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Single-Sex Education
Do all-boy and all-girl schools enhance learning?


T
he Bush administration wants to make it 


easier to establish all-boy or all-girl public


schools. While there is a long tradition of 


private single-sex schools in the United States,


there are probably fewer than two dozen single-sex public


schools. Advocates of single-sex education believe it repre-


sents a valuable educational option, especially for girls, who


they say flourish away from boys’ teasing. But critics say the


approach offers no real social or educational benefits for


girls or for boys. Federal law currently casts doubt on the 


legality of single-sex public schools. The law bars single-sex


programs unless comparable services are available to boys


and girls alike. The Department of Education is considering


revising its regulations to soften that provision, reversing


three decades of federal policy.
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Single-Sex Education


THE ISSUES
P


arents, friends and
guests strain for a clear
view as the graduates


file in, resplendent in white
academic gowns. Some of the
members of this New York
City high school class of
2002 are smiling broadly. Oth-
ers are more solemn as the
familiar strains of “Pomp and
Circumstance” waft through
the packed auditorium.


With the audience seated
and the welcome delivered,
the 34 graduates are intro-
duced one by one in a slide
show, along with the names
of the colleges that all but
one of the seniors will be at-
tending in the fall.


The college acceptance
record is unique for a New
York City public school in one
of the city’s marginal neigh-
borhoods. Even more unusual,
all of the graduates are girls
— self-described “pioneers”
in a six-year-old experiment
aimed at improving learning
and boosting self-confidence
by giving the girls a school of their
own, away from the competition and
distraction of adolescent boys.


“What a wonderful gift,” exclaims
Principal Kathleen Ponze, “when the
girls come here and we say, ‘This is
all for you.’ ”


Welcome to The Young Women’s
Leadership School of East Harlem:
TYWLS, pronounced “Twills” by stu-
dents and faculty. 1 Founded in 1996,
it is one of the success stories being
cited by a growing number of advo-
cates of single-sex education as exam-
ples for public school systems around
the country seeking to improve edu-
cation for girls and boys alike.


“Single-sex education works better,”


says Leonard Sax, a family physician
and psychologist in Poolesville, Md., near
Washington, D.C. and founder of the
fledgling National Association for the
Advancement of Single-Sex Public Ed-
ucation. “Kids who attend single-sex
schools not only do better academical-
ly but also have a better attitude toward
school and a better outlook on life.”


After sitting in on three classes at
TYWLS in May, Secretary of Educa-
tion Rod Paige enthused, “Visiting this
school fortifies my already strong be-
lief that these kinds of schools should
be available for parents.” 2


Paige is giving the idea more than
lip service. He has ordered a rewrite of
federal regulations to make it easier for


school districts to experiment
with single-sex schools and
classes. The Education De-
partment will also be in charge
of doling out money that Con-
gress added to President Bush’s
education-reform package for
school districts to pay for
those experiments.


Support for single-sex ed-
ucation is far from unanimous,
however. Coeducational
schools have predominated
in U.S. public education for
more than a century — and
appear to be popular among
the vast majority of students
from kindergarten through
college. Experts are divided
on the claimed academic ben-
efits of single-sex education.
And many women’s and civil
rights groups fear that the
movement diverts attention
and resources from improv-
ing public schools for the
vast majority of students or
risks undercutting the feder-
al law — known as Title IX
— that prohibits sex dis-
crimination in schools or col-
leges receiving federal funds.


“I understand that the
Harlem girls’ school is doing very well,
and it should be,” says Nancy Zirkin,
director of public policy and govern-
ment affairs at the American Associa-
tion of University Women (AAUW).
“But what is the collateral damage done
by pulling kids out and focusing on
one school and leaving the other ones
behind? I would think it would not
improve public schools.”


The movement for single-sex edu-
cation follows a decades-long debate
about how well girls are doing in pub-
lic schools, and a more recent debate
over boys’ performance as well. 3 A
1992 AAUW report charged that schools
were “shortchanging” girls by “depriving
[them] of classroom attention, ignor-
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The Jefferson Leadership Academies provide single-
gender education to boys and girls from low-income


families in Long Beach, Calif. The Bush administration
wants federal regulations to make it easier for school


districts to experiment with single-sex education, 
now offered in only 13 schools nationwide.
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ing the value of cooperative learning
and presenting texts and lessons in
which female role models are con-
spicuously absent.” 4


More recently, some experts and
advocates have complained that schools
shortchange boys by starting them at
school at an age when they are de-
velopmentally behind girls and then
constraining their natural instincts to-
ward physical activity and healthy com-
petition. “As competitiveness and in-
dividual initiative are discouraged,
classroom discipline loosened and out-


lets for natural rambunctiousness elim-
inated, schoolboys tend to tune out,”
writes Christina Hoff Sommers in her
book The War Against Boys. 5


The answer to both problems, sin-
gle-sex education advocates say, is sim-
ple: Let boys be boys and girls be
girls. “The solution is to let boys and
girls attend separate classes, so that
you can take advantage of the sex dif-
ferences” in learning styles, Sax says.


Others say that the supposed dif-
ferences between boys and girls are
being exaggerated. “There are much


greater differences among girls and
among boys than there are between
girls and boys,” say education experts
Patricia Campbell and Ellen Wahl. 6


For the present, the United States
offers relatively few places to test the
opposing arguments, especially in the
public school setting. Only a dozen
or so public schools are known to be
offering single-sex enrollment or class-
es. Parochial and private schools were
once predominantly single-sex, but are
far less so today. In higher education,
the number of women’s schools has


SINGLE-SEX EDUCATION


Same-Sex Schools Target Minority Students
Only 13 public schools in the United States currently operate all or some of their classes on a single-sex 
basis, according to education experts. Virtually all serve minority communities.


Charter School of San Diego
San Diego, Calif.
Founded: 2000
Enrollment: 40 girls and 40 boys


Jefferson Leadership Academies
Long Beach, Calif.
Founded: 1999
Enrollment: 1,120 boys and girls, grades 6-8


Lewis Fox Middle School
Hartford, Conn.
Founded: 1995
Enrollment: 80 boys and girls in 7th and 8th grades


Maria Mitchell Elementary School
Denver, Colo.
Founded: 1998
Enrollment: 60 4th- and 5th-grade students; 
  540 total enrollment


Moten Elementary School
Washington, D.C.
Founded: Fall of 2001
Enrollment: 362 boys and girls, grades 4-6


Paducah Middle School
Paducah, Ky.
Founded: 2001
Enrollment: 30 boys and 18 girls in 6th grade


The 1,300-student school for grades 7-12 offers single-
sex classes in grades 7 and 8. Boys and girls are more 
comfortable asking questions and interacting in single-
sex classrooms, says Director Mary Bixby.


Parents in this low-income community felt that 
coeducational classes provided too many distractions 
for students, prompting the conversion to single-sex 
classes.


Students in the single-sex program (total school enroll-
ment is 900) perform 15-20 percent better on standard-
ized tests than citywide averages.


Principal Reginald Robinson says the program works 
because 4th- and 5th-graders are “too inquisitive” 
about the opposite sex to concentrate on classwork.


When this inner-city school switched to single-sex 
classes and revamped its curriculum, students’ 
standardized test scores rose by an average of 40 
percentage points.


Although performance has not been measured for the 
pilot program, all 6th- and 7th-graders will attend 
single-sex classes in the future.
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declined sharply over the past four
decades, and men’s colleges have all
but disappeared: Only three remain.
(See story, p. 582.)


Perhaps surprisingly, academic ex-
perts on both sides of the debate say
that increasing the number of single-
sex schools or classes would be ben-
eficial, at least in terms of research.
“We see some of these studies with
large samples indicating some positive
effect from single-sex schooling,” says
Rosemary Salomone, a professor at St.
John’s University School of Law in Ja-


maica, N.Y. “We won’t know unless
we permit the programs to survive.”


“Anyone who says the research is
definitive either way is not accurate,”
says David Sadker, a professor of ed-
ucation at American University in Wash-
ington and a skeptic of single-sex ed-
ucation. “There’s still a lot to learn.”


Meanwhile, TYWLS founder Ann
Rubenstein Tisch is convinced the
school provides an invaluable option.
“I know that some of our students,
our stars, would have done well in
any school,” says Tisch, a former tele-


vision reporter turned education ac-
tivist. “But I also know that there are
many others who would never, never
have made it were it not for the en-
vironment that we offer them. There’s
got to be something to it.”


As the debate over single-sex ed-
ucation continues, here are some of
the questions being considered:


Does single-sex education enhance
learning?


Australian researcher Kenneth Rowe
examined the academic records of some


Philadelphia High School for Girls
Philadelphia, Pa.
Founded: 1848
Enrollment: 1,400 girls, grades 9-12


Robert Coleman Elementary School
Baltimore, Md.
Founded: 1993
Enrollment: Pre-K - 5th grade


San Francisco 49ers Academy
Palo Alto, Calif.
Founded: 1997
Enrollment: 90 boys and 90 girls


The Young Women’s Leadership School
New York, N.Y.
Founded: 1996
Enrollment: 365 students, grades 7-12


Thurgood Marshall Elementary School
Seattle, Wash.
Founded: 2000
Enrollment: 356 boys and girls, grades K-5


Western High School
Baltimore, Md.
Founded: 1844
Enrollment: 1,050 girls


Young Women’s Leadership School
Chicago, Ill.
Founded: 2000
Enrollment: 300 girls, grades 7-12


The magnet school is open to exceptional applicants 
citywide and sends 95 percent of its graduates to 
college. Half of the students are from homes with 
family incomes below the poverty line.


