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Executive Summary

This report represents the initial findings from the ACLU’s multi-state “Teach Kids, Not 
Stereotypes” campaign. This initiative was launched in May 2012 to assess the growing trend 
in public education of separating boys and girls based on discredited science and gender 
stereotypes, such as the idea that boys are better than girls in math because boys’ brains 
receive several daily “surges” of testosterone, whereas girls can perform well on tests only a 
few days per month when they experience “increased estrogen during the menstrual cycle.”1 
Although our analysis of documents is ongoing with many more programs to be evaluated, our 
findings thus far demonstrate that many public school districts misapprehend the Department 
of Education’s 2006 regulations under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 relating 
to single-sex classes and have instituted programs based on sex-stereotyped instruction. 
As such, the 2006 regulations must be rescinded, the prior regulations must be reinstated, 
the Department must issue guidance explaining that programs based on stereotypes are 
impermissible, and the Department’s enforcement efforts must be increased.

The “Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes” initiative seeks to gather information on the scope and 
characteristics of single-sex education programs, especially those in coeducational public 
schools across the country. To this end, ACLU affiliate offices around the country sent public 
records requests to states, school districts, and individual schools seeking documents related 
to the implementation of single-sex education programs in 15 states—Alabama, Florida, Idaho, 
Illinois, Indiana, Massachusetts, Maine, Missouri, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. Our goals in releasing this information are to 
inform the public, educators, and school administrators at the state and local levels regarding 
the scope and character of single-sex education programs, and to inform policy decisions of the 
U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights in its interpretation and enforcement of 
Title IX. 

Our early findings demonstrate that single-sex education programs within coeducational 
schools are widely out of compliance with the stringent legal requirements governing separation 
of students on the basis of sex, mandated by the United States Constitution, Title IX of the 
Education Amendments of 1972, and the Department of Education’s (ED) Title IX regulations. 

Key findings from our investigation over the past 12 months include the following:

•	 Virtually	all	of	the	programs	in	the	21	districts	profiled	below	were	premised	on	the	
theory that “hardwired” physiological and developmental differences between boys and 
girls necessitated the use of different teaching methods in sex-separated classrooms;

•	 There	is	strong	evidence	from	the	documents	produced	and	from	news	reports	that	
teachers in the single-sex classes incorporated into their teaching stereotyped attitudes 
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about boys’ and girls’ purportedly different interests, talents, and capacities. 
 For instance,

o Committee meeting notes of a community working group for single-sex programs 
in secondary schools in Pennsylvania documented a desire among the participants 
to ensure that students would experience “male-hood and female-hood defined 
space” exhibiting characteristics of “warrior, protector, and provider” for boys and 
giving girls “space/time to explore things that young women like [including] writing, 
applying and doing make-up & hair, art.”

o A Virginia school stated that “[b]oys prefer reading material that is non-fiction, or 
if fiction, adventure oriented. In math, boys can get interested in ‘pure’ math and 
geometry, without linking it to the real world applications. The female brain does not 
prefer such action. … girls prefer reading fiction material that does not necessarily 
contain much action. In math, girls generally prefer a real world application that 
shows them why it is meaningful. They are generally not interested in ‘pure’ math for 
its own sake.”

o A school newsletter from Maine describes different routines for the sixth-grade 
girls’ and boys’ classes: “[Y]oung ladies have . . . a daily cup of cocoa as they read 
the Portland Press Herald and discuss local, national and global events,” while the 
boys’ class contained “an exercise area within the class and all the young men have 
the opportunity to exercise . . .[and] signed up with the NFL Experience,” a program 
sponsored by the National Football League aimed at encouraging daily 

       physical activity.

o A Wisconsin school district collected materials that trained teachers to ask boys 
about literature, “What would you DO if…” while asking girls, “How might/would you 
FEEL if…?”; motivating boys with “hierarchy!!! Competition!!!” while motivating girls 
by getting them to “care”; and recognizing that boys like “[b]eing ‘On Top’ … Being a 
Winner!!” while girls like “[b]eing ‘Accepted’, liked, loved!!!”

•	 A	significant	number	of	the	schools	articulated	no	justification	whatsoever	for	their	
programs, other than a belief that gender-differentiated teaching is its own good;

•	 Data	and	research	relied	on	in	support	of	the	programs	for	the	most	part	consisted	of	
material that fell far short of accepted standards for valid educational research;

•	 Several	programs	were	out	of	compliance	with	the	requirements	that	participation	
in sex-separated programming be voluntary and that there be a substantially equal 
coeducational alternative available;

•	 Several	programs	that	had	been	in	place	for	at	least	two	years	appear	to	have	failed	to	
conduct any evaluation whatsoever of their efficacy, and none of the programs profiled 
complied with the requirement that the evaluation include an assessment of whether the 
program was based on sex stereotypes.
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In light of these serious legal problems, we sent cease-and-desist letters to several school 
districts asking that they take steps to terminate programs operating in violation of the law. 
Some of that correspondence is available at our Web site, http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/
teach-kids-not-stereotypes. In other states, we continue to receive and review records.

The widespread legal violations uncovered by our investigation underscore the need for greater 
public accountability and oversight by state authorities, and for more enforcement efforts at 
the federal level. Specifically, the Department of Education should act swiftly to rescind the 
2006 regulations that have led to a widespread misunderstanding of the requirements for 
implementation of single-sex education in public schools, to reinstate the prior regulations, and 
to provide immediate and much-needed guidance making clear that programs based on sex-
stereotyped instruction violate Title IX and the Constitution.

http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/teach-kids-not-stereotypes
http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/teach-kids-not-stereotypes
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Introduction

In recent years, largely based on widely debunked theories positing that boys and girls learn 
differently, numerous public school districts have introduced single-sex education programs, 
often seeking “quick-fix” solutions to the array of problems facing many public schools. 
This	trend	sharply	accelerated	in	October	2006,	when,	over	the	objections	of	a	wide	range	of	
stakeholders and advocacy organizations, the U.S. Department of Education announced new 
regulations under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 that were supposed to clarify 
the standards pursuant to which public schools could implement single-sex schools and 
classrooms.2 The regulations have led to broad implementation of single-sex classrooms in 
neighborhood public schools, in a manner contrary to both the Constitution and Title IX and even 
contrary to the regulations themselves. Estimates suggest that today at least 500 public schools 
in the United States have implemented single-sex instruction.3

There is no question that our country is facing an educational crisis. Too many of our schools 
are failing our students, especially poor students of color, and new strategies are desperately 
needed. But coeducation is not the problem, and single-sex education premised on stereotyping 
is not the solution. Separating the boys from the girls is not going to turn a struggling education 
system around.4 

This report describes the characteristics of the “sex-stereotyped instruction” approach, and 
explains the fundamental legal flaws with this approach. It then seeks to expose the extent 
to which sex-stereotyped instruction has formed the basis of many of the single-sex public 
education programs operating across the country.

The widespread legal violations that our investigation has uncovered underscore the need for 
greater public accountability and oversight by local school districts and state authorities, and 
for more enforcement efforts at the federal level. Specifically, the Department of Education 
should act swiftly to rescind the 2006 regulations, which confused rather than clarified the 
requirements for implementation of single-sex education in public schools, and reinstate 
the prior regulations.5 At a minimum, the Department must provide immediate and much-
needed guidance on the scope of schools’ legal obligations for compliance with Title IX and 
the Constitution, making clear that single-sex programs based on sex-stereotyped instruction 
violate the law. Additionally, the Department must increase its enforcement of these regulations, 
because our findings demonstrate that programs based on sex-stereotyped instruction are now 
widespread.

The “Sex-Stereotyped Instruction” Approach:
Many public single-sex education programs, like their chief proponents, rely for their 
justification	on	faulty	theories	about	supposed	“hard-wired”6 differences between boys’ and 
girls’ brains and development. These sources espouse the view that boys and girls learn and 
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develop so differently that they should be educated using radically different teaching techniques. 
As	a	recent	article	in	the	prestigious	journal	Science noted,“[a]lthough scientists have debunked 
many such claims as ‘pseudoscience,’ this message has yet to reach many educators who are 
implementing such recommendations in single-sex classes within coeducational schools.”7

For example, Leonard Sax, the founder of the National Association for Single-Sex Public 
Education (NASSPE), has argued that because of physiological differences in how boys and 
girls hear sounds, teachers in boys’ classrooms should “speak loudly and in short, direct 
sentences with clear instructions: ‘Put down your papers. Open your books. Let’s get to work! 
Mr. Jefferson, that includes you,’ ” while in the girls’ classrooms, they should “speak much more 
softly, using more first names with more terms of endearment and fewer direct commands: 
‘Lisa, sweetie, it’s time to open your book. Emily, darling, would you please sit down for me and 
join	this	exercise?’	”8 He recommends that because of differences in the ways boys and girls 
process emotion, teachers can ask girls to role-play characters from any kind of literature 
as a fruitful method of analysis, while boys should only be assigned books with “strong male 
characters who take dramatic action to change their world” and should avoid “weak, disabled 
male characters [who] are helpless to change their miserable destiny.”9 He also argues that 
because of sex differences in learning in stressful situations, “[m]any young boys are energized 
by confrontation and by time-constrained tasks,” while “removing the time constraints and 
having the girls kick off their shoes . . . [is] a good way to keep stress from impairing girls’ test 
performance.”10

Michael Gurian, cofounder of the Gurian Institute, has claimed that boys are better than girls in 
math because their bodies receive daily surges of testosterone, while girls have similar skills 
only “a few days per month” when they experience “increased estrogen during the menstrual 
cycle”; that boys are abstract thinkers and so are naturally good at things like philosophy and 
engineering,	while	girls	are	concrete	thinkers	and	should	be	given	objects	that	they	can	touch	to	
learn about math and science; and that boys should be given Nerf baseball bats with which to hit 
things so they can release tensions during class.11

Another proponent, David Chadwell, suggests teachers have boys predict their grades before 
they	turn	in	tests	and	projects,	provide	justifications	for	their	predictions,	and	reflect	on	any	
differences when the grade is announced, while his instruction for girls is that they be provided 
with colored pens, pencils, markers, and paper, to be used while taking notes and doing 
projects,	although	teachers	must	be	careful	not	to	allow	girls	to	spend	more	time	on	decorating	
than quality content.12

These are merely re-packaged sex stereotypes. There is no evidence that brain differences 
translate into a need for different instructional approaches for boys and girls.13 A recent review 
of the literature by a multidisciplinary team of academics and experts concluded single-sex 
education	programs	are	“often	justified	by	weak,	cherry-picked,	or	misconstrued	scientific	
claims rather than by valid scientific evidence.”14 In fact, the behavioral, psychological, and 
cognitive differences among the individual members of any group of girls or any group of boys 
are much greater, and more relevant from an instructional standpoint, than the differences 



Preliminary Findings of ACLU “Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes” Campaign    |    8

between boys and girls as groups.15 There are plenty of girls who can’t sit still and prefer sports 
to doing each other’s hair; there are plenty of quiet, artistic boys. Under the sex-stereotyped 
instructional agenda, these students are forced into a classroom designed around a stereotype 
that they do not fit.

What is more, no valid evidence establishes a causal connection between single-sex education 
in public primary and secondary schools and better educational outcomes.16 Studies purporting 
to establish such a link have been widely criticized as methodologically flawed on numerous 
grounds—for example, because they fail to compare the children in a given study sample with a 
comparable coeducational cohort, or to control for factors such as socioeconomic status, class 
size, resources, parental involvement, sample bias, the prior achievement levels of students, 
or other similar factors.17 In fact, those literature surveys and studies that have taken such 
variables into account in assessing public primary and secondary education have concluded 
that “[t]here is no well-designed research showing that single-sex education improves 
students’ academic performance, but there is evidence that sex segregation increases gender 
stereotyping and legitimizes institutional sexism.18 While there is no doubt that there are some 
successful examples of single-sex schools, there is also no evidence that it is the single-sex 
structure of these schools that has made them successful.19

What the Law Requires:
The Equal Protection Clause of the U.S. Constitution prohibits separation of students based on 
sex	in	public	education	unless	the	government	has	an	“exceedingly	persuasive	justification”	
for the separation, and only permits it where it is “substantially related to the achievement” 
of important educational needs,20 rather than based on “overbroad generalizations about the 
different talents, capacities, or preferences of males and females.”21 Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972, which applies to both public and private educational institutions that 
receive federal funds, requires that students should have equal access to educational programs, 
regardless of their sex.22 

Although the Department of Education amended its regulations implementing Title IX in 2006 to 
allow schools to offer single-sex programs under certain limited circumstances, the regulations 
still “make clear that single-sex classes are the exception rather than the rule and place the 
burden on recipients wishing to establish such classes to show that they have met the criteria 
specified in the regulations.”23 The regulations tolerate single-sex classes only where 

Each single-sex class or extracurricular activity is based on the recipient’s important 
objective	[established	at	the	program’s	inception]

(A) To improve educational achievement of its students, through a recipient’s 
overall established policy to provide diverse educational opportunities [of which 
single-sex education cannot be the sole example], provided that the single-sex 
nature of the class or extracurricular activity is substantially related to achieving 
that	objective;	or
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(B) To meet the particular, identified educational needs of its students, provided 
that the single-sex nature of the class or extracurricular activity is substantially 
related	to	achieving	that	objective. 24

Whichever	of	these	objectives	is	selected,	the	program	must	be	implemented	evenhandedly,	
enrollment in single-sex classes must be “completely voluntary,” and the program must offer a 
substantially equal coeducational alternative.25 Single-sex classes may not “rely on overly broad 
generalizations about the different talents, capacities, or preferences of either sex.”26

Methodology: 
In response to widespread reports of single-sex education programs that had adopted the 
sex-stereotyped instruction theory, we sought to identify and gather public information from 
single-sex education programs in states across the country and to analyze their compliance with 
the applicable legal requirements.

