions are worthy of further research to understand more fully the ways in which gender 

and race combine to marginalise writers on the school curriculum. 

 

Barriers to change 
 

Though some teachers we surveyed did not see an issue with a male dominated curriculum, 

many teachers recognised that their school curricula were lacking in diversity and needed to 

change. However, this is viewed as being a challenging process for various reasons.  

 

A major barrier cited by teachers is the importance of preparing pupils for GCSE. The fact 

that the many popular texts at KS3 are former or current GCSE texts by white males points 

to teachers seeing these as being essential in familiarising pupils with the types of literature 

they will study when they take their public exams at KS4.  

 

‘The biggest barrier remains the exam curriculum and its bias towards the ‘pale, male 

and stale’ group of writers. We have to teach them at KS4 and KS5 so we have to 

prepare pupils for them at KS3. It’s what ties our hands the most.’ 

 Vicky, teacher of English 
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However, when looking at the publication date of novels on KS3 school curricula, this does 

not stand up to scrutiny because 33% of whole novels already being taught are 

contemporary (published since 2000). Neither does the claim from 58% of the teachers we 

surveyed on Twitter that money is the root of the issue. If a third of the texts being taught at 

KS3 are contemporary, that means schools are updating their curricula on a regular basis 

and so frequently buying new class sets of recently published novels. Despite claiming a 

need to teach older texts and a lack of money to buy new ones as an excuse for a lack of 

gender diversity, even when schools are buying new texts and teaching contemporary 

novels, they are overwhelmingly still choosing to buy and teach books by male authors 

about male protagonists. As such, the excuses provided for a lack of change are not borne 

out in the evidence. 

 

Our research suggests that what is really at issue is a lack of urgency on the issue of gender 

equality. This is despite women making up 77% of English secondary school teachers; the 

highest of any secondary school subject (source Department of Education FOI request). 

Overall, at KS3, whether the novels being taught are contemporary or canonical, male voices 

dominate. This is suggestive of inherent, systemic gender bias, and that teachers are either 

unaware of it and unconsciously biased, or are aware of this but feel no great urgency to 

change it. As one teacher surveyed said: ‘when I asked for money for resources for 

International Women’s Day, I was told it wasn’t a priority.’ Other teachers have raised the 

fact that when it comes to diversity, many schools see this as being only to do with race and 

sexuality, and not with gender, despite women being 51% of the population. This raises 

wider questions about what we mean when we talk about diversity, and how we can ensure 

equality and intersectionality when it comes to tackling the exclusion of all 

underrepresented groups on the curriculum. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The data analysed in this report demonstrates unequivocally that gender bias is a serious 

issue within the English curriculum. At least half – and most likely considerably more - of all 

school pupils will spend their entire education never studying a whole text by a female 

writer, and most will never study a text with a female protagonist. This marginalisation of 

women’s voices is a situation that cannot be allowed to continue. 

 

While many teachers claim to be aware of the issue and want to bring about change, they 

are still overwhelmingly falling back on the teaching of traditional, male authored canonical 

texts. There is also a prevalent belief that boys won’t read books by or about women, and as 

such, the curriculum is being tailored to suit boys’ assumed reading tastes.  
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Much work has been done in recent years on decolonising the curriculum and recognising 

the need for telling the stories and hearing the voices of historically marginalised and 

oppressed communities. This is wonderful and something we wholeheartedly support.  

 

However, women are 51% of the UK population and yet their voices, histories, 

achievements and experiences are virtually invisible on the school curriculum, and this is not 

being treated with any real urgency.  

 

In the wake of the #MeToo movement, and the scandal of the Everybody’s Invited exposé of 

widespread sexual harassment and rape cultures within schools, it is time that the 

education sector paid attention to the patriarchal, misogynistic content of its everyday 

academic curriculum. Sexual harassment happens because boys believe they are superior to 

girls. This is not an attitude they are born with; it is one they learn. 

 

Studying a diet of Dickens, Orwell, Steinbeck and Shakespeare leaves both boys and girls 

with no positive female role models, no examples of female literary genius, and no 

opportunity to discuss a female perspective of the world.  