After Principal Hattie Johnson separated classes by 
gender at the predominantly minority school, test 
scores rose to among the highest in Baltimore and 
discipline problems all but vanished.


Boys and girls’ schools operate separately at this 
middle school. Although classes are single-sex, recess 
and extracurricular activities are coeducational.


The Harlem school sends almost 100 percent of its 
students to four-year colleges; 59 percent are Latina, 
40 percent African-American.


After Principal Ben Wright instituted single-sex classes, 
test scores rose and discipline problems declined. The 
students are 97 percent minority, and 80 percent 
receive subsidized lunches.


More than 80 percent African-American, Western boasts 
the third-highest SAT scores in Baltimore and a college 
acceptance rate of 99 percent in 2001.


With a curriculum focused on leadership, science and 
technology, the school serves a student body that is 
over 80 percent minority, and 65 percent of the 
students come from poor families.
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SINGLE-SEX EDUCATION


270,000 high school seniors in an ef-
fort to identify what factors really make
a difference in students’ learning. One
of his key findings, according to a press
release, was that both girls and boys
attending single-sex schools scored 15-
22 percentile points higher than their
counterparts in coeducational schools.


Advocates of single-sex education
in the United States point to the big
differential as the strongest proof yet
that separating boys and girls im-
proves learning for both genders.
“That’s enormous,” Sax says.


But Rowe, principal research fellow
with the Australian Council on Edu-
cation Research, himself insists that
Sax and others are distorting his find-
ings. In his formal paper, Rowe ex-
plained that the differences between
single-sex and coeducational schools
“pale into insignificance” compared to
differences attributable to teacher
training and ability. Today, Rowe says
bluntly that the single-sex school de-
bate amounts to “little more than epis-
temological claptrap.” 7


The advocates of single-sex educa-
tion claim its benefits derive in part
from biological realities. Boys’ and girls’
brains develop differently, they say —
differences especially significant for
learning in early years. Then, as they
get older, boys and girls distract each
other from academics because of nor-
mal social and sexual development.


“If you put a 15-year-old boy next
to a 15-year-old girl, his mind is not
going to be on geometry, or Spanish
or English,” Sax says. “It’s going to be
on that girl sexually. He’s got the hor-
mones of a grown man, but the brain
of a 10-year-old.”


In earlier years, Sax and others say,
girls typically begin to read at a younger
age and are also less distractible in the
classroom. Advocates of single-sex ed-
ucation say these differences set up a
dynamic unhelpful for boys’ learning.


“To the extent that boys experience
school in a competitive way and some
boys aren’t learning to read as readily,


their response is to say that reading is
girls’ stuff, not boys’ stuff,” says Christo-
pher Wadsworth, executive director of
the International Boys’ School Coalition.
“That can lead to an attitude that is not
conducive to development.”


In addition, girls’-school advocates
say, single-sex education helps girls
overcome the male sexism that still
exists in public schools. “Girls are at
center stage with only girls in the au-
dience,” says Meg Milne Moulton, co-
executive director of the National Coali-
tion of Girls’ Schools. “They get 100
percent of the attention.”


“No girl in a single-sex school is
able to say, ‘I can’t do it because no
girl can do it’ — because there is some
girl who is doing it,” adds Cornelius
Riordan, a professor of sociology at
Providence College.


Critics of single-sex education say
these claims are largely unsubstantiat-
ed. “People think it helps girls’ self-
esteem or makes boys calmer,” the
AAUW’s Zirkin says. “This is anecdo-
tal. This is pulling things out of the
air. There is not the scientifically based
research for anybody to make an in-
formed decision.”


Academics on both sides of the issue
want more and better studies. “There
is not definitive research,” says Sad-
ker, of American University.


Riordan, however, insists that although
the subject is “overpoliticized and un-
derresearched,” the research favors sin-
gle-sex schooling. “All of the studies
consistently show small positive effects
for boys and girls,” he says. “The ef-
fects are stronger for girls than for boys,
and the positive effects are always larg-
er for disadvantaged students.”


Riordan cites a study he published
more than a decade ago comparing
boys and girls from the 1972 and 1982
graduating classes at American single-
sex or coeducational Catholic high
schools. After adjusting for ability and
background, Riordan found that minor-
ity girls and minority boys in single-sex
schools did better — about the equiv-


alent of one grade year — than mi-
nority girls or boys respectively in co-
educational schools. Girls from more
representative cross-sections also did
better in single-sex schools, but boys’
scores were slightly higher in coedu-
cational schools. 8


Today, Riordan has refined his ar-
gument. In a paper presented in var-
ious forums over the past several
years, he says, “only females of low
socioeconomic status are likely to show
significant gains (along with boys) in
single-sex schools.”


Riordan posits a dozen “theoretical
rationales” for why single-sex schools
have positive effects — including such
hypothetical advantages as reduced sex
bias in teacher-student interactions, re-
duced sex differences in curricula and
more successful role models for girls.
But, he points out, the fact that at-
tendance at a single-gender school
today requires an affirmative decision
by students and parents — which he
calls “a pro-academic” choice — is
perhaps the single most important fac-
tor contributing to the positive effects.


“That student realizes, ‘I’m going to
go to a school where it’s not business
as usual,’ ” Riordan explains. “ ‘I’m going
to have to work.’ ”


Critics of single-sex education say all
the more explicitly that any benefits are
most likely attributable to other factors.
“A lot of the effects are [due to the fact
that] they’re good schools, not because
they’re single-sex,” Sadker says.


“The elements that make for good
schools would work whether it’s sin-
gle-sex or coed,” Zirkin says. “The el-
ements are attention to core acade-
mics, qualified teachers, smaller
classrooms, discipline and a sense of
community and parental involvement.
These are the elements that will en-
able any child in any situation to learn.
To say that it’s a single-sex school
that’s achieved such good results re-
ally begs the question.”


Rowe says his research does indicate
advantages from single-sex education,
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but “gender-class grouping” is not the
critical factor, he insists. “Whether schools
are single-sex or coed or have single-
sex classes within coed settings matters
far less than the quality of the teaching
and learning provided,” he says.


Do single-sex schools reinforce
gender stereotypes?


A two-year pilot project in six Cal-
ifornia public school districts from
1998-2000 affords the best opportu-
nity to date to study the effects of
single-sex schools in U.S. public sys-
tems. But researchers who studied the
effects on gender-related issues report
mixed results.


Professors Amanda Datnow of the
University of Toronto, Lea Hubbard of
the University of California at San Diego
and Elisabeth Woody of the University
of California at Berkeley found that —
as proponents predicted — boys and
girls in single-gender settings engaged
in more candid conversations about such
issues as gender roles than boys and
girls in coeducational schools. 9 They
also found that eliminating distractions
from the opposite sex helped academ-
ic learning, especially for girls.


On the other hand, the researchers
also found that single-gender classes
actually exacerbated teasing and dis-
ruptive behavior among boys and cat-
tiness among girls. In addition, teach-
ers perpetuated stereotypes about
gender roles — depicting men, for ex-
ample, as primary wage earners for
families. Teachers also based discipli-
nary and instructional practices on gen-
der stereotypes: Boys received more
discipline and were taught in individ-
ualistic settings, while girls were treat-
ed in a more nurturing manner and
afforded opportunities for collabora-
tive work.


“There is a tendency to teach to a
particular notion of boys and a par-
ticular notion of girls,” Datnow says.
“There’s really much more variation
among boys or among girls as there
is between boys and girls.”


But advocates of single-sex educa-
tion believe it helps reduce gender
stereotyping. “You break down gen-
der stereotypes by letting the sexes be
separate,” Sax says. “When you put
boys and girls together, you intensify
the gender roles. The boys do things
that are thought of as typical for boys,
and girls do things that are thought
of as typical for girls.”


“Girls are judged in their own right,
not in relation to each other or in re-
lation to the other gender,” says Moul-
ton, of the National Coalition of Girls’
Schools. “It’s a lot easier for a girl to
be a girl in a single-gender setting.”


Boys, too, find it easier to be them-
selves in a single-sex setting, Wadsworth
says. “Freed from the need to impress
girls, boys are more open,” he says.
“They allow themselves to be more
vulnerable to making mistakes.”


In her visits to same-sex schools,
Salomone of St. John’s University says
she was struck by boys’ willingness
to engage in what would be consid-
ered “feminine activities,” like choir or
drama club. “At one school, I saw a
whole classroom of boys playing the
violin,” she recalls.


Riordan says single-sex schools also
reduce the incidence of sexual ha-
rassment. “A great deal of sexual ha-
rassment occurs on school grounds,
even in classes,” he says. “That does
not occur in single-sex schools.”


But Datnow and Hubbard report-
ed what they called an unexpected
type of harassment of students at-
tending single-sex schools. Students
from coeducational schools would tease
them with homophobic comments, re-
flecting an assumption that enrollment
in a single-sex school either meant
someone was or might become gay
or lesbian.