We analyzed these single-sex educational programs based primarily on documents produced 
by the school districts themselves.27 We sent requests for documents describing and explaining 
single-sex public educational programs28 to schools and school districts in 15 states (Alabama, 
Florida, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Massachusetts, Maine, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin) under each state’s freedom 
of information laws. These self-reported documents were supplemented where possible by 
publicly available information about the programs, such as news articles and material available 
on school or school board/district websites.29

This report is preliminary. Our review continues as we identify new programs, and as additional 
records are submitted to us.30

Major Findings: 
Our early findings demonstrate that, in addition to violating Title IX itself, single-sex education 
programs within coeducational schools are widely out of compliance with the stringent legal 
requirements governing separation of students on the basis of sex under both the Constitution 
and	ED’s	regulations	implementing	Title	IX.	Schools	and	districts	generally	failed	to	justify	these	
programs adequately at their inception, and specifically, failed to show that single-sex classes 
are substantially related to improving academic outcomes as part of an established policy of 
offering diverse educational options, or substantially related to meeting the particular, identified 
needs of students. 31 In addition, several schools or districts failed to make enrollment in the 
classes “completely voluntary” or to offer a substantially equal coeducational alternative. 32 

Above all, there is strong evidence from the documents produced and from news reports that 
teachers in the single-sex classes incorporated stereotyped attitudes about boys’ and girls’ 
purportedly different interests, talents, and capacities into their teaching. 
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Inadequate Justification: The schools and districts profiled below by and large failed to meet 
legal	requirements	to	justify	their	programs	under	either	the	Constitution	or	the	federal	ED	
regulations.	By	far	the	most	frequently	recurring	“justification”	for	these	programs	rested	
on	gender	stereotypes.	(Running	a	distant	second	was	the	justification	that	boys	and	girls	in	
coeducational settings “distract” each other.) 

Where schools and districts produced information about their reasons for implementing single-
sex classes and the research on which their programs were based, the work of Leonard Sax 
and NASSPE occurred over and over again. In materials attempting to convince parents, fellow 
educators, and/or school boards of the benefits of single-sex classes, numerous school districts 
nationwide33 reproduced in full the following points developed by Sax34:

•	 The Brain Develops Differently
 GIRLS—the language areas of the brain develop before the areas used for spatial 

relations and for geometry.
 BOYS—it is the other way around.
 Teaching that ignores this difference will produce boys who can’t write and girls 

who think they’re “dumb at math.”35

•	 The Brain is Wired Differently
 GIRLS—emotion is processed in the same area of the brain that possesses 

language. So, it’s easier for most girls to talk about their emotions.
 BOYS—The brain regions involved in talking are separate from the regions 

involved in feeling. The hardest question for a boy to answer is, “Tell me how you 
feel.”36

•	 Girls Hear Better
 The typical teenage girl has a sense of hearing seven times more acute than a 

teenage boy
 That’s why daughters complain that their fathers are shouting at them. That’s 

why the boy in the back of the classroom whose soft-spoken teacher calls on him 
responds by saying, “Huh?”37

•	 Girls and Boys Respond Differently to Stress
 GIRLS—Stress impairs learning
 BOYS—Stress enhances learning. This is true in every mammal that 

scientists have studied. 38

Other	schools	simply	failed	to	offer	any	justification	at	all	for	implementing	single-sex	programs,	
or	offered	justifications	that	were	insufficient	to	meet	the	requirements	of	the	ED	regulations.	
Virtually none of the districts described below attempted to claim that they offered many diverse 
educational	experiences	to	their	students,	of	which	single-sex	programs	were	just	one.	Virtually	
none of the districts described below attempted to claim that they the implemented single-sex 
programs to meet particular, identified needs of students.39 Rather, despite the requirement 
under	the	regulations	that	“each”	single-sex	class	must	be	justified	individually,40 most schools 
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included in this report offered or aspired to offer single-sex classes in every grade and in every 
academic	subject	taught	at	the	school,	regardless	of	the	emotional	and	intellectual	range	
between	the	oldest	and	youngest	students	or	the	different	intellectual	demands	of	the	subjects	
taught. 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching in the Classroom: While little documentary information 
was available conclusively demonstrating what techniques were actually employed in the 
classrooms, the information received strongly suggests that gender-differentiated teaching 
was a central component of the single-sex programs profiled below. This was apparent from 
the materials presented on teacher trainings that were conducted either in preparation for the 
programs’ implementation or in the course of their operation. In particular, numerous schools 
sent their teachers and administrators to NASSPE conferences for training. 

Several of the programs described below followed Sax’s recommendations for establishing 
distinct physical environments and classroom configurations for boys’ and girls’ classrooms, 
complying with his suggestion that boys and girls succeed best when classrooms are kept 
at different temperatures, painted different colors, and lit differently. For example, at Foley 
Intermediate School in Baldwin County, Alabama, “[t]he walls of the boys’ classroom are painted 
blue, the light bulbs emit a cool white light and the thermostat is set to 69 degrees. In the 
girls’ room, by contrast, the walls are yellow, the light bulbs emit a warm yellow light and the 
temperature is kept six degrees warmer.”41

Some schools followed Sax’s advice that girls should be seated in circles or facing one-another, 
so as to promote eye contact and cooperation, while boys should be seated side-by-side, to avoid 
eye contact, which purportedly promotes confrontation in boys.42 They also followed Gurian’s 
recommendation that boys be permitted to move around the classroom and work with stress 
balls, rather than be anchored at their desks, in part by furnishing the boys’ rooms with bean-
bag chairs, bouncy balls, and the like.43

Finally, there is strong evidence from the documents and from news reports that teachers in 
the single-sex classes incorporated stereotyped attitudes about boys’ and girls’ purportedly 
different interests, talents, and capacities into their teaching. For instance,

•	 Committee	meeting	notes	of	a	community	working	group	for	single-sex	programs	in	
secondary schools in Pennsylvania documented a desire among the participants to 
ensure that students would experience “male-hood and female-hood defined space” 
exhibiting characteristics of “warrior, protector, and provider” for boys and giving girls 
“space/time to explore things that young women like [including] writing, applying and 
doing make-up & hair, art.” 44

•	 A	Virginia	middle	school,	while	polling	its	teachers	on	whether	they	preferred	to	teach	
boys or girls, stated that “[b]oys prefer reading material that is non-fiction, or if fiction, 
adventure oriented. In math, boys can get interested in ‘pure’ math and geometry, 
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without linking it to the real world applications. The female brain does not prefer such 
action. … girls prefer reading fiction material that does not necessarily contain much 
action. In math, girls generally prefer a real world application that shows them why it is 
meaningful. They are generally not interested in ‘pure’ math for its own sake.”45

•	 A	school	newsletter	from	Maine	describes	different	routines	for	the	sixth-grade	girls’	
and boys’ classes: “[Y]oung ladies have . . . a daily cup of cocoa as they read the Portland 
Press Herald and discuss local, national and global events,” while the boys’ class 
contained “an exercise area within the class and all the young men have the opportunity 
to exercise . . .[and] signed up with the NFL Experience,” a program sponsored by the 
National Football League aimed at encouraging daily physical activity.46

•	 A	Wisconsin	school	district	collected	materials	that	trained	teachers	to	ask	boys	about	
literature, “What would you DO if…” while asking girls, “How might/would you FEEL 
if…?”; motivating boys with “hierarchy!!! Competition!!!” while motivating girls by getting 
them to “care”; and recognizing that boys like “[b]eing ‘On Top’ … Being a Winner!!” while 
girls like “[b]eing ‘Accepted’, liked, loved!!!”47

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: Many programs failed to make their single-sex 
programs voluntary. Several of the districts detailed below simply engaged in wholesale, 
involuntary segregation of their students by sex, with no coeducational alternative offered 
at all. Several more violated the voluntariness requirement by making single-sex education 
their default assumption, forcing students and parents to request affirmatively to be removed 
from such programs. Even where a coeducational program was technically offered, there 
were questions as to whether such programs were substantially equal given that it sometimes 
appeared that special education students or limited English proficiency students had been 
excluded from the single-sex classes. And even where single-sex programs were voluntary 
and parents and students had to actively opt in, the information provided to parents about 
these programs frequently promoted the sex-stereotyped instruction theory with such zeal 
and conviction that any parent accustomed to relying on the expertise of his or her children’s 
educators would have found these classes difficult to resist. 

Flawed Evaluations: For the most part, the programs profiled appear to have failed to conduct 
any evaluation whatsoever of the efficacy of their single-sex programs. Although in a few 
cases genuine attempts were made to assess program efficacy, and it was sometimes difficult 
to determine from the documents produced what methodology was employed, our analysis 
suggests that the methods used generally contained significant flaws, including, among other 
things, reliance on self-reporting of success rates and satisfaction, failure to compare results 
with coeducational cohorts, and use of surveys with leading questions. Significantly, none of the 
programs profiled complied with the requirement that the evaluation include an assessment of 
whether the program was based on sex stereotypes.
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Conclusion: Tempting though it may be to believe that the inexpensive and cosmetic procedures 
touted by these programs will solve the problems of our schools, in the end they are simply a 
distraction from the real and difficult work of improving education. Moreover, sex-stereotyped 
instruction conveys the message to students that there are particular ways “normal” boys or 
girls ought to think or behave.48 This message is inherently detrimental to any student who does 
not conform to gender stereotypes, and is also detrimental to those who do conform because 
they are deprived of an opportunity to explore other ways to think or act.

The widespread legal violations uncovered by our investigation underscore the need for greater 
public accountability and oversight by state authorities, and for more enforcement efforts at 
the federal level. Specifically, the Department of Education should act swiftly to rescind the 
2006 regulations that have led to a widespread misunderstanding of the requirements for 
implementation of single-sex education in public schools, to reinstate the prior regulations, and 
to provide immediate and much-needed guidance making clear that programs based on sex-
stereotyped instruction violate Title IX and the Constitution.

Instead of spending resources, time, and effort to separate students in our public schools on the 
basis of their sex, we need to focus on evidence-based interventions. Research has shown that 
effective schools, especially for low-income students of color, consistently share strong, positive 
relationships between teachers and students; high expectations for students; a personalized 
learning environment with mentors, counseling, and other supports; high teacher quality; high 
parental involvement; and strong but not necessarily authoritarian leaders.49 We should focus 
on what we know works, rather than depriving our children of the opportunity to learn with and 
from a diverse group of students.

Following are detailed summaries of the legal problems we identified in specific single-sex 
programs in 11 states. All supporting documentation is on file with the ACLU unless otherwise 
noted, and copies are available upon request.
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Findings from Individual States/School Districts

ALABAMA*

Baldwin County: Foley Intermediate School

Program Description: Foley Intermediate School has had both single-sex and coeducational 
fourth- and fifth-grade classrooms since 2004; Baldwin County has provided documentation 
about these programs up to 2009.

