
 

 

THE LOST GENERATION 

 

 

What if dealing with toxic masculinity was a school priority? 
 
Whole-school initiatives can be the bane of teachers’ lives, from juggling with multiple coloured pens for 
marking to giving individualised feedback to our Pupil Premium students. Many of our school priorities 
tend to lack an empirical basis, a research informed veneer and can even disillusion teachers. However, as 
mental health and conversations about wellbeing begin to permeate into the public spaces, toxic 
masculinity is a very real feature of our students' upbringing. 
 
As a young boy, I was fortunate enough to have a very emotionally intelligent grandfather who taught me 
the strength of tears. My grandfather was a tough man, but he was courageous and loving too. When I hurt 
myself, he would always say in our native Punjabi, “Son, men are lions, be brave”. Whereas in school, toxic 
masculinity was a tacit feature of my experience growing up, particularly around my peers. Crying, laughing 
too loud, feeling down or even grieving was dismissively condemned and aggressively denounced. We 
never asked each other how we felt or how we were doing. A veil of silence. A complete void of emotions. 
This was toxic masculinity. 
 
What is toxic masculinity? 
The term toxic masculinity has become ubiquitous and part of the global consciousness. Matt Pinkett, in 
his wonderful Boys Don’t Try, used the working definition of toxic masculinity through the discourse of 
hegemonic masculinity: “a strain of masculinity that defines being a man through the qualities of 
toughness, emotional coldness, aggression, predatory heterosexuality and unblinking homophobia”.  
 
Pinkett’s book is a fascinating insight into debunking many of the myths and fads used by schools to 
‘engage’ boys. The “failing boys” syndrome has coalesced with the fact that we are, as sociologists would 
say, experiencing a ‘gender-quake’ in education. Girls have been outperforming boys for a number of 
decades now. This is nothing remotely new. Gillian Plummer (2000) documented how even during the 
1940s and 50s, grammar schools would up their pass rates to prevent girls attending. The concoction of 
this ‘underperforming’ boys narrative and the fragility of masculinity in late-modern society has created a 
moral panic around gender. Late modernity is characterised by the fragmentation of socially accepted 
binaries and paradigms, and masculinity and femininity do not escape these social changes. 
In 2019, research from the Office of National Statistics found that 72% of the educational workforce was 
female, with just 2% of the UK's early years workforce being male. The notion of 'boys lacking role models' 
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has permeated into almost every conversation around toxic masculinity. Boys are allegedly 'resistant’ to a 
feminised education system that goes against the ideals of masculinity.  
 
How can we support boys? 
With all the theories and research, how can teachers support their students? What can we do at the 
chalkface? If toxic masculinity is one of the many ‘causes’ for boys underperforming, how do we bridge this 
disconnect? I would like to assess three non-exhaustive pedagogical tools I used during my own practice.  
 
Before we delve into this, context is of paramount importance. Three years ago, as a young NQT, I 
inherited a very boy-heavy Year 11 class. Despite being grouped as one of the top sets, this class was mixed 
ability, challenging and very disengaged. The boys were very aggressive, loud and trying to ‘out-man’ one 
another. They epitomised the classic traits of toxic masculinity as they greeted me with nothing but 
defiance and resistance. The struggle to get them to write the date was a harrowing reality I needed to 
address urgently and immediately, but after a month of scavenging through every teaching and learning 
book on boys, embedding ‘competitive learning’ and short sharp activities, I was at a complete loss.  
 
For me, I needed to tap into their emotional intelligence. What was it about education that was creating 
this feeling of disillusionment? How could I support their social and emotional development, as well as 
their intellectual growth? Teaching Religious Studies, I was bound to a curriculum that helps develop 
students holistically. By nature of my subject, I had the freedom to experiment and with so many 
behaviour issues, establishing a rapport with this class took precedence before any teaching or learning 
could take place. What came next was driven by context and understanding my students. My three 
strategies to challenge and confront toxic masculinity included: 
 

1. Providing a safe place – Firstly, it was simply becoming their safe place. The boys in my class were 
not deliberately sullen or difficult, they opened up to me many times. They felt as though there was 
no merit in education, that being a ‘real man’ in their own words was not conducive with learning. 
The breakthrough moment happened when we were studying the religious views on euthanasia. It 
was our final lesson of the week and my Head of Department said I should allow the students to 
watch a film as a stimulus. I picked Million Dollar Baby starring Hilary Swank. My class even stayed 
in at lunch to complete the film as they were that engaged! I agreed to let them have lunch in my 
classroom and visibly saw a handful of these uber-macho young men wiping away years. 
Masculinity in any form is fragile and given this breakthrough, I realised that my classroom was 
their safe place. They felt comfortable to share how they felt, and many students became 
unrecognisably engaged in lessons. My research led to me planning and binding in elements of the 
Young Philosophers' initiatives into my lessons. Students were empowered with a classroom where 
no conversation was too little or too big. Some of our discussions and debates in class were fiery 
but so well informed. Providing that safe place for our students could just be one classroom or one 
teacher but it is necessary at a time of such precariousness around masculinity and gender 
identities.  