Opponents contend that single-sex
schools are more likely to strengthen
rather than weaken gender stereotyp-
ing. “The concern is the perpetuation
of stereotypes in the name of protect-
ing [boys and girls] by taking steps that


indeed don’t protect either sex but in
fact perpetuate the stereotypes that ham-
string their development in life,” says
Donna Lieberman, executive director
of the New York Civil Liberties Union.
“The school system should not be
about reinforcing those.”


For his part, Sadker of American
University believes single-sex schools
“can promote gender stereotypes or
hinder them. Being single-sex of itself
will do neither.”


From her study of the California
experiment, Datnow concludes that
teachers will be the determining fac-
tor on whether single-sex schools in-
crease or decrease gender stereotyp-
ing. “Teachers need relevant training
and support to address student needs
in a single-sex setting so they don’t
presume that all girls learn in a par-
ticular way or that boys are naturally
rowdy and need kinetic activities,” she
says.


Datnow says the schools in the Cal-
ifornia experiment did not provide that
kind of support. “Most of the schools
did not have a strong ideological com-
mitment to single-sex education,” she
says. “The administrators were partic-
ularly attracted by the generous grant
offered by the state.”


Do single-sex schools help or
hurt the goal of gender equity?


Desperate to keep the city’s black
teenagers out of prison or the morgue,
Detroit’s school board decided to open
three all-male academies in 1991. The
new schools — initially designed to
serve about 250 students from preschool
through fifth grade — were to offer
an Afrocentric curriculum and a men-
toring program aimed at improving stu-
dents’ academic performance, charac-
ter and self-esteem.


Shortly before the academies were
to open, however, two women with
young daughters sued the school dis-
trict in federal court, claiming that bar-
ring girls from the new schools would
amount to sex discrimination in vio-
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lation of Title IX and the equal-pro-
tection provisions of both the Michi-
gan and U.S. constitutions. Judge
George Woods agreed. The “impor-
tant” purpose of helping the city’s black
youth, Woods said, “is insufficient to
override the rights of females to equal
opportunities.” 10


Opponents of single-sex education
say separate schools for boys and girls
necessarily violate students’ rights to
equal educational opportunities. “Sin-
gle-sex public schools are contrary to
the spirit of Title IX and — as a prac-
tical matter — impossible to police
under the Equal Protection Clause,”
says Martha Davis, senior counsel of


the National Organization for Women
(NOW) Legal Defense and Education
Fund. “The notion that you can have
separate but equal is as false for women
as it is for minorities.”


“Focusing special attention on one
sex over the other is a violation of
the public trust,” Davis adds. “We need
to be addressing the ills that kids in
an urban setting face regardless of
their gender.”


“In every legal challenge about the
establishment of a boys school or a
girls school, [it] has always been found
that the boys school has been supe-
rior,” says Leslie Annexstein, senior
counsel with the National Women’s


Law Center in Washington. She notes
that Pennsylvania courts ordered
Philadelphia’s all-boys Central High
School to adopt an open admissions
policy in 1984 after finding that the
school’s facilities were superior to those
at a counterpart all-girls school. 11


Advocates of single-sex schools be-
lieve the opponents are fighting bat-
tles from the past. “We’re beyond that,”
Providence College’s Riordan says.
“That was a generation ago. Today,
we’re talking about schools that would
be equal in resources, equal in pres-
tige: We have laws in place to assure
that. I don’t think that in today’s world
there’s a remote possibility that the
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L
ori-Anne Ramsay did not speak up much at the coedu-
cational public high school she attended in New York
City. “When I was in physics class, I expected all the


boys to be smarter than me,” Ramsay recalls.
In two years at The Young Women’s Leadership School


(TYWLS) in East Harlem, however, Ramsay has blossomed. She
graduated in June with honors and in September will be off
to Bates College in Maine to study economics.


Ramsay credits much of her success to TYWLS’ all-girl en-
vironment. “It allows you to focus more,” Ramsay says. “Hav-
ing the opposite sex in the room is a distraction.”


But Ramsay concedes there are downsides to a single-sex
school. “The social aspects are not all that good,” she says. “If
you’re not a person who goes out and makes friends, you def-
initely suffer.”


Ramsay’s classmates and her teachers generally echo her
positive feelings toward the six-year-old experiment in public,
single-sex education. A few, however, note some disadvantages
or credit the school’s success primarily to other factors. “It’s
the school itself — the teachers, the staff,” says Oberlin-bound
graduate Jasmine Cruz-Oquendo.


“Our school is unique not only because it is single-sex but
also because we have small classes, very dedicated teachers
and kids have to apply to be here,” says Spanish teacher
Roseanne Demammos. “Certainly, some of the students could
have experienced the same success” at a coeducational school.


Principal Kathleen Ponze also acknowledges the school’s small
size — 370 students in grades 7-12 — necessarily limits its of-
ferings: There are only two advanced-placement courses, for ex-
ample. “It’s extremely difficult to meet the needs of every kid,”
Ponze says. She also laments the limited social opportunities the
school can provide.


Still, TYWLS tries to fill the gaps. The school partners with
New York University for a drama club and with an all-boys
Catholic school for socials. And juniors and seniors can take
courses at nearby Hunter College. “We don’t have any of the
frills here,” Ponze says. “We try to make the frills.”


More worrisome has been the high staff turnover. Ponze is
the school’s third principal, and more than a dozen teachers
left last year. “The school is very demanding of its faculty as
well as its students,” says Demammos. “It’s not necessarily the
right situation for everyone.”


This year, however, staffing has stabilized. “We appear to
have stopped the bleeding,” Ponze says.


A visitor to the school — housed on five floors of a non-
descript office building in southernmost East Harlem — sees lit-
tle to suggest shortcomings, however. The school is clean, the
walls decorated with student projects, the girls neatly uniformed
in plaid skirts or navy trousers with white blouses under vests
or blazers. Classrooms use tables instead of rows of desks, to
encourage girls to study together, rather than competitively.


As with most of the nation’s two-dozen or so single-sex
public schools, the students are overwhelmingly from minori-
ties — in TYWLS’s case, primarily Latina and African-American.
Of 34 seniors, 23 live at or below the poverty level. Twenty-
two graduates will be the first in their families to attend col-
lege. But Columbia-bound valedictorian Maryam Zohny follows
three older siblings to college.


TYWLS founder Ann Rubenstein Tisch got the idea for the
school while covering education stories as an NBC correspon-
dent. “I didn’t think we were doing enough for inner-city kids,”
she says. “If it’s OK for affluent boys and girls, and Catholic
boys and girls, wouldn’t it follow that it would work in an-
other community?”


Helping Young Women in Harlem
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school for boys or the school for girls
would take on greater prestige or would
have greater resources.”


“There are pretty strong lobbies and
awareness on both sides,” says Moul-
ton, of the National Coalition of Girls
Schools. “By serving one population,
I don’t see you disserving another.”


In its most recent decision on the
issue, the U.S. Supreme Court ordered
the state of Virginia to admit female
students to the previously all-male Vir-
ginia Military Institute (VMI). In a 7-1
decision, the court held that the state’s
plan to provide a military program for
women at another public university
was insufficient. 12


“VMI should serve as an object les-
son of what not to do,” Salomone
says. But, she adds, “you can see the
factual distinctions between VMI and
the kind of second-generation [single-
sex] programs that we see growing up
around the country.”


The Education Department, in its an-
nouncement that it was considering
changes in Title IX, said it wants to
provide “more flexibility” to permit sin-
gle-sex classes and schools “while at
the same time ensuring appropriate safe-
guards against discrimination.” The final
proposal, the department promises, “will
ensure that educational opportunities
are not limited to students based on


sex, and that single-sex classes are not
based on sex-role stereotypes.”


Critics of single-sex schools are still
concerned. “Is this the first step to-
ward undoing Title IX?” Sadker asks.
“Can you undo a civil rights protec-
tion like this without endangering that
protection?”


“There’s a perception that the gen-
der problem has been solved,” Dat-
now says. “If we’re going to experi-
ment, there needs to be some very
specific language around gender eq-
uity and some monitoring. We can’t
simply devolve money to the local
level and let them take it away. There
needs to be some accountability.”


Tisch, who married
into the family that con-
trols the Loews Corp.,
set up a foundation to
help support the school
— to the tune of about
$200,000 last year. New
York’s Board of Educa-
tion pays for the build-
ing, teachers and books
and supplies. Classes
have about 20-22 students
— a low teacher-student
ratio that depends on sev-
eral budgeting arrange-
ments with the Board of
Education.


Tisch’s foundation helps buy curricular materials, gives some
summer scholarships and pays for a full-time college counselor.
That last investment pays off. For the second year in a row, all
of the school’s seniors gained admittance to four-year colleges,
although one graduate is joining the Navy instead — for finan-
cial reasons.


The school is listed in New York magazine as one of the
city’s top public high schools, but the admissions policy is tar-
geted to applicants performing at or below grade level. Ap-
plicants must tour the school with a family member. Once a
student is admitted, she and her parents or guardians sign a
contract promising to support the school’s mission of rigorous
academics, attendance and “thoughtful habits of mind” and to
keep the lines of communication open between parents and
the school.


For the coming year, the
school has 550 applicants for
60 seventh-grade slots and
1,200 applicants for three
openings in the ninth grade.


In contrast to the student
body, two-thirds of the 26-
member teaching staff is
white. Ponze acknowledges
the disparity but notes that
she recently hired five per-
sons of color, including an
assistant principal.