Justification: According to documentation provided by the county, the single-sex classrooms 
were intended to respond to a concern about boys as a group, particularly minority boys, having 
lower test scores than girls. However, rather than being based on the individualized needs of 
students, the Foley Intermediate School single-sex programs are based on gross, uniformly 
applied gender stereotypes. The proposal for the program, which cited heavily to articles 
written by or quoting Gurian and Sax, argued that single-sex education was necessary because 
“brain research” shows that boys are more impulsive and competitive, and therefore are at 
a disadvantage in school. “ ‘Men and boys are naturally assertive. If they cannot find socially 
acceptable ways in which to direct that assertiveness, they will channel it into anti-social outlets. 
Schools need to deal with this reality, rather than closing their eyes and hoping masculinity will 
go away.’ ”50 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: The faculty for the program received training from Leonard 
Sax.51 As described above, paint colors, room temperatures, and lighting types conform to 
Sax’s instructions.52 A newspaper article chronicling a day at Foley describes the boys’ class 

*  For information about Lawrence County, Alabama, which agreed to end single-sex classes in public schools after being notified 
by the American Civil Liberties Union and the ACLU of Alabama that its single-sex programs were illegal and discriminatory 
in 2009, see Press Release, ACLU, Alabama School District Agrees To End Illegal Sex Segregation (Jul. 6, 2009), available at 
http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/alabama-school-district-agrees-end-illegal-sex-segregation-1.  The Mobile County, 
Alabama School System also agreed to cease its single-sex programs in public schools after being notified by the American 
Civil Liberties Union that its programs were illegal and discriminatory in 2009; see Press Release, ACLU, Alabama School 
District Agrees to End Illegal Sex Segregation (Mar. 25, 2009), available at http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/alabama-school-
district-agrees-end-illegal-sex-segregation and Press Release, ACLU, ACLU Warns Alabama School District That Its Mandatory 
Sex Segregation Program is Illegal and Discriminatory (Nov. 12, 2008), available at http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/
aclu-warns-alabama-school-district-its-mandatory-sex-segregation-program-illegal-and-d.
         Additionally, Chilton County, Alabama, Dothan City, Alabama, and St. Clair County, Alabama also ceased public single-sex 
educational programs after the ACLU and the ACLU of Alabama asked eight Alabama school districts to make public under the 
Alabama Open Records Act any and all documents relating to single-sex policies in public schools from the past two years. Letter 
from John Hollis Jackson, Jr., Jackson & Jackson, LLP, to Allison Neal, ACLU of Alabama (Feb. 16, 2009) (Chilton County); Letter 
from Jere C. Segrest, Hardwick, Hause, Segrest & Walding, to Allison Neal, ACLU of Alabama (Jan. 6, 2009) (Dothan City); Letter 
from William J. Trussell, Trussell & Funderberg, P.C., to Allison Neal, ACLU of Alabama (May 5, 2009) (St. Clair County); see Press 
Release, ACLU, ACLU Asks Alabama School Districts to Disclose Documents on Sex Segregated Programs (Dec. 15, 2008), available 
at http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/aclu-asks-alabama-school-districts-disclose-documents-sex-segregated-programs.
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discussing the book Hatchet, and “how annoying it is, when you’re out hunting, to be swarmed 
by yellow flies,” while the girls’ class did a science experiment about density with oil and water 
and observed that “when you’re doing the dishes after your mother makes fried chicken, the oil 
always settles on top of the water in the sink.”53 

Flawed Evaluations: Although the school claims that evaluations demonstrate that the program 
has been an academic and disciplinary success, these claims are difficult to evaluate. The 
school principal noted that the parents who signed their children up for single-sex classes 
were already the most involved parents and that their children were the most highly motivated 
students.54 The school also admits that during the first year, the few Latino/a students in the 
single-sex classes spoke some English, raising the question of whether students with no 
English skills, if any, were placed in other classes. The school also observed that the opt-in 
requirement instituted at the end of the previous school year effectively prevented the single-
sex classes from containing any students who had moved to Baldwin County over the summer, 
including those moving from foreign countries.55 Finally, the school also admits that the single-
sex program has involved the highest-performing teachers as well.56 Therefore, it is by no 
means clear that it was the single-sex nature of the program, rather than other factors, that 
contributed to any improvements achieved.

Other Issues: Sex stereotypes appear to have been applied not only to the students, but also 
to the teachers. In the proposal for its single-sex program, Foley claimed that “[t]he Foley 
Intermediate Faculty has observed that by requiring the same learning styles of boys and girls, 
the boys sometimes have difficulty in a female teacher’s classroom. We have also recognized 
that male teachers use different teaching methods and allow more movement than female 
teachers.”57 During the school’s first year, only male teachers taught male classes and female 
teachers taught female classes58	on	the	grounds	that	the	point	of	the	project	was	to	“provide	
opportunities for at-risk minority boys to benefit from having a male teacher.”59 (The school was 
not able to sustain this practice in later years due to lack of personnel.60) In a presentation made 
by the school’s principal to NASSPE in 2008, she noted that “[t]he Foley Intermediate School 
faculty’s favorite result of the single gender study is that we are not sexually harassing each 
other	in	faculty	meetings	when	we	point	out	male	behavior	and	female	behavior.	We	are	just	
identifying scientific differences between men and women and using each other as examples.”61 

Birmingham: Huffman Middle School 

Program Description: Huffman Middle School has operated single-sex classes since at least 
2010. All students enrolled in Huffman are separated by sex for all academic classes and 
integrated for gym and related arts classes. Even during lunch, boys and girls are required to sit 
by homeroom, resulting in sex-separated seating.62

Justification: Documents produced in response to our open records request contained no trace 
of any pre-implementation evaluation of school- or district-specific student performance or 
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need, nor any data or argumentation suggesting that the educational needs of Huffman Middle 
School students necessitated the separation of students by sex.63 No evidence was produced 
suggesting that the District had an established policy to improve educational achievement by 
offering a diversity of educational options. It therefore appears that the decision to institute 
these	programs	was	taken	by	the	school	without	any	articulated	mission,	goal,	or	justification,	
and with no deliberation, public participation, or oversight by the district. 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: What few records exist regarding sex-separated programs in 
the Birmingham City Schools strongly suggest that those programs were informed by archaic 
and legally impermissible gender stereotypes, and that those stereotypes permeated the school 
environment. Specifically, the district has relied on the work of Michael Gurian.64 Guidelines for 
classroom instruction included the admonition that boys, but not girls, should be inculcated with 
“heroic” ideals and behavior. 

Voluntariness: All of the core academic classes provided at Huffman are single-sex, and no 
coed alternative is available. The district provided no forms informing parents of the existence of 
single-sex programs at Huffman and providing them an opportunity to opt in or opt out on behalf 
of their children. Rather, a child who does not wish to participate in the single-sex program 
would likely have to leave the school entirely, and transfer to another school65—if they were even 
aware that such an option was available.

Flawed Evaluations: A review of four single-sex programs (including Huffman) in Birmingham 
conducted by its testing department concluded that in reading and mathematics, “[t]here is 
no definitive proof that the percentage of students scoring proficient is significantly impacted 
by students being taught in same gender classroom settings,”66, yet the program continues. 
No evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted to ensure that the 
program did not perpetuate sex stereotypes

Tallapoosa County: Councill Middle School

Program Description: The Tallapoosa Board of Education operated mandatory single-sex 
academic classes for all students throughout the entire middle school from 2009 to the end of 
the 2011-2012 school year.67 The program was terminated in November 2011 following a cease-
and-desist letter from the ACLU of Alabama. 

Justification: Not a single page of documentation dating from before, during, or after the 
program demonstrated that any analysis whatsoever, much less any individualized assessment 
of	educational	need,	was	performed	to	justify	this	program.	No	evidence	was	produced	
demonstrating the County had an established policy to improve educational achievement 
by offering a diversity of educational options. When contacted by phone, the school district 
explained that the program had been implemented because of a generalized concern with 
disciplinary problems and a belief that “hormones” were to blame for them.68 
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Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: No coeducational alternative was available to 
students.69 

Flawed Evaluations: No evaluation of the program’s efficacy was provided except regarding 
disciplinary referrals, nor was any evaluation provided demonstrating that the program had 
attempted to ensure that it did not perpetuate sex stereotypes.
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FLORIDA

Hernando County: Westside Elementary School

Program Description: Since the 2007-08 school year, Westside Elementary School in Hernando 
County has offered one single-sex class each for girls and boys and between four and six 
coeducational classes in each grade, from kindergarten through fifth grade.70 Parents are told 
to indicate whether they are “strongly in favor” of their children participating in the single-sex 
classes or that they prefer that their children be placed in a coeducational class.71 Students in 
the single-sex classes mingle with other students for recess, lunch, and activities.72 

Justification: No documents were produced demonstrating that the school district analyzed 
student performance at the group or individual level or reviewed any literature on single-sex 
education before the single-sex program in this school was instituted. Rather, the school simply 
told the school board that “[i]t is our belief that some students will benefit academically and 
have a greater chance for success when grouped in this manner.”73

No evidence was produced suggesting that the district had an established policy to improve 
educational achievement by offering a diversity of educational options. 

Documents created after the program began state that the goal of the program is “[t]o create 
an educational environment conducive to gender learning styles that will result in increased 
student achievement and strong social skills,” and indeed the program is premised on the 
concept that “scientific research indicating that the brains of girls and boys work differently and 
therefore, gender classes differentiate instruction in the core curriculum areas according to how 
the brain learns.”74 The school claims that “[r]ecent research indicates that girls and boys see 
the world differently—not only figuratively but literally. Some examples are: Retinas—girls and 
boys see different images when looking at the same image; Hearing—girls have more sensitive 
hearing than boys.”75 Leonard Sax is quoted liberally throughout the program’s foundational 
documents, and all teachers are required to be trained in NASSPE gender-specific teaching 
techniques.76 

Flawed Evaluations: Westside Elementary did attempt to assess the academic success of 
its program at several points, but never reviewed the program for whether it relied on overly 
broad generalizations about the different talents, capacities, or preferences of boys and girls. 
Indeed, one of the “strengths” it listed in a self-evaluation was its “[i]nstructional delivery of 
curriculum customized to fit specific gender.”77 The school attempted to take student, parent, 
and teacher satisfaction surveys, which were marred by leading questions in favor of the single-
sex program.78 The school also attempted to compare the progress of students who had been in 
the single-gender program for three years with students who had not, while admitting that the 
comparison was not useful because of districting changes (nor was any information provided 
about special education or limited English students, parent educational involvement, or teacher 
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qualifications).79 Although data were limited, the single-sex classes did not demonstrate 
superior academic achievement over the coeducational classes. 

Lee County: Orangewood Elementary School

Program Description: Orangewood Elementary School has run a single-sex classroom for fifth-
grade boys since the 2006-07 school year.80 

Justification: In	its	first	year,	this	program	was	targeted	at	boys	and	the	justification	for	the	
program was described as “better meet[ing] the needs of our adolescent boys who needed 
to develop leadership skills and maturity while focusing on academic excellence.”81 A Unique 
Program Abstract presented to the Lee County District School Board claimed that “[r]esearch 
shows that students in this age bracket perform at a higher level when the opposite gender 
is removed. This lowers peer pressure and self esteem is boosted. Academic achievement 
follows.”82 The “research” cited for this statement included an article published by NASSPE83 
and a Newsweek article that extensively quoted Michael Gurian about boys’ supposed needs 
for bright lights and loudness in the classroom.84 Other research produced dating from prior to 
the initiation of this program included articles about benefits of single-sex education for girls, 
which was not relevant to the boys’ class that was implemented,85 and an article describing a 
“landmark California study” showing that teachers in single-sex schools “tend to unintentionally 
reinforce traditional stereotypes about gender.”86

Although the boys’ class handbook and a news article about the class provided by the school 
assert that students for the boys’ class were “invited . . . based on social, academic, and 
behavioral criteria,”87 the school states that participation in the program was strictly voluntary 
and	that	all	boys	in	the	upcoming	class	were	invited	to	join	during	the	first	year.88 It is unclear 
whether the school actually invited particular students to participate in the program before 
allowing other interested students into the class. The school provided no documentation at all 
as to what criteria it applied in making any such invitations, or whether there were any girls that 
met the same social, academic, or behavioral criteria.

Coeducational Alternative: Correspondence from the school’s principal to the ACLU states that 
the boys’ class is “substantially equal” to the fifth-grade coeducational classes in “curriculum, 
textbooks, technology and teacher certification.”89 However, the boys’ class is listed as having 
only twelve students,90 which is low for an elementary school classroom, and no information was 
provided as to the sizes of the coeducational classrooms.

An all-girls’ class was instituted for the 2007-08 school year, but it was reported that the girls 
were not happy being separated from the boys, and that interest since then has been insufficient 
to operate a girls’ class even though the option is reported to have been offered every year.91 No 
forms or correspondence were provided in support of this claim.
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Flawed Evaluations: Although the school claimed that its all-boys’ classes had shown academic 
and disciplinary improvements,92 it did not provide either raw data or any reports or analysis to 
support this claim. No evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted to 
ensure that the program did not perpetuate sex stereotypes.

Seminole County: Seminole High School

Program Description: Since the 2009-2010 school year, Seminole High School assigns all 
incoming ninth graders who are below grade proficiency on the Florida Comprehensive 
Assessment Test to single-sex English I classes.93

Justification: The school’s stated concern is that these students were at risk of failing to 
complete a high school diploma, and that placing these students into single-sex classes would 
“reduce distractions and increase student focus on improving their reading and writing skills, 
thereby increasing the chances for successful completion of high school.”94 The school produced 
no research supporting these statements. However, the school did indicate that it relied on 
several generalized articles about single-sex education, including irrelevant situations like 
single-sex science education or private single-sex Catholic schooling, as well as an article that 
stated that “[a]n explosion of research related to gender is exploring the possibility of gender 
differences in learning styles between male and female students.”95 In particular, while the 
school produced documents showing test scores for students who presumably “qualified” for 
the program, there was no showing that the reading skills of the students in question would 
benefit from single-sex classes as opposed to other types of teaching interventions.96

Voluntariness: It appears that participation in the single-sex classes was by assignment, 
and was thus completely involuntary. Although the school provided a matrix of test scores to 
demonstrate how students were selected for the program, the school confirmed that it had no 
documentation whatsoever that apprised parents or students of single-sex classes, of their 
opportunity to opt into or out of such programs, or of any alternatives to such programs.97

Flawed Evaluations: It appears that the school only collects disciplinary data for the single-sex 
classes; no evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted to ensure that 
the program did not perpetuate sex stereotypes.98
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IDAHO

City of Middleton: Middleton Heights Elementary School 

Program Description: The Middleton Heights Elementary School began separating students by 
sex for all academic classes in 2005; however, the grade levels with single-sex and co-ed class 
options have varied each year, depending on enrollment and teachers’ willingness to teach 
single-sex classes. 