 
2. Relationships matter – A cliché we are all accustomed to hearing is ‘it is all about the relationships 

with students’. It truly is! Getting to know your students is imperative to any rapport in the 
classroom. The disconnect my class had with their teachers was based upon this distinction ‘us and 
them’ and later what I discovered was ‘masculine and feminine’. The boys in my class may have 
been stereotypically interested in sports but they also wanted to know more about their teachers. 



 

 

Children are curious and as I began to develop an understanding of my context, I realised the 
pressing need to bridge the gap between us. I volunteered to do duty in the Year 11 yard and after 
school bus duties. As my face became more familiar, the disconnect between ‘us and them’ was 
being bridged. I found common ground when initially there appeared to be none at all. We would 
discuss the football results or boxing but as these conversations were being had in the yards and 
canteens, by the time we got to class, attention turned to learning. I cannot express how important 
it was getting to know my students and seeing how they interacted with their peers outside of 
lessons. This tacit knowledge which could only be developed through personal observations really 
did help make serious inroads in lessons. 

 
3. Chunking, grouping and varying activities – I taught this class three times a week and it was visibly 

too much for them. They struggled with the format of lessons. I had to internally differentiate 
lessons not only to engage this class but also to make the curriculum more accessible for them. I 
observed a handful of experienced teachers who, rather brilliantly, kept classroom routines the 
same but grouped activities and lessons well. This was where I was going wrong. A consistent 
format to lessons did not mean I was doing the same thing every lesson. I had to be brave, get to 
know my class and vary activities to give the students something to look forward too. As our 
rapport developed, I did begin to experiment, trial new ideas and 'Mr. Khan's popcorn boxes and 
beach balls' really became game changers in winning these students. This is particularly the case 
with teaching boys. Activities that were innovative, one-off but effective came through a lot of trial 
and error but once they become part of your pedagogical repertoire, there is no going back. Short 
sharp bitesize activities and plenty of time for students to complete them worked well. As many of 
my students struggled to read for sustained periods of time, small timed activities kept them on 
their toes and made lessons more student-led. With each activity came a sense of achievement and 
not just learning for the sake of learning. Differentiation became a lot easier too. I began to allow 
students to pick and choose which activities they wanted to complete. Lessons felt a lot less like 
Groundhog Day and a lot more like Dead Poets Society! I found that as long as I was keeping my 
class engaged and they were finding lessons more accessible, we began to thrive together.  

 
In summary 
I have always found whole-school initiatives monolithic and homogenous. They tend to 'band' students 
together under a one-size-fits-all approach. Masculinity can be toxic, fragile and in constant ebb and flow, 
hence rigid approaches are difficult to validate and effectively measure. Young men in society are growing 
up against the backdrop of social changes that question their very essence and challenge hetro-normative 
conceptions of ‘being a man’. Therefore, any whole-school approach must be driven by context, by 
teachers who are given the autonomy to develop strong rapport with their students and a curriculum that 
is both flexible and allows us to develop our learners’ social and emotional intelligence. My Year 11 class 
achieved the second-highest results in the school and the skills I learnt with that class will live with me for a 
lifetime. It was a tremendous turnaround but one driven by context and being given the professional trust 
and autonomy to support my learners. This is how a school should operate; having our students and their 
progress at the heart of every decision or policy takes precedence over any arbitrary institutional practice. 
Using research-informed initiatives and being driven by our context is absolutely key, just as dashing 
between different coloured pens or giving additional feedback is alienating for many of our targeted 
students who just want someone to understand and see their struggles as worthy.  
 



 

 

In an educational world that is very much saturated with trendy fads and acronyms, we are facing a crisis 
with toxic masculinity. As we have failed to form effective policies to support our most disadvantaged 
children, we now face a lost generation of young men who are disillusioned and disconnected from their 
most accessible source of social mobility: education. Educating boys must take precedence as it appears 
boys across nearly every social or ethnic category are underachieving in comparison to girls. If we put aside 
the nebulous gender cognitive theories, we can address male underachievement by making school a 
rewarding and enriching experience for all. Ultimately, from our recruitment of teachers to our 
interactions with students, acknowledging the need for this cultural change is one way we can begin to 
support our lost generation. 