Teachers cite a range of
experiences indicating that
single-sex education can
benefit girls in and out of the


classroom. “By not having [boys], they were able to compete
with themselves,” says science teacher Melissa Melchior. “There
wasn’t that level where guys would dominate.”


“Socially, girls become less competitive with each other when
there aren’t any boys around,” says math teacher Deb Carlson-
Doom. “There’s less sparring in general because there aren’t boys.”


The graduating students echo their teachers’ observations.
“We could be ourselves,” says Karla Carballo. “We didn’t have
to pretend to be anyone else.”


Many stress the close bonds of sisterhood with their class-
mates. “It was a lot of support,” says Leslie Cortez. “It was
very much a family.”


“The girls are so united, so focused on [each other’s] edu-
cation,” says Denise Fernandez. “It’s not for everyone, but it
was good for me.”


TYWLS graduates gather around 2002 commencement speaker
Alma Powell, wife of Secretary of State Colin Powell. All 


but one of the girls will attend college this fall.
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BACKGROUND
‘Tide of Coeducation’


C oeducation gradually emerged dur-ing the 19th century as the dom-
inant practice in the United States, first
in primary and secondary education
and later at the college level. Histori-
ans David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot
say economics was a major impetus
for what they call a “tide of coeduca-
tion.” 13 Particularly with the advent of
the one-room schoolhouse, it became
cheaper and more efficient to educate
boys and girls together than to oper-
ate separate schools for both sexes.
Feminists of the day also viewed co-
education as a necessary step in
women’s emancipation, and some ed-
ucation policymakers believed it would
benefit boys and girls alike.


The earliest schools and colleges in
Colonial America were for boys only.
Girls were educated in informal set-
tings — at home or in so-called “dame
schools,” which evolved from mere
child tending into a forerunner of the
American primary school. Coeducation
began making inroads early, howev-
er. The 19th-century education reformer
Horace Mann observed that one of
the first educational improvements in
Colonial New England was to begin
“smuggling” girls into schools for lim-
ited periods after the boys had left.
By the American Revolution, some re-
formers were arguing that, just like
boys, girls had a right to — and a
need for — a good education.


Coeducation became “embedded”
in public schools in the first half of
the 19th century, Tyack and Hansot
write. Small towns and rural commu-
nities could not afford to go beyond
single, one-room schoolhouses; larger
cities also found separate schools im-
practical. Women’s-rights advocates


thought coeducation the most likely
way to make girls’ education more
nearly equal to that of the boys.


A broader rationale emerged by the
second half of the 19th century. In
an important paper, William Harris,
superintendent of St. Louis schools
and later U.S. commissioner of edu-
cation, argued in 1870 that mixing the
sexes in the classroom improved in-
struction and discipline for boys and
girls by merging their different abili-
ties and allowing pupils of each gen-
der to serve as a “counter-check” on
the other. 14


Despite the advance of coeduca-
tion, upper-class families continued to
send their sons and daughters to sin-
gle-sex schools through the 19th cen-
tury — and, less uniformly, through
the 20th century.


Meanwhile, in the late 19th centu-
ry some prominent academics began
attacking coeducation. In his book Sex
in Education, Edward Clarke, a pro-
fessor at the Harvard Medical School,
argued in 1873 that academic compe-
tition with boys overloaded girls’
brains and interfered with the devel-
opment of their reproductive organs.
With Darwinian theories much in
vogue, Clarke’s views attracted inter-
est and support, but they had little ef-
fect on schools’ practices.


Coeducation came under more sus-
tained challenge in the 20th century
— first, in the early 1900s, from male
educators complaining of boys’ lag-
ging educational performance com-
pared to girls, and, in recent decades,
from feminist critics who accuse schools
of shortchanging girls.


The so-called “boy problem” con-
sisted simply of boys’ doing less well
than girls. For example, more boys re-
peated grades or dropped out of school
than girls. Some educators blamed the
“feminization” of schooling that sup-
posedly resulted from the preponder-
ance of female teachers. To solve the
problem, some educators called sim-
ply for “differentiation” in instruction


by gender, but others went further and
called for segregating classes by sex.
Some experiments were tried — to
mixed reviews — but eventually fiz-
zled out.


Since the early days, educators and
advocates seeking to improve school-
ing for girls contended with a tension
between women’s roles in the home
and family and their roles in the work-
place and society. In the 1800s,
schooling had been aimed at making
girls “better wives and mothers,” Tyack
and Hansot write. But in the early-
20th century, reformers established “sci-
entific” home economics courses for
girls to counter a perceived deteriora-
tion in family life.


With the emergence of a strength-
ened women’s movement in the latter-
20th century, the tension became more
manifest. Feminists discovered what
Tyack and Hansot call “the hidden in-
juries” of coeducation: perpetuation of
male dominance and an “implicit hid-
den curriculum of sex stereotyping in
coeducational public schools.”


Gender Equity


T he feminist critique of public ed-ucation contributed to the pas-
sage of a federal law — Title IX of
the Education Amendments of 1972
— aimed at guaranteeing gender eq-
uity in federally financed schools, col-
leges and universities. The effects of
the law have been felt mainly in high-
er education — most visibly, perhaps,
in athletics. 15 Women’s groups mark-
ing the 30th anniversary of the law
this year say it has prompted signifi-
cant progress, but has fallen short of
equalizing opportunities for boys and
girls in K-12 education or for men and
women in colleges and universities.


The National Organization for
Women (NOW) included a demand
for “equal and unsegregated educa-
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Chronology
1800s-1960
Coeducation becomes dominant
practice in U.S. public schools
by turn of century; many
Catholic, private schools contin-
ue as single-sex.


•


1960s-1970s
Civil-rights era produces new
concerns about “gender equity”
in education; many men’s and
women’s colleges become coed-
ucational.


1967
National Organization for Women
calls for “equal and unsegregated”
education as part of the group’s
women’s bill of rights.


1972
Congress passes Title IX, barring
sex-based discrimination in any
federally financed school, college
or university; law permits single-
sex admissions policies at elemen-
tary and secondary schools and
private colleges and universities.


1975
Department of Health, Education
and Welfare issues Title IX regula-
tions, which generally bar single-sex
classes or programs in K-12 except
for contact sports, sex education,
choir; women’s-rights groups later
complain of weak enforcement.


1977
Supreme Court, divided 4-4, up-
holds appeals court ruling allowing
all-male policy at Philadelphia’s
Central High School.


1979
Women outnumber men in U.S.
colleges and universities for first
time except during wartime.


1980s Title IX brings
changes in K-12, higher educa-
tion; court rulings tilt against
single-sex schools.


1982
Supreme Court strikes down all-
female admissions policy at 
Mississippi University for Women’s
School of Nursing.


1984
Supreme Court limits enforcement
of Title IX by ruling that penalty
for violation does not require funds
cut-off for entire college — only
for affected program or depart-
ment; Pennsylvania state court re-
quires open admissions at all-male
Central High School because of
unequal funding of counterpart
school for girls.


•


1990s Interest in single-
sex education increases.


1991
Detroit drops plan for academies
for African-American boys after
federal court ruling; Milwaukee
also opens to girls its planned
school for minority boys after op-
position is voiced.


1992
American Association of University
Women issues report charging that
public schools are “shortchanging”
girls.


1995
American Association of University
Women (AAUW) gives guarded
endorsement to single-sex policies
on short-term basis.


1996
Young Women’s Leadership School


opens in East Harlem; civil-rights
groups file complaint with Depart-
ment of Education, but no action
is taken.


1997
AAUW adopts more critical stance
toward single-sex policies.


1998
California provides grants to school
districts for single-sex programs; six
districts participate, with mixed re-
sults; most drop experiment when
state ends grants in 2000.


•


2000s Single-sex edu-
cation gains support from Con-
gress, Bush administration.


2000
Australian researcher finds girls
and boys do better in single-sex
schools than in coeducational set-
tings but says quality of teaching
is more important; conservative
author Barbara Hoff Sommers ar-
gues in The War Against Boys that
public schools are shortchanging
boys, not girls.


2001
Senate includes incentive grants for
single-sex schools and classes in
President Bush’s education-reform
package.


2002
Bush signs No Child Left Behind
Act on Jan. 8, with funds for sin-
gle-sex demonstration projects; De-
partment of Education on May 8
starts process of revising Title IX
regulations to make it easier for
schools to adopt single-sex poli-
cies; at least four single-sex
schools to open at start of new
school year.
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SINGLE-SEX EDUCATION


How Title IX Prevents Discrimination


1 34 Code of Federal Regulations sections 106.21, 106.32-34, 106-41.


Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 seeks to guarantee gender equity in federally financed 
schools, colleges and universities. The Bush administration would rewrite the regulations to make it 
easier for school districts to experiment with single-sex schools. 1


“No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, 
be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education 


program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.”


Current Title IX Regulations:


Area Regulated Impact of Law What Title IX Regulations Say


Admissions Discrimination “No person, shall on the basis of sex, be denied admission, or be 
prohibited, with subjected to discrimination in admission, by any recipient.” Single-sex 
exceptions institutions of higher education were grandfathered; non-vocational  


elementary and secondary schools were exempted.