Justification: Middleton Elementary has reported to its School Board that its program is 
based on the “premise that boys and girls learn differently, [and the] [p]urpose [is] to educate 
according to those differences.”99 However, school officials have also asserted that the program 
was initiated in 2005 in response to concerns about reading proficiency gaps between boys and 
girls. Principal Gilbert gave a presentation at the 2009 NASSPE conference entitled “Just Don’t 
Say S-E-X: How to implement single-sex classrooms in a conservative rural district,” explaining 
that she had leveraged the reading gap to begin steering the school toward single-sex classes 
for both boys and girls.100 

No evidence was produced, however, suggesting that students who were performing poorly were 
targeted for intervention or that any personalized assessment of individual educational needs 
of students was performed prior to the program’s implementation; moreover, the purported 
reading	proficiency	gap	would	not	justify	the	separation	of	students	for	all	academic	subjects.	

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: The documentation provided also demonstrates that 
stereotypes were incorporated into the curriculum and instruction in the single-sex classrooms. 
Principal Gilbert informed the ACLU that seven teachers and administrators have attended 
NASSPE conferences, three have made presentations at those conferences,101 and that “some 
staff” have read and relied on several works by Gurian, Sax, and Chadwell, as well as other 
proponents of single-sex education.102 In a letter to parents in April 2006, Principal Gilbert 
explained that the “school has purchased a greater amount of reading material targeted at 
the interests of boys. When working in small groups or one-on-one we try to sit beside boys, 
shoulder to shoulder rather than making direct eye contact as preferred by girls. Boys tend to 
need a greater amount of personal space, so in some classrooms the desks have been moved 
apart to allow that space.”103 According to media reports on Middleton Heights, some of the 
differences between classes include letting boys exercise before a test; asking girls how a 
character feels and asking boys what the character might do; and planning the boys’ day to 
include exercise throughout the day, sitting on bouncy balls, and playing with stress balls, while 
the girls were provided with a “quiet environment.”104 A Power Point presented to the School 
Board corroborated these differences and listed additional ones:

•	 Teacher	voice	tone	on	speaker	system
•	 Language	usage	during	instruction
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•	 Different	types	of	management	and	discipline
•	 Boys	make	more	noise,	but	get	headphones	to	concentrate
•	 Boys	like	to	move	and	get	pillows	and	squishy	balls
•	 Boys’	classrooms	are	loud;	they	interrupt	and	blurt	out	in	class105

A survey of teachers indicated that 64.6% vary their curriculum based on gender.106 

Documentation provided by the school included a presentation by NASSPE Advisory Board 
Member Abigail Norfleet James on “Teaching the Female Brain: Especially Math and 
Science.”107 It included advice such as “Science has a practical aspect—girls who are interested 
in fashion may want to learn drafting and the chemistry of fabrics.”108

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: Although the school reports that participation in its 
single-sex programs is voluntary, polling of parents in 2012 by the school demonstrated that 
many parents were unaware of this fact. Of the parents who responded to an online survey 
(no information was provided as to how many of the parents of students at the school actually 
participated in this survey), 31.9% of parents did not feel “informed of the single-sex program 
prior to making my decision to place my child in a SS or mixed classroom,” and 48.6% of parents 
felt they did not have a choice about the type of classroom into which their child was placed.109 
Whatever efforts were made by Middleton Elementary School to inform parents of their rights 
to opt into or out of the single-gender program, they were not made in writing. Principal Gilbert 
explicitly informed the ACLU of Idaho that “I do not have any documents that explain how 
children are assigned to classrooms. I do not have any opt-out/opt-in forms.”110 Parents who 
wanted to request specific teachers or to opt in or out of single-sex classes had to make the 
request in writing on their own initiative,111 and were presumably informed of this fact at school 
open houses.112 No letters to parents explaining their options were provided; in fact, a letter sent 
to parents at the inception of the program in 2006 mentions nothing about a parent’s ability to 
opt in or out,113 giving parents no information about what, if anything, they could do to influence 
their child’s placement in one class or another, and failing to inform parents that the single-sex 
programs were voluntary. 

Flawed Evaluations: No evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted 
to ensure that the program did not perpetuate sex stereotypes.
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MAINE

York County, Sanford School District: Willard Middle School 

Program Description: The Willard School operated a single-sex program in all academic 
classes in the sixth grade beginning in 2009-2010, which was expanded to the fifth grade in 
2010-2011 and ran through the end of the 2011-2012 school year. In June 2012, after receiving 
a cease-and-desist letter from the ACLU, the Sanford School District agreed to terminate the 
program starting in the 2012-2013 school year. 

Justification: This program was implemented because the principal at another school read an 
article or articles that led him to believe that single-sex education was a good idea because 
“boys’ and girls’ learning styles,” “social/emotional needs,” and “brain development” were 
“different.”114 No valid studies or educational data were produced showing any link between 
single-sex education and any improved academic or behavioral outcomes; the district produced 
only one 2009 research report from the National Association of Elementary School Principals, 
Single Sex Classrooms, in which the author concluded that the results of existing studies were 
“equivocal” and cautioned that schools should “have a clearly articulated rationale and specific 
program goals before implementation efforts begin”115—both of which were absent here. 

After the original principal presented his proposal to teachers and administrators, “it was 
decided” that it would be better to try the program at a middle school.116 There was no evidence 
that any analysis was conducted as to the specific educational needs of students at Willard. 
Rather, the school decided to implement a pilot in which sixth grade students who chose to 
participate	in	the	program	were	entirely	separated	for	all	academic	subjects.	No	evidence	was	
produced suggesting that the program at Willard was part of an established program aimed at 
improving academic achievement by offering a diversity of educational options.

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: Gender stereotypes were incorporated into the single-sex 
classrooms through use of differentiated teaching methods: a description of the program 
states that “[i]nstruction may best be differentiated and enhanced through the exploration 
and tailoring of how each gender learns.”117 A school newsletter describes different routines 
for the sixth-grade girls’ and boys’ classes: “young ladies have . . . a daily cup of cocoa as they 
read the Portland Press Herald and discuss local, national and global events,” while the boys’ 
class contained “an exercise area within the class and all the young men have the opportunity 
to exercise . . .[and] signed up with the NFL Experience,” a program sponsored by the National 
Football League aimed at encouraging daily physical activity.118

Coeducational Alternative: Finally, there was some evidence that students with special 
educational needs may have been excluded from eligibility in the single-sex classes, which 
raises questions about compliance with the ADA, as well as whether the coeducational 
alternatives available were indeed “substantially equal” to the single-sex classes.119



Preliminary Findings of ACLU “Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes” Campaign    |    24

Flawed Evaluations: Sanford officials did conduct some limited evaluation of the program 
comparing disciplinary incidents, absences, and target “growth goals” between students in 
the girl and boy classes and coeducational classes over several program years. However, the 
data provided was not complete and was difficult to interpret without context or explanation. In 
addition, surveys were performed of student and parent attitudes and self-reported progress; 
these suggest that the program was popular, but do not represent an accurate or meaningful 
measure of improvements in academic outcomes. No evaluation was conducted on whether the 
program relied on or perpetuated sex stereotypes.120
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MISSISSIPPI

Lamar County: Baxterville Attendance Center (K-8) 

Program Description: Baxterville, a K-8 school, operated single-sex classes in the entire 
sixth and eighth grades through the end of the 2011-2012 school year, when the program was 
dissolved following the receipt of an open records act request by the ACLU of Mississippi.121 

Justification: No	adequate	justification	for	the	program	was	articulated	beyond	an	assertion	
that the Principal had instituted it “based on research of the academic effectiveness of single 
gender classes.”122 The district admitted that there was no written policy regarding the program, 
or regarding single-sex education generally, and that “it was not debated or discussed at 
the school board meeting since this was a local school decision.”123 Thus, it appears that 
the decision to institute these programs was made without any articulated mission, goal, or 
justification,	and	with	no	deliberation,	public	participation,	or	oversight	by	the	School	District.

The District produced no assessments of the individualized educational needs of students within 
the school or the county. The supporting research produced included only three articles showing 
equivocal results,124 along with numerous sources from the NASSPE website, and a PowerPoint 
presentation on a single-gender program at an elementary school in Yukon, Canada, containing 
numerous unsupported generalizations about the different brains, learning and development 
of boys and girls, and their implications for the classroom.125 No evidence was produced 
suggesting that the program at Willard was part of an established program aimed at improving 
academic achievement by offering a diversity of educational options.

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: There was no documentation produced indicating 
that parents were given the option to opt in or out of the single-sex classes, or that there was 
any coeducational alternative available. 

Flawed Evaluations: No evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted.
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MISSOURI

Adrian R-III School District: Adrian Middle and High Schools 

Program Description: During the 2011-2012 school year, students in the sixth through eighth 
grades and some high school students were initially assigned to single-sex classrooms for core 
academic classes, without parental permission or the opportunity to opt-in or out. The program 
was terminated after the ACLU of Kansas and Western Missouri sent a letter of concern. 

Justification: Records do not clearly indicate any substantial governmental interest that 
the District aimed to serve—in fact, there is no indication at all that the School Board even 
considered or discussed this program prior to its implementation. The sources that were relied 
on by the school administration in implementing this program were replete with sex stereotypes 
about the purported learning and developmental differences between boys and girls, including 
extended quotations from the NASSPE website and the bullet points quoted above from the 
website of Sax’s book Boys Adrift.126 No primary educational research was produced establishing 
any connection between single-sex education and improved educational outcomes; research 
cited instead consisted of a single news article, several webpages published by advocacy 
organizations—principally, those of Leonard Sax and David Chadwell—and one power-point 
presentation apparently offered by a school principal at a Virginia middle school that offers 
single-sex classes for its core curriculum.127 

Voluntariness: Correspondence with parents suggests that the program was initially mandatory 
for all students, and that even after parents were alerted to their children’s assignments to the 
single-sex classes and given the opportunity to opt out, parents were pressured into electing the 
single-sex classes for their children.128 

Flawed Evaluations: No evidence was produced suggesting that any evaluation was conducted.
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NORTH CAROLINA

Wake County School District: Wake Young Men’s Leadership Academy and Wake 
Young Women’s Leadership Academy

Program Description: Documents produced by the School District of Wake County, North 
Carolina in response to an open records request reveal that in Fall 2012 Wake County will 
open two single-sex leadership academies, Wake Young Men’s Leadership Academy (WYMLA) 
and Wake Young Women’s Leadership Academy (WYWLA). In the 2012-2013 school year the 
academies will offer sixth, seventh, and ninth grades, but over the next five years the academies 
plan to phase in eighth and tenth through twelfth grades plus some college credit offerings.129 
Both Academies will operate as magnet schools that students will attend on an opt-in basis. 
Students submit applications, including various academic measures, a writing sample and 
references, and those who meet minimum qualifications for academic promise are selected by 
lottery from two pools (sorted by first generation and non-first generation students).130 

Although the WYMLA and WYWLA applications envision that the academies will constitute “[a]n 
early college partnership between William Peace University and the Wake County Public School 
System,”131 apparently that partnership has ended. The Young Women’s Academy will be housed 
in a public school building in the coming school year, and the Young Men’s Academy will meet in 
modular space until a permanent building is available in 2013-14.132

Justification: The academies’ high schools are part of North Carolina’s Cooperative Innovative 
High School Program.133 While the label of “Cooperative Innovative High School” applies only to 
ninth through twelfth grades plus some college credit offerings, the purposes of both the middle 
and high schools are the same: “The primary purpose of establishing our two single gender 
academies is to create a success-oriented environment where young people are inspired and 
supported in achieving their full potential.”134 

References in promotional materials for the academies, proposed professional development 
workshops for teaching staff, and research consulted in the formation of the academies suggest 
that	purported	brain	differences	between	boys	and	girls	are	also	a	primary	justification	for	the	
Wake Leadership Academies. For example, a promotional PowerPoint presentation for the 
leadership academies lists among the alleged benefits of single-gender programming: “Fewer 
distractions, Research based on learning, Highly qualified staff trained in single gender learning 
styles.”135 The presentation goes on to explain that girls and boys learn differently because of 
differences in adolescent brain development:

Boys’ Brains:
More White Matter—Spatial reasoning; Mathematical problem-solving; Transfer 
information throughout the brain; Need more room to work!; Need more 
opportunities to move around!
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Girls’ Brains:
More Gray Matter—Process Information Differently; Stronger verbal skills, 
Juggle many tasks; Size up social situations quickly; Coordinate complex 
relationships.136

In response to a request for research and data relied upon by the School District in support of 
the single-sex Academies, the school district produced an array of materials, including curricula 
for leadership programming,137 best-practices and anecdotal reports from girls’ schools and 
extra-curricular programs,138 and reports on women in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math).139 These consisted mainly of anecdotal accounts, inconclusive studies, and opinion 
and advocacy pieces. It cited, for example, high graduation rates at Urban Prep, a boys’ academy 
in Chicago, the Young Women’s Leadership Academy in New York, and two single-sex academies 
in Guilford County, North Carolina.140 Wake County did not compare student grades and other 
performance indicators at the cited schools with those at any comparable coeducational 
institutions, consider whether the information cited was relevant to public school education, 
or conduct any further investigation or analysis of these data to determine whether or how the 
single-sex programming at these schools contributed to reported academic improvements. 