 

No amount of relationship and sex education can even begin to address the issue of sexism 

and misogyny in society when the rest of the school curriculum reinforces it daily, in every 

lesson.  

 

Recommendations 
 

It is a truth that curriculum change is time consuming and costly. Teachers require support 

and training, and time to read, research and plan new materials. New texts and resources 

need to be purchased. These are practical realities that cannot be dismissed. However, we 

are living in a country where more than two women are killed by men every single week. 

How long are we willing to continue providing an educational environment where sexism 

and misogyny are actively promoted? Schools need to recognise the importance of 

equalising their curriculum and treat it as a priority. Spending money on RSE and PSHE to 

tackle violence against women will be money wasted if it is not coupled with meaningful 

curriculum change. 

 

For meaningful change to happen, we recommend the following actions: 

 

1. Ofsted needs to inspect schools for their adherence to gender equality and include 

the content of their academic curriculum within their inspection parameters. Only by 

making it an inspection requirement will schools be forced to address this in a timely 

manner. 
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2. The Equality Act should be amended to remove the exclusion of curriculum content 

from its scope. 

3. Exam boards need to overhaul their set text lists to ensure a 50/50 split of 

male/female authors and 50/50 male/female protagonists.  

4. All schools should be working towards a 50/50 gender equal split in the authorship 

and protagonists of the texts they teach to reflect the UK population.  

5. Schools need to be given additional budget to gender equalise their curriculum, with 

this money being spent on teacher CPD, new resources and PPA time for teachers to 

prepare new material. 

6. ITT providers need to offer more dedicated subject-specific teaching on diverse 

literature and support trainee teachers in developing their subject knowledge where 

it is lacking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

© End Sexism in Schools 2022 - 16 - 

Bibliography 
 

Bleiman, B. (2020) What matters in English teaching: collected blogs and other writing. 
London: English and Media Centre. 
 
Department of Education. (2021) Schools, pupils and their characteristics. Available at: 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-

characteristics (Accessed 28th February 2022). 

 

Elliot, V et al. (2021). Lit in Colour: Diversity in English Schools. Available at: 
https://litincolour.penguin.co.uk/ (Accessed: 23rd October 2021). 
 
Elwood, J. (2016). Gender and the Curriculum. In D.Wyse, L.Hayward, & J. Pandya (Eds.), The 

Sage Handbook of Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment, pp.247-262. 

 

Fisher, D. and Frey, N. (2012)  ‘Motivating Boys to Read: Inquiry, Modeling and Choice 

Matter’, Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 55:7, pp.587-596, doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1002/JAAL.00070. 

 

Kneen, J et al. (2021) What texts are being taught in Years 7 to 9? Available at: 
https://ukla.org/funded_projects/what-literature-texts-are-being-taught-in-years-7-to-9/ 
(Accessed: 23rd October 2021). 
 

National Education Union and UK Feminista. (2017) ‘It’s Just Everywhere’: A study on sexism 

in schools – and how we tackle it. Available at: https://ukfeminista.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2017/12/Report-Its-just-everywhere.pdf (Accessed: 23rd October 2021). 

 

Ofsted. (2021) Review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-
colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges (Accessed: 23rd October 2021). 
 
Rose, J. (1983) ‘English’ in Whyld. J. (ed.) Sexism in the Secondary Curriculum. London: 

Harper and Row, pp. 77-98. 

 

Sieghart, M. (2021) The Authority Gap. London: Penguin. 

 

 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics

	Gender Representation in the KS3 English Curriculum.pdf
	Balancing the Books - Gender Bias in the KS3 English Curriculum.pdf
	Contents
	BALANCING THE BOOKS: AN ANALYSIS OF GENDER BIAS IN THE AUTHORSHIP OF LITERATURE TEXTS TAUGHT AT KS3 IN ENGLAND
	Report author
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Existing research
	Overview of key research findings
	Context
	Novel choices at KS3

	Plays
	Poetry and extracts
	Different types of schools
	Intersectionality
	Barriers to change
	Conclusion
	Recommendations
	Bibliography