Housing Separation “Separate housing on the basis of sex,” if “proportionate in quantity 
permitted to the number of students of that sex applying for housing” and 


“comparable in quality and cost to the student.”


Comparable Separation “Separate toilet, locker room and shower facilities on the basis of 
facilities permitted sex”if “comparable to such facilities provided for students of the  


other sex.”


Access to course Separation  “Grouping of students in physical education classes and activities by 
offerings permitted, in ability as assessed by objective standards of individual performance 


certain cases developed and applied without regard to sex.”


“Grouping of students by sex within physical education classes or 
activities during participation in wrestling, boxing, rugby, ice hockey, 
football, basketball and other sports, the purpose or major activity of 
which includes bodily contact.”


“Separate sessions for boys and girls” in “[p]ortions of classes in 
elementary and secondary schools which deal exclusively with 
human sexuality . . .”


“Requirements based on vocal range or quality which may result in a 
chorus or choruses of one or predominantly one sex.”


Athletics Separation “Separate teams for members of each sex where selection for such 
permitted teams is based upon competitive skill or the activity involved is a 


contact sport,” provided that for non-contact sports students of both 
sexes must be allowed to try out for a team unless the school 
sponsors teams for both sexes.
“Unequal aggregate expenditures for male and female teams allowed, 
but may be considered “in assessing equality of opportunity for 
members of each sex.”
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tion” in the women’s bill of rights
approved by the group at its second
national conference in 1967. Five years
later, though, Congress was preoc-
cupied with racial busing issues
when it worked on reauthorizing
federal aid to education programs and
gave little attention to what emerged
as Title IX.


As enacted, the law forbade dis-
crimination on the basis of sex in any
“education program or activity” re-
ceiving federal financial assistance.
(See box, p. 580.) However, the law
specifically exempted admissions poli-
cies at public elementary and secondary
schools and private undergraduate in-
stitutions. 16


Writing the regulations to imple-
ment Title IX took three years. As is-
sued in July 1975 by what was then
the Department of Health, Education
and Welfare, the regulations included
several provisions sought by feminists
to make public elementary and sec-
ondary coeducation more nearly iden-
tical for both sexes. School districts
were generally barred from offering
single-sex activities or programs, ex-
cept for contact sports or sex educa-
tion. Any other single-sex admissions
policy, courses or services were legal
only if the school district offered “com-
parable” courses, services or facilities
to persons of the opposite sex. 17


Two years later, the NOW Legal
Defense Fund called enforcement of
the regulations “indifferent, inept, ig-
norant of the law itself or bogged
down in red tape.” 18 The record im-
proved under President Jimmy Carter
— partly because of a court order to
enforce the law — but enforcement
again lagged in the 1980s under Pres-
ident Ronald Reagan. Women’s-rights
groups, however, began winning en-
actment of gender-equity laws at the
state level. And school administrators,
fearful of litigation, generally moved
to comply with the law. In one high-
ly visible area, girls’ participation in


high school sports increased fivefold
in the 1970s — while still lagging far
behind boys’ programs in number and
funding. 19


The Supreme Court missed an op-
portunity to deal with the issue at
the K-12 level in 1977 when the jus-
tices — divided 4-4 with one justice
not participating — left standing a
lower court’s decision upholding
Philadelphia’s Central High School
all-male admissions policy. 20 The jus-
tices also limited the impact of Title
IX by ruling in 1984 that the penal-
ty for violating the law would be to
cut off federal funds only for the spe-
cific programs or departments guilty
of discrimination, not the entire in-
stitution. 21


In two other decisions, however,
the high court made clear that single-
sex admissions policies at public col-
leges and universities would be diffi-
cult to sustain. In 1982, the court
struck down the exclusion of men from
the Mississippi University for Women’s
School of Nursing. Then in a heavily
publicized case in 1996, the court sim-
ilarly struck down VMI’s all-male pol-
icy. In her opinion for the court in
the VMI case, Justice Ruth Bader Gins-
burg said any form of sex discrimi-
nation in higher education could be
upheld under the 14th Amendment’s
Equal Protection Clause only if a state
presented an “exceedingly persuasive
justification” for the policy. 22


Through the mid-1990s, the De-
partment of Education’s Office of Civil
Rights (OCR) — the unit charged with
enforcing Title IX — reported that the
relatively few complaints involving sin-
gle-gender issues at the K-12 level had
all been “resolved.” 23 The office took
no action against the Philadelphia High
School for Girls and Baltimore’s all-girl
Western High School after receiving as-
surances that both schools were —
nominally — open to boys as well.


In a similar vein, the office told
school systems contemplating single-
gender classes that unless the class-


es were open to students of both
sexes they would be violating Title
IX. And OCR officials told the Prince
George’s County, Md., school board
to open all its mentoring programs to
boys and girls after finding that the
multimillion-dollar boys program was
significantly bigger than the program
for girls.


Single-Sex Revival


S ingle-sex education drew renewedinterest through the 1990s from re-
searchers, advocacy groups and poli-
cymakers. Some local initiatives were
thwarted by legal challenges, but oth-
ers survived opposition. By decade’s
end, at least 10 single-sex public schools
were operating in the United States.
Academic proponents of single-sex ed-
ucation accumulated evidence seeking
to show its benefits, but some re-
searchers and advocacy groups re-
mained unconvinced. Meanwhile,
congressional efforts to encourage sin-
gle-sex experiments finally culminated
in the provision in the president’s ed-
ucation-reform bill to authorize in-
centive grants for school districts wish-
ing to experiment with separate schools
or classrooms for boys or girls. 24


Detroit’s effort to establish Afrocen-
tric academies for young black males
in 1991 ran up against concerted op-
position from the national ACLU, the
NAACP Legal Defense Fund and the
NOW Legal Defense and Education
Fund, and then a federal court suit. In
his ruling blocking the plan, Judge Woods
noted that the Detroit school board had
acknowledged “an equally urgent” cri-
sis facing female students. He also said
the school board had failed to show
that “the coeducational factor” was to
blame for the school system’s failures.
The academies opened with a stated
policy of accepting boys or girls. Op-
position to a similar plan in Milwaukee
forced officials there also to allow boys


Continued from p. 578
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and girls to apply for the new school.
Tisch drew similar opposition from


civil rights and women’s organizations
when she started The Young Women’s
Leadership School. A coalition that in-
cluded NOW New York City, the New
York Civil Liberties Union and the
New York Civil Rights Coalition filed
a complaint with OCR, charging that
the planned school violated Title IX
and state and local anti-discrimination
laws. Anne Conners, president of New
York City NOW, called the school “a
Band-Aid approach to gender equity
for girls.” Six years later, OCR has not
acted on the complaint. “It didn’t stop
us from doing what we wanted to and
needed to do,” Tisch says.


California tried a more ambitious
experiment in single-gender schooling
in the late 1990s, but the pilot pro-
gram shrank for lack of political sup-
port. Legislation pushed by Republi-
can Gov. Pete Wilson provided
$500,000 apiece to school districts to
operate equivalent single-gender acad-
emies at the middle and high school
levels for boys and girls. Six school
districts participated in the program
from 1998-2000: Four operated as
schools-within-a-school, while two op-
erated self-contained single-gender
schools.


In their report on the program, Dat-
now and Hubbard found that the school
districts were careful to provide equal


resources for boys and girls, and that
single-gender classes reduced distrac-
tions. But they also said the partici-
pating school districts appeared to be
primarily interested in getting more
money to address needs of at-risk stu-
dents rather than using single-gender
classes to improve learning or reduce
gender stereotyping. In any event, the
program proved to be “not sustain-
able,” Datnow and Hubbard conclude.
Wilson’s Democratic successor, Gray
Davis, ended state support for the pro-
ject; only two of the single-sex pro-
grams are still operating.


As the 1990s ended, single-sex ed-
ucation was being vigorously debated
both among experts and advocacy


SINGLE-SEX EDUCATION


W
hen feminist educator Mary Lyon founded Mount
Holyoke Female Seminary in western Massachusetts
in 1837, American women had very few opportu-


nities for higher education. There were a few other female
“seminaries” in New England and the South, but only one col-
lege — Oberlin in Ohio — admitted women to study along-
side men. 1


By the late-20th century, however, U.S. higher education
had become overwhelmingly coeducational — not only at pub-
lic colleges and universities, most of which had been coedu-
cational from their founding, but also at formerly all-male uni-
versities such as Harvard and Yale.


Women’s place in higher education changed so much that
Mount Holyoke’s administrators, faculty, students and alumnae
twice within the last three decades seriously considered fol-
lowing the trend toward coeducation. And both times — most
recently in the mid-1990s — Mount Holyoke College, as it is
now called, decided to remain exclusively for women.


“In the world, women still do not have equal opportunity,”
says Patricia Vandenberg, director of communications for the
2,000-student college. “There is a real sense that a women’s
college like Mount Holyoke that challenges women and ex-
pects them to achieve gets results that the world needs.”


Mount Holyoke is one of a dwindling number of women’s
colleges in the United States, however. From a high of nearly
300 all-female institutions in the 1960s, the number of women’s
colleges today has dropped to around 70, according to the
Washington-based Women’s College Coalition. The sharp drop
began in the late 1960s, according to coalition President Jad-
wiga Sebrechts. More than half ceased operating as women’s
institutions within a five-year span at the turn of the decade.