Documents contained numerous claims about the supposed benefits of single-sex education; 
however, these were unsupported by any valid data or research, produced by pro-single-sex 
education advocacy groups such as NASSPE and the National Coalition of Girls Schools, and/or 
lacking in scholarly analysis.141

Included among these materials was a commentary piece from the Wisconsin Policy Research 
Institute, directly quoting Leonard Sax:

The brain research findings that have made us re-examine all the things that we took for 
granted about boys being better at math and girls being more verbal. There are profound 
differences with how boys and girls see, smell, hear, and learn. The reality is that both 
can learn very well, but only if you know how to teach them.142 

These materials also included numerous reports and articles, apparently ignored, emphasizing 
that research on single-sex education is inconclusive, that more research needs to be done to 
fully understand the benefits and harms of single-sex programs.143 It is clear that in at least 
some cases, those important qualifications were overlooked or misrepresented.144 In sum, 
the data presented by Wake County in favor of single-sex classes was at best unscientific, and 
no clear or convincing link between sex separation and improved academic achievement was 
articulated. 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: It is evident from the programming for the academies, the 
philosophy of the school’s leadership, and the research that contributed to the formation of the 
schools that gender-specific teaching styles will be used in the classrooms of the Wake Young 
Men’s and Young Women’s Leadership Academies. In a recent interview, principal of the Wake 
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Young Leaders’ Academy Teresa Pierrie provided the following “generalities” about the learning 
styles of boys and girls:

•	 Boys	need	more	movement	and	room	when	they	work.	They	want	to	get	to	their	work	and	
get	it	finished.	They	need	physically	engaging	tasks	in	all	disciplines,	not	just	physical	
education or CTE courses. They also need to be taught to process through their work 
rather than rush to the finish.

•	 Girls	require	time	to	verbalize	their	insights.	They	want	to	discuss	extensively	before,	
during, and after a class. They need to develop their powers of oral argument to make 
them purposeful, well-developed discussions. They also need to learn the power of 
individual rather than collaborative engagement.

She goes on to refer to “a great website that addresses these topics”—the website of NASSPE.145
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PENNSYLVANIA

Pittsburgh Public Schools: Westinghouse 6-12 

Program Description: In 2011, the Pittsburgh Public Schools implemented a single-sex program 
within the new Westinghouse 6-12 school (formerly Westinghouse High School) for all academic 
courses in all grades. The program was terminated at the end of 2011 after the ACLU of 
Pennsylvania threatened to file an administrative complaint with OCR.

Justification: Although the documents produced included some claims that single-sex 
education improves academic achievement, no support was offered for these claims. For 
example, no primary educational research studies linking single-sex education with improved 
academic outcomes were apparently provided to or relied upon by the School Board. The sole 
academic study produced was the 2005 literature survey by the U.S. Department of Education 
concluding that data in support of single-sex education were “equivocal.”146 Outside of that 
single study, the School Board appears to have relied on newspaper articles, the websites of 
other single-sex institutions, and materials from (mostly pro-single-sex education) advocacy 
groups. No individualized analysis of student need was conducted, nor was any attempt was 
made	to	justify	separation	in	a	particular	grade	level	or	subject	area.	Rather,	the	decision	was	
made	to	separate	students	based	on	sex	within	the	entire	school	for	all	academic	subjects	on	a	
wholesale basis.

The explicit, stated goal of the plan to separate Westinghouse students by sex was to cater 
to “the separate needs of young women and young men.”147	To	give	just	a	few	examples,	
the documents included claims that “research solidly indicates that boys and girls learn 
differently.”148 Draft documents stated that “adolescent girls’ brains exhibit high levels of 
communication	between	different	subject	matter,	cultures	and	time	periods,	while	young	men	
make meaning through movement.”149 Multiple references in these documents made clear 
that the program was intended to be structured in a gendered fashion (for example, by giving 
students “male-hood and female-hood defined space” including characteristics of “warrior, 
protector, and provider” for boys, and “space/time to explore things that young women like 
[including] writing, applying and doing make-up & hair, art”150), and to enable teachers to 
“appeal” to these supposedly different learning styles.151 

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: The program also failed to satisfy the requirement 
that enrollment in the single-sex program be “completely voluntary,” or that there be a 
substantially equal coeducational alternative available. Students were automatically assigned to 
the school based on their residence, and those who chose to opt out were required to transfer 
to another school in a different neighborhood which did not feature the same opportunities, 
including course offerings (particularly the availability of career and technical education classes) 
and a longer school day and year.
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VIRGINIA

Hanover County: Mechanicsville Elementary School 

Program Description: The Mechanicsville Elementary School proposed single-sex classes in 
2005 for the 2006-2007 school year.152 The school initially proposed one fourth-grade class of 
girls and one fourth-grade class of boys who would remain in their single-sex classrooms for all 
subjects.153 Under an “expanding pilot program,” single-sex classes expanded to the fifth grade 
in the second year of the program and are currently ongoing in both grades.154

Justification: The decision to initiate these programs, and the programs themselves, was based 
on theories about the supposedly different brains, and thus learning styles, of boys and girls. 
Mechanicsville’s proposal for the single-sex program cited Why Gender Matters, by Sax, for the 
proposition that “the male and female brains are genetically different which causes them to 
learn differently using different parts of the brain.”155 The school also relied heavily on other 
material premised on the need to teach boys and girls differently, including materials from 
NASSPE.156

The documents produced did not demonstrate that Mechanicsville conducted an analysis of 
individualized educational need other than the initial single-sex program proposal indicating 
that the third grade teachers “identified students who could benefit from this program.”157 
Furthermore, Mechanicsville’s proposal stated that the primary difference between the co-ed 
classes and the single-sex classes would be concentrated on how the instruction is delivered to 
the students.158

The school proposed incorporating differentiated teaching methods into the single-sex 
classrooms, although the school had no evidence tying theoretical differences in the brains of 
boys and girls to learning styles. Mechanicsville’s proposal stated, 

Boys respond to loud voices and can learn in a noisy environment where girls tend to be 
bothered by this. Boys take risks in the classroom more quickly than girls, reducing the 
girls’ percentage of time to actively participate. Boys prefer to have help offered shoulder 
to shoulder where girls prefer eye contact. Male students also perform better on 
assessments with a moderate amount of stress where stress impairs the performance of 
female students.159

In	a	PowerPoint	presentation	given	to	parents,	school	officials	explained	that	“males	enjoy	
reading	non-fiction	filled	with	interesting	facts,	while	females	enjoy	fictional	reading.”160

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: Documents produced containing teachers’ statements about 
the program state, “Our research and at that point first hand experience showed that the face-
to-face desk arrangement was not functional for the boys . … Life in the female classroom was 
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quite different. …the girls learned through role play and group discussions on the carpet.”161 
Teachers were trained in gender-differentiated teaching methods, reflective in the agendas 
provided by the district from the NASSPE conferences attended by staff.

Voluntariness: In the first year of the program, Mechanicsville assigned certain students to 
single-sex classes, allowing parents to opt their child out.162 Currently, Mechanicsville uses a 
form for enrolling in the program that includes both an opt-in and an opt-out choice, but it is 
unclear from the documents provided whether the form goes to every parent or continues to go 
only to parents of students who the school believes could benefit from the program.163 

Flawed Evaluations: The school did attempt to conduct evaluation of the effectiveness of its 
program and to take into account factors such as student proficiency levels going into the single-
sex classes. However, it was difficult to glean from the documents whether this evaluation was 
performed using valid methods or whether the results reflected an accurate assessment of the 
program’s effectiveness. The school did not provide any documents indicating that it performed 
the required evaluation of whether the program perpetuated sex stereotypes.

Prince William County: Woodbridge Middle School

Program Description: Woodbridge Middle School’s single-sex program began in the 2007-2008 
school year, and the school still currently operates its single-sex program at each grade level 
throughout	the	entire	school—sixth,	seventh,	and	eighth	grades—for	all	subjects.	

Justification: The program is premised on the sex-stereotyped instruction theory. At the same 
time, however, it appears that the shift to offering a single-sex program was also motivated 
in significant part by concerns about the changing demographics of the school’s population in 
the	wake	of	redistricting	“from	a	majority	white	school	serving	middle	to	upper	middle	class	
families, to a school with a very diverse student population with almost 40% of the students 
classified as economically disadvantaged.”164	This	“market	based”	justification	for	the	program	
does	not	fall	under	one	of	the	two	permissible	student-centered	justifications	for	the	creation	of	
single-sex programming.

No documents produced by Woodbridge indicate that the school conducted any analysis of 
individual student abilities or needs. Rather than investigate how an individual student learns 
best, Woodbridge used gender as a proxy for differences in learning styles. School officials 
designed the single-sex program based on books and articles by Sax and others espousing the 
sex-stereotyped instruction theory, including a PowerPoint presentation that reproduced the 
bullet points quoted above from the website for Sax’s book Boys Adrift.165 In November 2006, 
Sax was contracted to conduct trainings for school staff,166 and all staff received a copy of Why 
Gender Matters.167 Documents produced outlining the proposal of the program in its pilot year 
indicate that leadership staff “continues to study the Sax methodology. . . .”168 
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Additionally, materials produced in response to the specific request for documents considered 
or relied on in instituting the program contained materials by Bill McBride, titled “Girls Will 
be Girls and Boys will be Boys: Teaching to Gender Differences.” These materials assert that 
girls’ “stronger neural connectors create better listening skills, more detailed memory storage, 
and better discrimination among the tones of voice” and “with more cortical areas devoted to 
verbal functioning, girls are better at: sensory memory, sitting still, listening, tonality, mental 
cross talk, and the complexities of reading and writing…”169 These materials also assert that 
“spatial	mechanical	functioning	makes	boys	want	to	move	objects	through	the	air,	such	as	balls,	
airplanes,	their	little	sisters,	or	just	their	arms	and	legs”	and	“the	male	brain	is	designed	to	go	
in to rest states in which it renews, recharges and reorients itself. Girls do this without going to 
sleep.”170

Materials produced in response to the specific request for documents considered or relied on in 
instituting the program also contained a chart titled “Brain-based Genetic Differences in Girls 
and Boys,”171 asserting that “girls tend to use more of the advanced part of their brains, such as 
the cerebral cortex,” while “boys tend to use more of the primitive parts of their brains, e.g. the 
hippocampus and amygdala.”172 This chart also asserts that girls “are more verbal emotive,” 
while boys “are more spatial mechanical.”173 The chart explains that brain based genetic 
differences in girls and boys mean girls “can explain and describe their feelings,” while “boys 
find it difficult to talk about feelings.”174	These	claims	are	just	a	few	of	many	in	this	chart.

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: Teachers employed differential teaching methods in the boys’ 
and girls’ classrooms. In describing the single-sex program Principal Calhoun asserted, “The 
instructional advantages include brain-based teaching strategies tailored to each gender.”175 The 
school’s proposal to extend the same-sex classes through 2009-2011 stated: “The same gender 
teachers differentiate the delivery of their instruction and utilize a variety of gender specific 
learning strategies based on researched brain differences between the genders.” The proposal 
for the program extension as well as the proposal for the initial pilot year indicated that “ . . . 
effective teaching styles differ for boys and girls, due to the difference in brain structure and 
operation.”176 Additionally, the current Woodbridge website states that 

Research has shown that there are tremendous differences in how boys and girls learn. 
Teachers who are trained to teach the way boys and girls learn best can increase the rate 
of academic achievement. Our staff has been trained by one of the leading experts in the 
field, Dr. Leonard Sax, author of Why Gender Matters: What Parents and Teachers Need to 
Know about the Emerging Science of Sex Differences.177 

Strategies discussed in the proposal for Woodbridge’s program extension include instructing 
students to color code their notes only in all female classes; using purposeful movement, 
individual and group competitions, and addressing the students with surnames only in the all 
boys’ classroom; and designing different lessons based on topics that are considered engaging 
for each sex.178 A PowerPoint presentation provided by the school to parents indicates that 
Sax gave seventeen hours’ worth of teacher training going into year one of the program, and 
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that going into 2008, teachers received a presentation by David Chadwell on “Same Gender 
Instructional Strategies” and received “Same Gender Strategies Presentations” called 
“Teachers Teaching Teachers.”179 In 2006, Woodbridge’s principal attended the NASSPE regional 
conference, and in 2007 and 2008, the school’s “instructional team” attended the NASSPE 
international conference.180

Prior to the start of the 2009-2010 school year, NASSPE Advisory Board Member Abigail Norfleet 
James, author of Teaching the Male Brain and Teaching the Female Brain, made a presentation 
to the staff.181 Her presentation stated that boys “learn best iconically and kinesthetically” and 
girls “learn best verbally and auditorially.”182 The PowerPoint included strategies to teach girls 
math: “use verbal methods to introduce the topic… tie material to real-world examples… turn 
lined paper sideways…”183 Strategies to teach girls science included statements that “girls 
actually	like	biology	or	any	subject	which	is	involved	with	a	people-helping	profession”	and	“girls	
prefer a collaborative learning style.”184 Strategies for teaching reading to boys included “read to 
them,” instead of boys reading silently to themselves, and using “graphic novels, magazines and 
websites, books that are exciting, realistic, gory, scary, and plot driven.”185