About half of those former women’s colleges — including
such prominent schools as Vassar and Bennington — became
coeducational. About half of the others merged with brother
institutions, including many Catholic colleges. The remainder
simply closed their doors.


The movement toward coeducation continued apace over
the next two decades. Meanwhile, men’s colleges became all
but extinct. Today, only three remain: historically black More-
house College in Atlanta with about 3,000 students; Hampden-
Sydney College in Hampden-Sydney, Va. (1,000 students); and
Wabash College in Crawfordsville, Ind. (860 students).


In public education, two Supreme Court decisions sharply
limit the states’ freedom to establish or maintain single-sex
institutions. The two rulings — requiring admission of men
to the Mississippi University for Women in 1982 and of
women to all-male Virginia Military Institute in 1996 — both
require states to show an “exceedingly persuasive justifica-
tion” for treating men and women differently in public high-
er education. 2


Today, only three public women’s colleges remain. One of
those — Douglass College of Rutgers University in New Jer-
sey — is part of a coeducational university. The other two —
Mississippi University for Women and Texas Woman’s Univer-
sity — both admit men, but state in promotional materials that
their mission is to further women’s education.


Despite the declining number of women’s colleges, enroll-
ment is increasing. Over the past decade, the number of stu-
dents has nearly doubled — from about 50,000 in 1990 to
98,000 today. Mount Holyoke has maintained its enrollment at
around 2,000, but applications have increased by about 44 per-
cent since the mid-’90s, according to Vandenberg.


Women’s Colleges Refuse to Fade Away
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groups and on Capitol Hill. In 1995,
the AAUW voiced “guarded enthusi-
asm” for single-sex classes on a short-
term basis to compensate for past dis-
crimination against girls. 25


A 1997 AAUW symposium on sin-
gle-sex education included speakers on
both sides. Riordan of Providence Col-
lege presented his research concluding
that single-sex schools “work for boys
and girls,” in particular for girls and
minority boys or girls. But in her re-
view of research in the field, Valerie
Lee, a professor of education at the
University of Michigan, concluded that
separating students by gender was “mis-
guided.” In publishing the proceedings,
the AAUW adopted a largely critical


tone, concluding that there was “no
evidence that single-sex education in
general ‘works’ or ‘is better’ than co-
education.” 26


Meanwhile in Washington, lawmak-
ers were pushing proposals in Con-
gress to encourage local school sys-
tems to experiment with single-sex
programs. The Senate approved money
for demonstration grants in 1994 as part
of an omnibus education bill, but the
provision was dropped from the final
version. Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, R-
Texas, introduced a bill in 1995 to give
school districts a waiver from Title IX
for single-gender programs for disad-
vantaged pupils, but it died in com-
mittee. Through the rest of the decade,


other proposals similarly failed to ad-
vance.


With a new Congress and a new ad-
ministration, single-sex advocates picked
up a visible and influential ally: former
first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton, New
York’s newly elected junior senator. Clin-
ton — a graduate of Wellesley College,
one of the nation’s most prestigious
women’s schools — teamed with
Hutchison last year to insert funding for
single-sex schools and classes into Pres-
ident Bush’s education-reform bill as it
moved through the Senate. “There should
not be any obstacle to providing single-
sex choice within the public school sys-
tem,” Clinton, a Democrat, said during
Senate debate on June 7.


Women’s col-
lege advocates
make parallel ar-
guments to those
being advanced for
all-girl schools at
the elementary and
secondary levels:
the need to give
women a better
opportunity to de-
velop self-esteem
and confidence
and to present
more women as
role models in the
curriculum and at
the institution itself.


“ I t ’ s  m u c h ,
much easier for men to be validated as learners in most edu-
cational settings,” Sebrechts says. “For women, when they are
in a women-centered setting, it is often the first time that they’ve
been feeling that kind of validation.”


“The environment is different,” Vandenberg says. “We have
almost 50 percent women faculty. Students’ peers are other
smart women.”


For its part, the American Association of University Women
— the major organization opposing expanded single-sex edu-
cation at the K-12 level — does not oppose private women’s
colleges. “Women’s colleges came up at a time when there was
no other way,” says Nancy Zirkin, the association’s director of


public policy. “It’s
a completely dif-
ferent set of cir-
cumstances.”


Despite a high
retention rate of
around 80 percent,
Vandenberg con-
cedes that some
w o m e n  l e a v e
Mount Holyoke to
go to coeducation-
al schools. The
women who stay
can find plenty of
men at the other
members of a five-
college consortium
— Amherst, Hamp-


shire, Smith and the University of Massachusetts-Amherst — lo-
cated within a nine-mile radius.


Overall, students and alumnae continue to favor maintain-
ing Holyoke as a women’s college, Vandenberg says. “I don’t
see it changing in the near future,” she concludes.


1 For background, see Irene Harwarth, Mindi Maline and Elizabeth DeBra,
“Women’s Colleges in the United States: History, Issues, and Challenges,”
U.S. Dept. of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement
(www.ed.gov/offices/OERI/PLLI/webreprt.html), June 1997; and Barbara M.
Solomon, In the Company of Educated Women: A History of Women and
Higher Education in America (1985).
2 The cases are Mississippi University for Women v. Hogan, 458 U.S. 718
(1982), and United States v. Virginia, 518 U.S. 515 (1996).


Women’s Colleges Decline, Enrollments Rise


Although the number of U.S. women’s colleges has been declining 
for 40 years, enrollments nearly doubled over the past decade.


Source: Women’s College Coalition
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The amendment passed by voice
vote and stayed in the final bill. As en-
acted, the law authorized up to $450
million for a variety of demonstration
projects, including single-gender schools
or classes, but Congress ended up ap-
propriating only $385 million. The law
— which Bush signed on Jan. 8 — di-
rected the secretary of Education to
issue guidelines and criteria for grants
within 120 days of enactment.


CURRENT
SITUATION


Starting New Schools


L ynn Spampinato helped introducesingle-sex classes five years ago
at Maria Mitchell Elementary School in
inner-city Denver. She credits the de-
cision with an academic turnaround
that slashed by 50 percent the num-
ber of students at the school scoring
in the lowest quarter on a nationwide
achievement test.


Now, back in her native Pennsyl-
vania, Spampinato hopes to introduce
what she calls “gender-separate” edu-
cation to help turn around a high-
poverty, all-black middle school in
Philadelphia. As regional director for
a private company named to manage
three failing schools in the troubled
Philadelphia system, Spampinato plans
literally to cut FitzSimons Middle School
in half and divide the 660 students
into separate “leadership academies”
— one for boys and one for girls.


“We hope to take the social pressure
off the kids and really raise the stan-
dards,” she says. “We believe that in a
gender-separate environment, we can
do a lot in building self-esteem, devel-
oping character and creating a very safe,
homey place for children to excel.”


FitzSimons is one of at least four
public schools across the country like-
ly to open with single-sex classrooms
for the first time when the new aca-
demic year starts later this summer.
Others include Brighter Choice Char-
ter School in Albany, N.Y.; William A.
Lawson International Peace and Pros-
perity Preparatory Academy for Boys
in Houston; and Southern Middle
School in Louisville, Ky.


Other education activists are busi-
ly putting together plans for single-sex
schools to open later. A conference of
boys’ schools late last month heard
organizers making pitches for two new
all-boy schools for minority neighbor-
hoods in Brooklyn and Lower Man-
hattan.


Spampinato, who served as an ad-
ministrator in the Philadelphia school
system for two years before assuming
her current position with Victory Schools,
Inc., took her idea to the city’s newly
created School Reform Commission. The
commission supplanted the former
Board of Education after the state took
over the city’s public schools in De-
cember 2001. “They were very sup-
portive if we had community support,”
Spampinato says.


So far, Spampinato says she has
found “more support than dissent” from
parents. “One of the things that par-
ents are most concerned about is safe-
ty,” she says. “They seem to like it
[from] that perspective.”


The Philadelphia Inquirer, howev-
er, found divided reaction among teach-
ers and students. 27 Reporter Susan
Snyder described teachers as “on the
fence,” with some questioning
whether the plan would make any dif-
ference in academic performance. Stu-
dents’ opinions were said to be di-
vided along gender lines: “Girls liked
the idea, but boys didn’t.”


Spampinato acknowledges that the
changed attitude in Washington has
helped her push the idea. “The secre-
tary of Education is offering support,”
she says. “There will be new funding.”


A graduate herself of a Catholic girls’
high school in Pittsburgh, Spampinato
believes single-sex education should be
available for low-income youngsters in
the same way that it has been avail-
able in private or parochial schools for
families who could afford it.


Organizers of the other new single-
sex schools voice similar sentiments.
“This is an option that is widely avail-
able for private schools, says Tom Car-
roll, chairman of Brighter Choice, sched-
uled to open with 90 kindergartners and
first-graders divided by gender. “Wher-
ever these schools are set up, people
are fighting to get into them.” 28


In Louisville, Southern Middle
School will separate the students for
most classes, though boys and girls
will be together for some activities —
such as band and choir — and at
lunch. Principal Anita Jones says the
plan will reduce distractions for stu-
dents. “They’ll focus on education in-
stead of on the opposite sex,” she
says. “This isn’t a panacea . . . but
we had to do something.” 29


Houston’s new boys’ academy —
already being designated as WALIPP
Prep — is expected to open in a pre-
dominantly black neighborhood. The
school is aimed at giving black stu-
dents strong male role models and
mentors. “What I want to do is de-
velop strong men, and I think that can
be done by bringing strong men around
these boys,” says Audrey Lawson,
whose husband is pastor of a local
Baptist church. 30


Revising Federal Rules?