In a presentation given to parents, Woodbridge officials indicated that “teachers may use color 
as an engagement for girls and avoid penalizing boys for not using a lot of color,” because 
“they see differently.” 186 The presentation described boys and girls as “alert differently,” 
indicating that “for boys, their nervous system seems to be more active when standing and the 
temperature is cool,” and “for girls, their nervous system can stay active longer while sitting and 
the temperature is warmer,” thus “teachers will provide structured movement opportunities for 
students to utilize their natural energy.”187 Additionally, “teachers may use rapid-fire questions 
with boys,” and “will take time to answer questions of the girls and explain directions upfront,” 
because “they deal with stress differently.”188

Further, the introductory text to a poll conducted by Woodbridge to ascertain teachers’ interest 
in teaching a single-sex class stated that “teaching styles differ for effectively teaching boys and 
girls, due to differences in brain structure and operation.” The poll went on to assert that: 

[A] teacher of boys is one who moves around often while teaching, and speaks rather 
loudly. …Boys prefer reading material that is non-fiction, or if fiction, adventure oriented. 
In math, boys can get interested in “pure” math and geometry, without linking it to the 
real world applications. The female brain does not prefer such action. A teacher of girls 
is still, speaks at a medium volume… girls prefer reading fiction material that does not 
necessarily contain much action. In math, girls generally prefer a real world application 
that shows them why it is meaningful. They are generally not interested in “pure” math 
for its own sake.189

Flawed Evaluations: A proposal to extend the single-sex program at Woodbridge submitted to 
the Superintendent in 2008 contains some data that appears to suggest that boys and girls in the 
single-gender classes were performing better than their peers in coeducational classrooms.190 
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However, the emphasis at its inception on the possible attractiveness to their “higher achieving 
students” of the single-gender program as “specialty school program” begs the question 
whether the student outcomes were a result of sex-separated teaching or merely reflective 
of the relative abilities of the students who chose to participate in the single-sex classroom 
experiment.191



Preliminary Findings of ACLU “Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes” Campaign    |    36

WEST VIRGINIA

Cabell County: Enslow and Barboursville Middle Schools 

Program Description: Barboursville Middle School operated a single-sex program in core 
classes as well as during lunch in the sixth grade during the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 school 
year, and Enslow Middle School operated a single-sex education program in core classes in 
the sixth grade during the 2009-2010 school year and in the sixth and seventh grades during 
the 2011-2012 school years. Following receipt of an open records request by the ACLU of West 
Virginia, the Enslow program was discontinued for the 2012-2013 school year. Although the 
Barboursville Middle School program was initially slated to continue, or even expand, in 2012-
2013, the School Board later voted to suspend it following receipt of a cease and desist letter 
from the ACLU. 

Justification: The documents produced in response to our request did not clearly indicate any 
governmental interest that the Cabell County School District aimed to serve in implementing the 
sex separation programs at either the Enslow or Barboursville Middle school. On the contrary, it 
appears that the decision to institute these programs was made without any articulated mission, 
goal,	or	justification,	and	with	little	deliberation,	public	participation,	or	oversight	by	the	School	
District. 

Documents suggested that the program at Enslow was initiated in 2009-2010 at the suggestion 
of the then-principal, Georgia Porter, modeled after a similar program in Kanawha County that 
the principal there had represented to her led to some “gains in test scores each year.”192 No 
documents were produced quantifying the extent of those purported gains in Kanawha County, 
and no further studies or educational data were produced showing any link between single-sex 
education and any improved academic or behavioral outcomes elsewhere. The program was 
temporarily suspended due to scheduling issues in 2010-2011, but was reinstituted for the 2011-
2012 school year in the sixth and seventh grades upon the staff’s request. No documents were 
produced suggesting that the County considered any data or studies in support of its decision, 
either	in	2009	or	in	2011,	or	that	it	put	forward	any	justification	for	the	program	other	than	the	
unsubstantiated reports of improvements in Kanawha County and the unsupported views of the 
faculty that it had “worked very well” and that they had “missed it.”193 

The same was true of Barboursville. In that case, the County produced no records documenting 
the	justification	for	instituting	single-gender	education	in	its	sixth	grade	core	classes,	other	than	
an explicitly non-exhaustive list of research abstracts that were considered in deciding whether 
to institute the program. The district apparently failed to consider any school- or county-specific 
data in support of its decision. 

The district had no clearly established policy of offering diverse educational options to students, 
but rather operated strictly on a neighborhood school model.
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The sources that administrators relied upon in implementing single-sex classes also relied 
heavily on the sex-stereotyped instruction theory. For example, among the documents produced 
in support of the decision to institute single-sex core classes at Enslow was Gurian’s Teaching to 
the Minds of Boys. Principal Ryan McKenzie stated that the faculty at Enslow was trained using 
Sax’s Why Gender Matters, and the Curriculum Supervisor of Cabell County Schools suggested 
that staff there should have received more professional development “for how to teach 
adolescent boys differently than adolescent girls.”194

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: Publicly available documents also suggest that these gender 
stereotypes were incorporated into the curriculum in the single-sex classrooms at both schools. 
For example, members of the faculty at Barboursville Middle School made comments to the 
media	describing	how	“teachers	try	to	use	different	angles	for	addressing	the	same	subjects,	
those that might affect one sex more than the other. . . . [F]or boys they may use examples like 
tennis shoes or similar things in order to help them understand their lessons.”195 Teachers at 
Enslow Middle School indicated that all female classes “get off on tangents and talk about girl 
things that [they] couldn’t necessarily talk about in front of the boys,” whereas in all-male math 
classes, students “can talk about sports, tools and things that relate to the boys.”196

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: The district produced no documentation that parents 
were provided any choice to opt into or out of the single-sex classes, or that any coeducational 
option existed at the school. When the ACLU of West Virginia Foundation followed up to confirm 
that this was the case, they were informed that the only alternative available was the option of 
enrolling in a different school altogether—although parents were provided with no information 
on the availability of that option or how to exercise it. 

Flawed Evaluations: The district produced no documentation that any evaluation was performed 
to assess the effectiveness of the program, or to ensure that it did not promote sex stereotypes. 
On the contrary, to the extent that the district was involved in any oversight of the program at all, 
it appears to have suggested that the school should have conducted more teacher training on 
gender-differentiated instruction.197 

Kanawha County: Stonewall Jackson Middle School and Anne Bailey 
Elementary School 

Program Description: Stonewall Jackson Middle School has been separating boys and girls in 
core classes in the sixth, seventh, and eighth grades since 2004 and Anne Bailey Elementary 
has been separating boys and girls in core classes in grades pre-Kindergarten through the 
fifth grade since 2006. Following a public records request from the ACLU of West Virginia, Anne 
Bailey Elementary decided to discontinue single-sex classes as of the beginning of the 2012-
2013 school year. Following a cease-and-desist letter from the ACLU, Kanawha County Schools 
also agreed to discontinue all programs beginning next year.
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Justification: Documents produced contained not a single written policy regarding single-sex 
educational programs in Kanawha County Schools and no record of an educational need or 
justification	for	such	programs.	Instead,	the	County’s	response	consisted	almost	entirely	of	
secondary sources that the school District purportedly relied upon in instituting the programs 
at Stonewall Jackson and Anne Bailey Elementary, all of which strongly suggest that the 
decision to initiate these programs was based in large part on the sex-stereotyped instructional 
approach. Most of the documents consisted of newspaper articles, press releases, opinion 
pieces, or non-scholarly advocacy pieces containing purely anecdotal information, including 
numerous citations to the NASSPE website, Sax’s Why Gender Matters, and Gurian’s Teaching to 
the Minds of Boys. In addition, the sources included literature surveys and articles on the effects 
of single-sex education which warn that single-sex education has not been proven to improve 
academic outcomes.198 Only one of the sources, a doctoral dissertation on the single-sex 
educational program at Stonewall Jackson Middle during the 2004-2005 school year, constituted 
primary research within the relevant community, but the dissertation itself was not provided.199 

 
Publicly available documents, such as press accounts, also suggested that gender stereotypes 
were	the	actual	justification	for,	and	were	incorporated	into	the	curriculum	of,	the	single-
sex classes at both schools. For example, the former principle of Anne Bailey Elementary 
informed the media that he implemented single-sex classes after hearing Leonard Sax speak 
at a conference, based on the reasoning that “[t]he way you teach girls and boys is totally 
different.”200 Members of the faculty at Stonewall Jackson Middle school informed the media 
that “[t]he way boys and girls interpret things and learn things are different” [. . .]“[g]irls are 
more sensitive, boys are more concrete.”201 One teacher described the different teaching 
approaches she used for girls and boys: “With the girls, you can ask what they’re thinking and 
how they feel. With the boys, you ask more practical questions. They want to grill you. They want 
more factual answers, but the girls appreciate the human interest more.”202

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: Kanawha County Schools produced no documents 
demonstrating that parents were afforded the opportunity to opt into or out of the single-sex 
classes or that a coeducational option was available at either school. 

Flawed Evaluations: Kanawha County Schools produced no documentation that any evaluation 
was performed to assess either of these long-running programs.

Wood County: Van Devender Middle School 

Program Description: The program at Van Devender Middle School was approved by the County 
Board of Education in early 2010. The program was first initiated in the sixth grade for core 
academic classes, and was expanded to the seventh grade in 2011-2012, with plans to expand to 
the eighth grade in 2012-2013. 
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Justification: The	stated	justification	for	the	program,	as	presented	to	the	Wood	County	School	
District, was to address an achievement gap between Van Devender students (both male and 
female) and county-wide averages.203 The program’s stated “vision” was to “establish a high 
achieving school where males and females score at or above state averages on all achievement 
measures,” and its “mission” was to “deliver a learning experience based on gender diversity.”204

There was ample evidence that the program at Van Devender was explicitly premised on the sex-
stereotyped instruction theory. For example, in seeking School Board approval for the single-sex 
program in the sixth grade, Van Devender officials utilized a PowerPoint presentation including 
claims that “[r]esearchers at the National Institute of Mental Health found that the various 
regions of the brain develop in a different sequence and tempo in girls compared with boys” 
and that “[t]he areas of the brain involved in language, spatial memory, motor coordination, 
and in getting along with other people, develop in a different time, order, and rate in girls 
compared with boys.”205 Notes by the Assistant Principal preparing answers to “Frequently 
Asked Questions” at the same presentation to the school board, included claims that “[b]oys 
are hardwired to learn the same way. They like competition, movement, and activity. There 
are differences in their writing, the types of books they like, [sic] They will participate in team 
building activities to help them learn to cooperate.”206 The document goes on to claim that “[b]
oys and girls brains [sic] process information differently at different ages. There are certain 
teaching strategies that work better for boys and certain strategies that work better for girls. By 
being gender based, we can tailor our instruction to how each of their brains learn best.”207

As noted above, the sex-separated programs in Van Devender were heavily informed by the 
work of Leonard Sax.208 Sax was intimately involved in the decision to initiate the single-sex 
program at Van Devender from its inception, including providing step-by-step instructions on 
how to initiate a single-sex program.209 In addition to sending staff to the NASSPE conference, 
Van Devender administrators brought Sax to the school for teacher training sessions.210 Van 
Devender also submitted to the ACLU the PowerPoint presentation described above that 
reproduced part of the website for Sax’s Boys Adrift.211 

The impermissible sex-stereotypes underlying the single-sex education program at Van 
Devender are also evident from the other research officials relied upon in deciding to institute 
it. Included among the documents produced in response to a request for such research were 
numerous articles from the websites of NASSPE and of David Chadwell, as well as the entire 
inaugural issue of a publication called Advances in Gender and Education,	a	journal	self-published 
by NASSPE under the name the Montgomery Center for Research in Child and Adolescent 
Development (Leonard Sax is its founder and publisher).212 All of these sources espouse the view 
that hard-wired differences between boys and girls necessitate the use of different teaching 
methods in single-sex classrooms. 

With	respect	to	the	articulated	justification	for	the	program—closing	the	achievement	gap	
between students of both sexes at Van Devender and students in the rest of the county—the 
documents produced failed to demonstrate any relationship, substantial or otherwise, between 
student achievement and the sex separation at Van Devender. The County appears to have 
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relied on articles, news reports, opinion pieces, or non-scholarly advocacy pieces. The piece of 
independently produced research disclosed was a survey of educational literature published in 
the Middle School Journal, which concludes that: 

[T]he better performance of students in single-sex classes and schools is mainly 
attributable to a plethora of factors like student ability, socioeconomic status, type of 
school (private vs. public), school characteristics (e.g. size, organizational structure), 
selection bias, and effective teaching. When these factors are controlled for, the 
academic differences between students in single-sex education and coeducational 
schools are neither significant nor conclusive.213

Thus, while the records did appear to support the existence of an achievement gap between 
students at Van Devender and County averages, no valid evidence was produced that supported 
the theory that single-sex education or gender-differentiated instruction would close this gap 
and the only somewhat authoritative literature review concluded that single-sex education does 
not significantly change outcomes.

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: The theory of gender-differentiated teaching underlying this 
program was explicitly emphasized in promotional materials and in information provided to 
parents and the public,214 and professional development on gender-differentiated teaching was 
a central feature of the “Business Plan” presenting the proposed roll-out of the program to the 
Wood County Board.215 Indeed, the very motto of the school, reflected in numerous presentations 
to the public and to various government bodies was “Van Devender Middle School: Where 
Gender Matters.”216 

Gender-based instruction techniques were pervasive in materials from teacher trainings and 
professional development sessions that numerous teachers and administrators from Van 
Devender received. For example, in October, 2009 and 2010, Van Devender staff attended the 
NASSPE national conference.217 During at least one session at the 2009 conference, teachers 
were advised to “cover the same material,” but use “gender specific strategies.”218 

Publicly available documents also suggested that gender stereotypes were incorporated into 
the curriculum and teaching methods employed in the single-sex classrooms. Van Devender 
Principal Jerry Lake described some of these strategies in a YouTube video: 

[A]nyone who’s had children, both a boy and a girl, know that they’re different. And so 
what we’ve done is we’ve done a lot of research in the differences of how boys’ and 
girls’ brains are made up, what their interests are, what motivates them. So what we 
did was, we have taken those strategies and we have developed them into boys’ classes 
and to girls’ classes. For example, we have set the boys’ classrooms up so they can get 
up and move around and lay on the floor if they want, whatever, while girls are much 
more organized; they sit at . . . round tables, facing each other, sharing things, doing 
that sort of thing. We know that boys like brighter lights, so we have the boys’ rooms lit 



Preliminary Findings of ACLU “Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes” Campaign    |    41

a little differently than we do the girls’ rooms. Boys, we sit them side-by-side, because 
when they look each other in the eye it becomes more of a confrontational type thing. 
Girls, again, sit around tables, where they can make eye contact, where they can make 
relationships, and, and that sort of thing.219

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: There was also no record of a “substantially equal 
coeducational” option available to students who chose not to participate in single-sex classes. 
Documents suggested, and subsequent telephone conversations with school officials confirmed, 
that the school did not contemplate offering a coeducational alternative within the school, and 
that the only available alternative to participating in the single-sex program was by “taking 
school choice”—i.e. enrolling in another school altogether.220 No information appears to have 
been provided on logistical issues such as the availability of transportation to the alternative 
school(s) or the comparability of the course offerings or academic record of those alternatives.
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WISCONSIN*

Barron School District, Riverview Middle School

Program Description: A single-sex education program in fifth-grade math and language 
arts classes was proposed at Riverview Middle School in 2011 and approved by the Board of 
Education in March of that year.221 The Riverview Middle School operated single-sex classrooms 
during the 2011-2012 school year, and plans to continue the program in 2012-2013.

Justification: The program’s goals were to use “gender-based” instruction to “[c]lose the 
gender gap… [i]mprove academic rigor in classes… [and i]mprove student behavior and attitudes 
through increased student competence, confidence and class participation.”222 Gender based 
instruction was to be used as a tool to meet the different “learning style needs” of boys and 
girls.223

Promotional materials produced by Riverview made numerous unsubstantiated claims about 
purported differences between boys and girls and the benefits of single-sex education for 
which no evidence was offered other than unsupported statements about “our research and 
experience.”224 No documents were produced quantifying the particular need for the envisaged 
gains in student behavior, confidence, class participation, or academic rigor at Riverview. 
Indeed, no documents were produced demonstrating that Riverview considered any grade-, 
school- or county-specific data in support of its decision. Instead, the school presented 
unattributed	quotes	from	students,	stating	“I	feel	like	I	can	be	more	open	with	just	boys	in	the	
room” or “[w]e really help each other more when its [sic] just	girls.”225 

The program at Riverview Middle School was explicitly premised the sex-stereotyped instruction 
theory. Materials created by Riverview Middle School and sent to Riverview parents touting 
the benefits of single-sex instruction stated that boys and girls “mature at different rates” 
and process “math and language in different parts of the brain”226; that boys and girls brains 
develop differently and that “[b]oys and girls notice different things (boys: motion; girls: bright 
colors and people),”227 The materials generalized that girls: “Are more easily distracted by noise. 
Prefer quiet and focus. Prefer cooperative work. Prefer problem solving tasks that help people. 
Hear better. Mature faster linguistically by about 4 years.”228 They compared this to qualities 
suggested to be characteristic of boys, who: “Are more kinesthetic. Prefer more freedom of 
movement. Do better when they can be louder and less restricted. Mature faster mathematically 
by about 4 years.”229 Although the materials themselves recognize that these “differences are 

*  For information about ACLU’s opposition to the proposed all-male Madison Prep Academy in Madison, Wisconsin in 2011, see 
http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/madison-metropolitan-school-district-and-madison-preparatory-school.  After we sent 
letters to the Madison School Board, it decided not to approve the school. Matthew DeFour, School Board votes down Madison Prep, 
Wisconsin	State	Journal,	Dec.	20,	2011,	http://host.madison.com/wsj/news/local/education/local_schools/school-board-won-t-
back-madison-prep-academy-opening-in/article_e04d7092-2a9e-11e1-a1eb-001871e3ce6c.html.

http://www.aclu.org/womens-rights/madison-metropolitan-school-district-and-madison-preparatory-school
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generalization and may not be true for your student,” they nevertheless promote them as the 
justification	for	their	program.230

The same materials linked the claimed biological differences to alleged benefits of single-sex 
education, asserting that the school’s “research and experience” has found that girls in single-
sex classrooms: “Ask more questions. Do more hands-on work with equipment. Take more 
leadership roles. Talk more. Have higher self-esteem. Are less obsessed by clothes, hair, make-
up and popularity. Concentrate more on academics.”231 The same source stated that boys in 
single-gender classrooms: “Do better with freedom of movement. Are less distracted so they 
can focus on learning. Can practice social skills more comfortably. Participate more often and 
more freely. Are less distracted. They are focused on girls and impressing them, therefore boys 
act out less often and concentrate on academics.”232 These materials included no actual data or 
references to support their assertions.

There is no evidence that school administrators conducted any particularized assessment of 
student need relating to math and language arts before implementing the program. On the 
contrary, it appears that no evaluation of student grades or other performance indicators, or 
any other school or district specific data, were considered by the school board at the time it 
rendered its decision to offer sex-separated math and language arts classes. Neither do the 
documents suggest that Barron School District has any established policy of offering diverse 
educational options, or that the implementation of the program was aimed at improving student 
achievement through offering such options. 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: The same promotional materials outlined gender-based 
instruction techniques, advising teachers on “what works with girls,” and instructing them to

•	 Use	quieter	teaching	voice.
•	 Give	more	processing	and	sharing	time—frequency	and	length.
•	 Make	opportunities	for	sharing	feelings.
•	 Encourage	leadership	and	mutual	support.
•	 Use	persistence	in	depth	of	questioning.233

The parallel “what works with boys” advised teachers to: 

•	 Avoid	down	time.
•	 Use	louder	teacher	voice.
•	 Whenever	possible	give	specific	written	directions.
•	 Repeat	directions	frequently.
•	 Encourage	non-threatening	fine	motor	skill	activities.
•	 Frequent	questions	or	reflections.234

The documents did not include or reference any valid studies or primary research supporting 
these assertions or linking these techniques specifically, or single-sex education in general, 
with improved academic outcomes. The sole secondary research cited was an opinion piece 
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in The School Administrator	that	was	not	subjected	to	peer	review,	that	acknowledged	that	
limited data exists in support of separation of students within coeducational schools, and that 
concluded that the results of the author’s research could not be generalized, but rather should 
be used to generate additional research questions.235

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: While the scant documents produced indicate that 
“mixed-gender classes” were offered in addition to the single-sex classes in math and language 
arts and that the program was optional, no further information was provided on how this option 
was to be exercised or how parents were informed of it.236 

Flawed Evaluations: Although the required bi-annual analysis of the program for gender 
stereotypes has not yet occurred, it is apparent that the program could not meet the 
requirement to ensure that it not be based on sex stereotypes.

Beloit School District: Robinson Elementary and McLenegan Middle School

Program Description: Two schools in the School District of Beloit, Robinson Elementary School 
and McLenegan Elementary School, have established single-sex education programs. The 
program at Robinson Elementary was proposed in February of 2007, was initiated in certain 
classrooms in the fourth grade in the 2007-2008 school year,237 expanded to the third and fifth 
grades in the 2009-2010 school year, and operated in the third, fourth, and fifth grades for the 
2010-2011 year.238

Justification: The	sole	justification	and	“primary	goal”	of	the	single-sex	program	at	Robinson	
Elementary School was a desire to create an “optimal learning environment where girls and 
boys feel comfortable participating in the learning process” by catering to presumed gender 
differences in learning styles.239 An informational packet created by Robinson asserted that 
separating students by gender is essential to this goal because “boys and girls learn differently 
and more productively in different classroom environments.”240 Robinson presented no 
substantial state interest to support the program’s sex separation throughout the entire day, 
including non-academic periods like lunch and recess. 

The program at Robinson Elementary was explicitly premised on the sex-stereotyped instruction 
theory. Materials created by Robinson Elementary and sent to Robinson parents touted the 
benefits of single-sex instruction and claimed to present “brain-based research. . . [on] 
developmental differences between boys and girls.”241 The materials reproduced some of the 
points described in the Introduction to this report from the website for Sax’s book Boys Adrift.242 

Robinson linked these differences in ‘wiring’ to the “advantages same gender classrooms can 
offer,”	proffering	its	generalizations	about	brain	development	as	a	justification	for	the	same-sex	
program.243
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Beloit County School District did not bother to advance any	justification	or	government	interest	
that it aimed to serve in implementing the sex separation program at McLenegan Elementary. 
On the contrary, the decision to institute this program appears to have been made without any 
articulated mission, goal, or educational basis, and with little deliberation, public participation, 
or oversight by the School District. 

Gender-Differentiated Teaching: The theory of gender-differentiated teaching underlying 
Robinson’s program is explicitly emphasized in information provided by the school to parents 
and the public. In a letter to parents, Robinson outlined how the teaching in same-sex programs 
could be tailored to accommodate the purported “developmental differences” in boys and girls:

•	 Girls, for the most part, learn better sitting down. However, when a young boy sits 
down, his brain turns off.

•	 Creating a less structured environment is important for boys. Activities where 
boys can move around are the best way to approach their learning styles.

•	 Creating a quiet, calm classroom environment is important for most girls. They 
tend to be more sensitive to sounds and are generally distracted by extraneous 
noise and movement in the classroom.”244

The	letter	concluded:	“this	is	just	a	sampling	of	the	differences	between	boys	and	girls,	which	
same gender classrooms address to increase student achievement,” and invited parents to 
attend an information session to learn more about the program.245 An informational packet that 
Robinson Elementary distributed to parents at one such session included teacher development 
materials that discussed “Tips to Keep in Mind When Teaching Boys.” 246 It directed teachers to 
“[e]nsure ample opportunity for movement… [not] routinely take away recess as a punishment 
for boys, use only as a last resort… [r]emember that girls tend to ‘whisper’ while boys tend to 
‘shout’… [and to k]eep in mind that boys typically have a shorter attention span than girls.”247 An 
excerpt from another document included in the informational packet gave specific suggestions 
for how to engage boys in reading:

The action-oriented competitive learning style of many boys works against them with 
literacy learning. Boys need more male role models for literacy, in order to see reading 
as a masculine activity. Boys aren’t motivated to read many of the books given to them, 
as they’re unappealing… Most of what they read don’t [sic] deal with the real problems 
and fears of boys.248 

The document goes on to encourage using male role models to show boys how to make 
themselves “vulnerable to a book” and connect to characters so that boys won’t be afraid and 
think this is unmanly.249
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Robinson’s promotional materials also indicate that its program was heavily informed by the 
work of Sax. One of its handouts on the topic “Why Have Same Gender Classrooms?” cites Sax 
to claim that “boys and girls learn differently and more productively in different classroom 
environments,”250 and goes on to assert that:

Girls are born with a sense of hearing seven times that of boys and therefore learn in a 
quieter atmosphere. Boys in general learn better in an environment where they are able 
to move around and respond to louder voices. Studies have shown that overall girls learn 
better in warmer classrooms and boys in cooler ones.251

The informational packet distributed by the school also includes Sax’s Why Gender Matters.252 
A number of the letters that Robinson Elementary sent home to parents to inform them of the 
single-sex program directed them to the NASSPE website.253

Recommended gender-based instruction techniques were also pervasive in materials from 
a Single Gender Conference in June 2011, presumably attended by staff from McLenegan, 
Robinson, or both. One presentation on the topic of “Gender Differences that Make a Difference 
in the Classroom”254 outlined different “pedagogy implications” of presumed gender differences 
and advised teachers to adapt their teaching methods accordingly. For example, the document 
states that “[b]oys read emotions and are INSTINCTIVE/impulsive…[while g]irls read emotions 
and analyze the emotion”255; teachers were thus advised to “[a]ccess Boys’ work from a Boys’ 
Perspective: MOVEMENT/ACTION. Access Girls’ work from a Girls’ perspective: COLOR/
TEXTURE”256; the presentation recommends that sitting should be required for girls, but not 
for boys, and prescribes different light/sound requirements for boys and girls classrooms257; 
teachers for boys should “[u]se a loud voice. Frequently interrupt yourself—‘shooting 
questions,’” while for girls they should “[u]se a regular voice. Make eye contact and SMILE.”258

The	document	also	made	subject-specific	recommendations	for	boys	and	girls	based	on	these	
presumed sex differences in learning.259 For literature it suggested different questions for boys 
and girls:

Literature Questions [for boys]:    Literature Questions [for girls]:
‘What would you DO if…?    “How might/would you FEEL if…?”
In Medias Res… Begin in the Middle….   Favorite character…
…make a picture in your mind…    “If you could change something…”
‘Technical details’…     “What do you like about…? Not like…??”
…like maps…      … like Role Playing…
Boys’ stories –     Girls’ stories – 
Action/Movement/”Violent”   Color/Texture/Light260

The materials also suggested different pedagogy for boys and girls in math:
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Pedagogy for boys:    Pedagogy for Girls:
-Math: Start with a Riddle! J      -Math: Begin with the Real World!
-Do NUMBERS for numbers sake…   -Demonstrate RELEVANCE to the real world…
-WHO was first to recognize this formula…  -Manipulatives
-Computation	Drills…	Speed…	 	 				 -Link/Integrate	with	other	subjects261 

In social studies the materials also suggested different teaching techniques for boys and girls:

[For boys]      [For girls]
-In Medias Res - Start w/most exciting   -“How would you feel if you were a girl 
event… your age…?
-Focus on REAL men.  and connect with the content
-Highlight Technical Details    -Integrate with other disciplines… 
and Use maps      art/music/literature262

Finally the materials outlined different presumed differences in motivation and competition:
 
 -Motivating Boys     -Motivating Girls:
 -LOVE hierarchy!!! Competition!!!   - Get girls to ‘care’
 -Form Teams      - Like Girl vs. Boy competition
 -Elect Captain/Lieutenant
 
 -Competition     -Competition
 Being ‘On Top’… Being a Winner!!  Being ‘Accepted’, liked, loved!!!263

This presentation did not include or reference a single scientifically valid study or piece of primary 
research to link these techniques specifically, or single-sex education in general, with improved 
academic outcomes. 