A dvocates of single-sex educationare urging the Department of
Education to impose few require-
ments for public school systems want-
ing to institute single-sex schools or
classes. Opponents are urging the de-
partment to leave Title IX regulations


Continued on p. 586
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At Issue:
Should federal regulations make it easier for school districts to
establish single-sex schools or classes?


yes
CORNELIUS RIORDAN
PROFESSOR OF SOCIOLOGY
PROVIDENCE COLLEGE


WRITTEN FOR THE CQ RESEARCHER, JULY 2002


since evaluation is a concurrent part of funding for allschool reform efforts, a wealth of data exists on mostreform programs. Scientific investigation of education
programs has become the benchmark, as it should, for judg-
ing the promise of any reform. In fact, the reauthorization of
the Elementary and Secondary School Act of 2001 has raised
the level of research to a higher level, calling for more studies
using rigorous, scientifically-based, objective procedures to ob-
tain valid knowledge.


Yet, research on single-sex schooling has never been con-
ducted in a scientific manner in the public sector. Until now,
the politicalization of the issue by opposition groups has
closed down the scientific process on single-sex schools.


Despite the posturing by opponents and proponents, no one
knows the full extent to which single-sex schools are more ef-
fective than coeducational schools, and for what types of stu-
dents, and at what grade levels and for how long. There is
simply not enough research on the issue to make such a deter-
mination, especially in the public sector. The relaxing of Title
IX guidelines by the Department of Education will provide the
necessary first step towards increasing the number of single-sex
schools and classes so the research can be conducted.


What do we know from the high-quality empirical studies
that have been done, primarily in the private sector? Single-
sex schools help to improve student achievement. They work
for girls and boys, whites and non-whites, but this effect is
limited to students of low socioeconomic status and/or stu-
dents who are disadvantaged historically.


The major factor that conditions the strength of single-sex
effects is social class, and since class and race are inextricably
linked, the effects are also conditioned by race, and some-
times by gender. Impoverished, desperate and powerless chil-
dren in lower-tiered schools stand to gain the most from sin-
gle-sex schools. There is no evidence in the United States
showing that they would do better in coeducational schools.


Single-sex schools are no longer limited to providing an al-
ternative educational avenue for some girls; today some boys
also need this type of school organization in order to learn
effectively.


Moreover, single-sex schools can help to bring about
greater race and social-class equity that have now become the
final frontiers in establishing true equality of educational op-
portunity for everyone.


DAVID SADKER
PROFESSOR OF EDUCATION,
AMERICAN UNIVERSITY


WRITTEN FOR THE CQ RESEARCHER, JULY 2002


the proposed loosening of the rules on creating single-sexpublic schools is problematic for several reasons, but I willfocus on three: the need for research, the potential misuse
of such schools and the nation’s history of gender-biased funding.


First, the effectiveness of single-sex schools is a big educa-
tional question mark. Some studies show that they are more
effective for girls than boys, others that only lower-class stu-
dents benefit and still others that such schools intensify gender
stereotypes and homophobia. Critics point out that many of
the academic successes of these schools may be due to small-
er classes, engaged parents and well-trained teachers, not to
the fact that they are single sex. No wonder there is confusion!


We need to craft a thoughtful, controlled and studied im-
plementation of single-sex schooling to untangle this conflict-
ing body of research. The administration’s proposed loosening
of the regulations sidesteps the many unanswered research
questions, creating schools rather than examining them. I pre-
dict that some will fail and some will succeed, and we will
miss many opportunities to learn why.


My second concern is some of these schools could do
harm. While the girls’ schools in Harlem and Chicago seem to
be successes, the college-prep model is not the only one out
there. Many supporters of single-sex schools describe the very
different schools that they would create, ranging from schools
built on each sex’s unique “brain structure” to schools teaching
that female submission is part of a “natural law.” Their idea of
a good girls’ school is one focusing on child rearing and de-
emphasizing careers in science, while boys would learn how
to read by using war poetry. In the failed California experi-
ment, single-sex schools were seen as a means to discipline
boys. Without clear protections from unfair treatment, sex-role
stereotypes may be intensified, and individual needs ignored.


My final point is a history lesson, reminding us why Title
IX restricted single-sex schools in the first place. Three
decades ago, Philadelphia, Boston and most major cities were
proud of their single-sex schools. While the cities argued that
the girls’ and boys’ schools were “comparable,” the courts
found the girls’ schools underfunded and clearly inferior.


Without safeguards requiring “equitable” schools, we may
once again create two sets of schools, separate and unequal.
This gender gap in educational spending is a trend we should
reverse, not promote, and Title IX is a law we should
strengthen, not weaken.
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completely unchanged. Alternatively,
they say school systems should be re-
quired to justify any single-sex
schools or classes and to be subject
to prior approval and continuing
oversight from federal officials.


The opposing positions emerge in
comments filed before a July 8 dead-
line in response to a “notice of intent
to regulate” issued by the department’s
Office of Civil Rights (OCR) on May
8. The notice asked for comments on
a series of questions to be considered
in drafting rules designed “to provide
more flexibility for educators to es-
tablish single-sex classes and schools
at the elementary and
secondary level.”


The major partic-
ipants in the debate
appear to agree on
only one of the major
questions presented:
participation in sin-
gle-sex schools or
classes should be vol-
untary, not mandato-
ry, for students and
families. But they dis-
agree sharply on
other questions.


Supporters says
schools should not be
required to “explain
the benefits” of sin-
gle-sex classes before
instituting the prac-
tice. While saying that
the benefits are well established, Sax,
of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Single-Sex Public Edu-
cation, warns that a future adminis-
tration opposed to single-sex education
could use such a requirement to block
proposed programs.


Opponents, however, insist that ex-
isting law dictates that school districts
justify any use of single-sex classes.
“Both Title IX and the Constitution
properly place the burden of justify-
ing single-sex programs on the school


district choosing to establish such pro-
grams,” the National Women’s Law
Center says. The center says that school
districts should be required to seek
approval from OCR before imple-
mentation of any single-sex classes
and that OCR “must monitor the im-
plementation . . . to ensure continued
compliance with the law.”


Opponents are also calling for sev-
eral other conditions for establishing
single-sex schools or classes that sup-
porters warn could effectively prevent
school districts from adopting such pro-
grams. Most significantly, they say sin-
gle-sex schools or classes must be pro-
vided for both sexes rather than


relying on a coeducational school or
class to serve students who do not
have a single-sex program available to
them. And the opponents say that
schools or classes for both sexes must
be “equal,” not just “comparable” —
as the department’s notice suggested.


“Equality, not comparability, must
be the standard,” the NOW Legal De-
fense Fund says, “and only a single-
sex option could meet that standard.”


Supporters, however, say school dis-
tricts should be allowed to establish


programs for students of one gender
but not the other. “The needs of each
sex are often different,” Providence
College’s Riordan writes. “Thus, the
emphasis of a school for boys should
not be required to be comparable to
the emphasis of a school for girls.”


“Where a school district offers a
single-sex school for girls, it should
suffice to prove that it offers equal
opportunities to boys in a coed school,”
says Salomone of the St. John’s Uni-
versity School of Law. Pointing to the
Supreme Court’s decision in the VMI
cases, she says the ruling does not re-
quire programs to be “exactly identi-
cal” for both sexes. A stricter standard,


she says, “could hobble”
single-sex initiatives.


The opposing sides
have a measure of agree-
ment on one minor ques-
tion in the notice: “Are
there any classes which
should not be permitted
to be single-sex?” Citing
past and continuing
gender discrimination in
vocational training, the
NOW Legal Defense
Fund says there should
be no “general green
light” for single-sex vo-
cational or technical
classes.


Sax says he is “sym-
pathetic” to the concern
that single-sex classes in
some subjects could “re-


inforce gender stereotypes.” For that
reason, he says, the rules might pro-
hibit girls-only cosmetology classes or
boys-only computer classes.


Groups opposing any change in the
rules include two powerful education
lobbies — the National Education As-
sociation and the National Congress of
PTAs — as well as the American Civil
Liberties Union. “Public schools have
the obligation to ensure that both fe-
males and males can obtain an edu-
cation in a coeducational setting free
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Mount Holyoke College in western Massachusetts is among a
dwindling number of U.S. women’s colleges. Twice in recent years 


it considered following the trend toward coeducation — 
but decided to remain exclusively for women.
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from sex discrimination,” the ACLU says.
Supporters counter that single-sex


programs will promote rather than re-
tard the goal of equal educational op-
portunity. “Impoverished, desperate and
powerless children in lower-tiered
schools stand to gain the most from
single-sex schools,” Riordan writes.


Another comment period will be
required once OCR officials draft a
proposed rule — making it unlikely
that a final rule will be adopted be-
fore fall, at the earliest.


OUTLOOK
A New Era?


S ingle-sex education seemed onthe verge of virtual extinction in
the United States a decade ago. Sep-
arate schools for boys and girls were
widely thought to be illegal in public
education and were becoming less
and less popular among private or
parochial schools as well as colleges
and universities.


The cumulative effect of guardedly
favorable research studies and recon-
sideration of boys’ and girls’ respective
learning styles and behavior, however,
has put single-sex education back on
the map. With the Bush administration’s
support for revising the legal rules on
single-sex education, advocates are pre-
dicting a sharp increase in the number
of single-sex schools or classes at the
elementary and secondary levels, while
critics and skeptics are softening their
previous opposition.


“I really think that we are on the
brink of a new era,” says Sax, of the
National Association for the Advance-
ment of Single-Sex Public Education.
“In the next few years, we’re going
to see a tremendous increase in the
number of single-sex schools.”


Sax notes not only the new schools
expected to open this year or next but
also the recent disclosure that Moten El-
ementary School in southeast Washing-
ton, D.C., had quietly instituted single-
sex classes without notifying the school
system’s central office. The move came
to light only when officials noticed a
sharp increase in students’ test scores and
asked for an explanation. 31 “I suspect
that there are other schools out there
that we don’t know about,” Sax says.


The AAUW’s Zirkin emphasizes that
even with the four new schools slat-
ed to open later this summer, the num-
ber of single-sex public schools re-
mains tiny. “I don’t call four a trend,”
she says. Along with other opponents
or critics, however, Zirkin now calls
for carefully constructed pilot projects
to study the effectiveness of single-sex
schools or classes — without any
changes in the Title IX regulations cov-
ering sex discrimination at federally fi-
nanced schools and colleges.


“The parameters have to be de-
signed in such a way as to not dis-
advantage girls or boys, so that there
isn’t sex stereotyping of girls going on
and so that there isn’t any bias from
the get-go,” Zirkin says. “Then evalu-
ate the pilot project and see where
you are.”


Academic skeptics are also muting
their criticisms. “As a choice for some
students, this is worth trying,” the Uni-
versity of Toronto’s Datnow says. Amer-
ican University’s Sadker agrees on the
need for more research but cautions
against exaggerating the potential ben-
efits of single-sex education or ignor-
ing the potential costs to other pub-
lic schools.


“It’s fine to have limited single-sex
schools that we can evaluate and
judge in an objective way, not a politi-
cized way, because we could learn
from that,” Sadker says. “I am against
saying this is a solution to the prob-
lem: Let’s pull off the most active girls
and parents from the public school
system and put them in a single-sex
schools.”


Long-time proponent Riordan of
Providence College cautions advocates
that even with support from the ad-
ministration and Congress, advances
in single-sex education will be slow
in coming. “It takes an awful lot of
effort to open a school even when
there’s no one against you,” Riordan
says. He says a realistic expectation
is for the number of single-sex
schools to double over the next three
to five years.


“What we may see is an increase
in coeducational schools of single-sex
classes,” says Wadsworth of the Inter-
national Boys’ School Coalition. “That
could be done with changes that are
less complex as long as it’s viewed as
legally viable.”


Meanwhile, at Harlem’s Young
Women’s Leadership School, Principal
Ponze says she is baffled by the de-
bate. “I don’t understand why this
should be a bone of contention,” she
says. “Why can’t there be this choice
for girls?”


Creating single-sex schools, Ponze
concludes, “should be as easy as the
demand in the community creates. If
that’s what the community wants,
then the community should have the
right to open single-sex schools or
classrooms.”


About the Author
Staff Writer Kenneth Jost graduated from Harvard Col-
lege and the Georgetown University Law Center, where
he is an adjunct professor. His recent Researcher reports
include “Grade Inflation,” “School Vouchers Showdown”
and “Affirmative Action.”








588 CQ Researcher


SINGLE-SEX EDUCATION


Notes
1 The school’s Web site is at www.tywls.org;
information about the loosely affiliated Young
Women’s Leadership Charter School of Chica-
go can be found at www.ywcls.org.
2 Quoted in Katherine Roth, “Ahead of New
Federal Guidelines, Education Secretary Vis-
its Single-Sex Public School,” The Associated
Press, May 30, 2002.
3 For background, see Sarah Glazer, “Boys’
Emotional Needs,” The CQ Researcher, June
18, 1999, pp. 521-544; and Charles S. Clark,
“Education and Gender,” The CQ Researcher,
June 3, 1994, pp. 481-504.
4 American Association of University Women
Educational Foundation, How Schools Short-
change Girls (1992).
5 Christina Hoff Sommers, The War Against
Boys: How Misguided Feminism Is Harming
Our Young Men (2000).
6 See Patricia B. Campbell and Ellen Wahl,
“What’s Sex Got to Do With It? Simplistic Ques-
tions, Complex Answers,” in Separated by Sex:
A Critical Look at Single-Sex Education for Girls
(1998), American Association of University
Women Educational Foundation, p. 64.
7 Kenneth J. Rowe, “Gender Differences in
Students’ Experiences and Outcomes of School-
ing? Exploring ‘Real’ Effects from Recent and
Emerging Evidence-Based Research in Teacher
and School Effectiveness,” Oct. 31, 2000
(www.acer.edu.au). The April 17, 2000, press
release, “Boys and Girls Perform Better at
School in Single-Sex Environments,” can also
be found on the Web site.
8 Cornelius Riordan, Girls and Boys in School:
Together or Separate? (1990), pp. 110-113.
9 Amanda Datnow, Lea Hubbard and Elisa-
beth Woody, “Is Single Gender Schooling Vi-
able in the Public Sector? Lessons From Cal-
ifornia’s Pilot Program,” May 2001,
http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/depts/tps/adat-
now/research.html#single. For a shortened
version, see Amanda Datnow and Lea Hub-
bard, “Are Single-Sex Schools Sustainable in
the Public Sector?” in Datnow and Hubbard
(eds.), Gender in Policy and Practice: Per-
spectives on Single-Sex and Coeducational
Schooling (forthcoming, July/August 2002).
10 Garrett v. Board of Education of School
District of Detroit, 775 F.Supp 1004 (E.D.
Mich. 1991). For coverage, see Mark Walsh,
“Detroit Admits Female Students,” Education
Week, Sept. 4, 1991.


11 The case is Newberg v. School District of
Philadelphia, 478 A.2d 1352 (Pa. Super. Ct.
1984).
12 The case is United States v. Virginia, 518
U.S. 515 (1996). See Kenneth Jost, The Supreme
Court Yearbook, 1995-1996 (1996), pp. 38-
42.
13 David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot, Learn-
ing Together: A History of Coeducation in
American Schools (1990), p. 11. Further back-
ground drawn from their account.
14 William T. Harris, “St. Louis School Report
for 1870,” summarized in Tyack and Hansot,
op. cit., pp. 101-103.
15 For background, see Jane Tanner, “Women
in Sports,” The CQ Researcher, May 11, 2001,
pp. 401-424.
16 See U.S. Dept. of Education, “Guidelines
on Current Title IX Requirements Related to
Single-Sex Classes and Schools,” Federal Reg-
ister, May 3, 2002, www.ed.gov/offices/OCR/t9-
guidelines-ss.html.
17 Ibid.
18 Project on Equal Education Rights, NOW
Legal Defense and Education Fund, “Stalled
at the Start: Government Action on Sex Bias
in the Schools” (1977), pp. 33-39, cited in
Tyack and Hansot, op. cit., p. 256.
19 Ibid., p. 264.
20 The case is Vorcheimer v. School District
of Philadelphia, 532 F.2d 880 (3d. Cir. 1976),
affirmed by an equally divided court, 430
U.S. 703 (1977).


21 The case is Grove City College v. Bell, 465
U.S. 555 (1984).
22 The cases are Mississippi University for
Women v. Hogan, 458 U.S. 718 (1982) and
United States v. Virginia, 518 U.S. 515 (1996).
23 See U.S. General Accounting Office, Pub-
lic Education: Issues Involving Single-Gender
Schools and Programs, May 1996, pp. 7-11.
24 Some background drawn from ibid.
25 American Association of University Women
Educational Foundation, “Growing Smart:
What’s Working for Girls in Schools,” 1995,
pp. 2, 10-11.
26 American Association of University Women
Educational Foundation, “Separated by Sex:
A Critical Look at Single-Sex Education for
Girls,” 1998, pp. 2-3. Riordan’s paper appears
at pp. 53-62, Lee’s at pp. 41-52.
27 See Susan Snyder, “A School Trial Will
Separate the Sexes,” The Philadelphia In-
quirer, June 17, 2002, p. A1.
28 Quoted in Rick Karlin, “School Champi-
ons Single-Sex Classes,” (Albany) Times Union,
May 9, 2002, p. A1.
29 Quoted in Chris Kenning, “Southern Mid-
dle Will Separate Boys, Girls,” The (Louisville)
Courier-Journal, June 18, 2002.
30 Quoted in Melanie Markley, “Helping Boys
Make the Grade,” Houston Chronicle, May 2,
2002, p. A1.
31 See Justin Blum, “Scores Soar at D.C.
School With Same-Sex Classes,” The Wash-
ington Post, June 27, 2002, p. A1.


FOR MORE INFORMATION
American Association of University Women, 1111 16th St. NW, Washington,
DC 20036; (202) 728-7700; http://www.aauw.org.


American Civil Liberties Union, 125 Broad St., New York, NY 10004; (212)
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Misguided Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men, Simon
& Schuster, 2000.
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