Voluntariness/Coeducational Alternative: Students at Robinson Elementary were assigned to 
single-sex classrooms in the first year of the program in 2007-2008. In subsequent years the 
way in which Robinson handled student assignment appears to have varied from year to year, 
but it is not clear that an opt-out or a coeducational option was always available. For example, 
during at least one year of the program’s operation, parents who did not wish to participate in the 
single-sex classes were required to “open enroll their students to a different building,”264 raising 
questions about whether the coeducational alternative was “substantially equal.” When Robinson 
announced the expansion of the same-sex education program to third and fifth grades in 2009-
2010, the school informed parents of rising third graders that they would be able to opt out, but a 
coeducational option does not appear to have been contemplated for parents of students entering 
the fourth or fifth grades.265 

Moreover, there may have been differences between the boys’ and girls’ classes in terms of class 
size and teacher support—during at least one school year, school officials suggested making the 
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boys classes smaller and placing additional staff in the boys classrooms, effectively distributing 
unequal resources and opportunities between the boys’ and the girls’ single-sex classes.266

Flawed Evaluations: While it appears that Beloit School District attempted to conduct an 
assessment of satisfaction with one or both of these programs through a student survey, the 
results were anecdotal and misleading due to numerous methodological shortcomings. For 
example,	the	survey	inquired	only	into	the	subjective	experiences	of	students,	rather	than	
examining	any	objective	measures	of	their	achievement;	it	was	administered	only	to	students	
in the single-sex programs and thus lacked a control group against whom the benefits of the 
program could be measured; the students surveyed were the ones whose parents chose to 
enroll them in the program and thus were more likely to been pleased with its results; questions 
were leading (e.g. asking students to self-report whether their abilities and comfort in class 
have improved in a number of areas and failing to inquire about any negative effects of the 
program); and the possible answers did not include a “no change” option, simply asking whether 
they “agree” or “disagree” with the statement about their improvement.267 The survey thus 
contained significant flaws that limit its application as an evaluation tool.268 

Neither program conducted any assessment of whether the program perpetuated sex 
stereotypes. 

Janesville School District: Marshall Middle School

Program Description: Documents produced by the School District of Janesville in response 
to the open records request of November 11th, 2011, suggest that Marshall Middle School 
first proposed a single-sex education program in January of 2007, and that it approved a two-
year pilot program in the 2007-2008 school year in sections of the sixth and eighth grades.269 
Students	were	separated	for	“the	core	academic	subjects	of	science,	math,	social	studies	and	
communication arts.”270 In 2008-2009, about 110 students at each grade level or one third of 
their total student population” participated in the single-sex program.271 The pilot appears to 
have been expanded to sections the seventh grade in the 2009-2010 school year, and continued 
through 2010-2011.272 For the 2011-2012 school year, the school board resolved to continue the 
program in the eighth grade, and in the sixth and seventh grade provided that Marshall had 
enough teachers to staff the classes and sufficient resources to train the teachers for 
those grades.273

Recent news reports indicate that, following the unanimous vote of the Personnel/Policy/
Curriculum Committee to recommend that the full board end the program at the conclusion 
of this year,274 the Janesville Board of Education voted six to two to terminate the single-
gender program on June 12, 2012.275 The Janesville Director of Instruction cited lack of student 
improvement in academics and lack of teacher enthusiasm as the reasons for its decision.276 
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Justification: In a proposal to the School District in 2006-07, the Principal’s stated rationale 
for the program was a “recent explosion in brain research [that] has ushered in a wealth of 
information regarding how boys and girls learn, hear, see and cogitate differently.”277 That these 
presumed	learning	styles	were	the	primary	justification	for	the	program	is	evident	throughout	
the documents presented to the School District. For example, one presentation asserts that 
“girls are ‘pre-wired’ to use the most advanced part of the brain, the cerebral cortex (front), to 
integrate their knowledge, feelings, sight, and hearing… [while b]oys utilize the hippocampus 
when synthesizing information.”278 These differences, the proposals state, support the theory 
that single-sex education is “directly related to student achievement.”279 Based upon these 
presumed differences, “Marshall staff plans to use the same curriculum but teach boys and 
girls in different ways to optimize natural learning styles.”280

The	need	to	institute	this	gender-differentiated	teaching	was	justified	by	general	statements	
regarding	declines	in	performance	for	certain	subjects	and	the	“increasing	disparity	in	
achievement between genders” at a national level.281 The proposals cite recognition of “the 
gap between boys and girls [sic] achievement . . . (specifically, in math, reading, computers, 
and science),”282 and state that “[b]eginning in middle school, there is a decline in girls’ 
performance in math and science as well as decreased participation in athletics. Boys stop 
reading for pleasure and oftentimes are 1.5 years behind girls in reading level.”283 Tailoring 
teaching in response to these purported gender differences in learning and development would, 
administrators claimed, lead to improvements in “student achievement.”284

The documents produced do not indicate that those who decided to implement the program 
based	this	decision	on	a	nexus	between	the	asserted	justifications	and	the	individualized	
educational needs of students at Marshall. The documents show no analysis of existing 
measures of student achievement or performance in the relevant grades and courses at 
Marshall prior to proposing the program. Though the proposal for the single-sex education 
pilot stated that “[b]aseline data will be collected at the beginning of the 2007-08 school year,” 
this clearly had not occurred at the time the proposal was approved, so did not operate as a 
justification	for	it.	Similarly,	it	is	apparent	that	the	program	was	not	implemented	as	a	part	of	an	
established program to improve student achievement through diverse educational options.

Nor was any valid data produced supporting a nexus between single-sex education generally, 
or the use of gender-specific teaching styles specifically, and improved academic outcomes. 
No published or peer-reviewed research appears to have been considered by the School 
District. Rather, the district relied entirely on anecdotal evidence, such as pointing to single-
sex education programs in two other schools in other states where student achievement had 
purportedly improved,285 and on visits to other schools with single-sex classrooms.286 They also 
cited to unsupported statements made in a presentation by Sax that “several schools have 
successfully closed the achievement gap between black/white students” and that “girls in all 
girls classes did better” than in coed classes.287
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Gender-Differentiated Teaching: There is significant evidence that the single-sex education 
programs in Marshall Middle School employed different teaching methods for boys and girls in 
their single-sex classrooms. The power point presentation school officials gave to the Janesville 
Board of Education outlined purported differences between how girls and boys learn.288 It stated 
that girls “hear differently, use a different part of the brain to process information; hierarchies 
destroy relationships; interact face-to-face; prefer eye contact; friendships with teachers 
enhance peer status; conversation is essential; self-revelation is a badge of friendship; and 
friendship is focused on each other.”289 Conversely, the presentation stated that boys “prefer 
competition and risk taking; teams; learn better in cooler classrooms (69 degrees); social 
hierarchies organize the camaraderie; interact side-by-side; minimal eye contact; view the 
teacher as adversary; conversation is peripheral; self-revelation is to be avoided; and friendship 
is focused on shared interests/games/activities.”290 The minutes of this presentation to the 
Board of Education state that the Principal of Marshall Middle School and members of the 
school staff highlighted these “[d]ifferences in learning styles” and explained how they plan to 
“teach boys and girls in different ways to optimize natural learning styles.”291 The documents 
produced did not provide any facts about the curricula used for boys and girls, but claimed 
generally to “use the same curriculum, but teach boys and girls in different ways.”292 

The same-sex program at Marshall Middle School also appears to have been heavily informed 
by the work of Sax. Marshall’s initial proposal to the Superintendent’s Advisory Committee 
cites information attained from “Sax’s presentation at the Midwest Regional SSE Conference 
in Chicago, Illinois (October, 2006)” as well as studies identified on the NASSPE website.293 
Moreover, the proposal to the Board of Education states that Marshall “invited Sax to visit 
Janesville” and he agreed to serve as the school’s consultant.294 The power point presentations 
that Marshall’s Principal gave to the Board of Education in 2007, 2009, and 2011 all also stated 
that staff members had attended trainings by NASSPE and ASCD, an organization which uses 
David Chadwell as a consultant for single-sex education programs.295

Voluntariness: The school planned to use “an ‘implied consent’ process” under which students 
would be randomly placed”296 into the single-sex classes, but could then opt out and choose to 
be moved to the coeducational classes after the fact.297 It is not clear precisely how or on what 
basis students were initially assigned to the program, whether or how parents were informed of 
their options, how they were to go about exercising the choice to opt out, or how long they were 
given to do so. This is because no forms or other communications containing such information 
were produced.

Flawed Evaluations: Marshall Middle School collected data on both academic and behavior 
outcomes both before and after the implementation of the sex separation. The initial proposal 
for the program stated that they would collect “baseline data… at the beginning of the 2007-08 
school year. . . [and that,] in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of students aptitudes 
Grade 5 and 7 WKCE-CRT and MAP data will be pulled during the summer of 2007.”298 The 
school continued to track academic and behavior outcomes and presented the data to the board 
of education in 2008,299 2009300 and 2011.301 
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The data presented in the documents produced did not compare behavior outcomes before and 
after the implementation of the sex separation, but they did compare academic and behavior 
outcomes between boys and girls in the single-sex and co-ed classrooms. On balance, the 
meaning and significance of these statistics are equivocal, with limited improvement in one 
type of classroom over another and with neither program consistently prevailing over the other 
in academics. While we can only draw limited conclusions from this small and inconsistent 
data set, it does seem clear that single-sex education has not shown sustained and continuous 
improvement in academic achievement. In fact, this was one of the primary reasons the school 
board stated when it voted to discontinue the single-sex program in June of this year.302

Marshall Middle School also collected feedback from surveys of students and parents. For 
example, in a presentation to the Board of Education in 2008, Marshall’s Principal reported 
that	“37	parents	participated	in	a	satisfaction	survey	with	an	overwhelming	majority	indicating	
that single gender classes had made their student a better reader, writer, researcher, 
problem solver, thinker, friend and citizen.”303 However, all of these satisfaction surveys share 
fundamental methodological problems that undermine the positive results they report. First, 
these surveys inquire solely into the experiences of parents who chose to keep their children in 
single-sex classes and thus are much more likely to be satisfied or pleased with the result.304 
The surveys also ask leading questions about whether their child’s participation or abilities have 
improved or increased in a number of areas305 and fail to inquire about any negative effects of 
the program or to include a “no change” option.306 Finally, the data is all anecdotal; there is no 
hard data about whether student performance actually improved in the single-sex classrooms.

Finally, the evaluations failed entirely to assess whether the programs promoted sex 
stereotypes. 

La Crosse School District: Central High School

Program Description: Central High School operated girls-only classrooms in its ninth grade 
English and Algebra I classes.307 Both of these classes were offered as of the start of the 2011-
2012 year and the girls-only English class was offered as early as 2009.308

Justification: The	sole	justification	for	the	single-sex	classes,	contained	in	a	single	paragraph	
in a letter sent to parents, was “to provide a better learning environment for the student.”309 The 
same letter and additional communications discussing the single-gender classes stated that 
in order “for teachers to provide a more meaningful education to the student,” the teachers in 
single-gender classes would “adapt the instruction to meet the different learning styles of boys 
and girls.”310 

Central High School provided no basis to support its claims that single-sex classes improve 
the learning environment for girls, or about the purported differences between boys and girls 
on which the decision was apparently based. Central also failed to produce any documents 
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quantifying the particular need for altering the learning environment for female students 
at Central High School in the particular classes in question. No documents were produced 
demonstrating that Central considered any data at all in support of its decision. Nor were any 
valid studies or educational data produced demonstrating any link between single-sex education 
and any improved academic or behavioral outcomes elsewhere.

Though Central High School did not detail the specific differences in the learning styles of 
boys and girls that it aimed to address, the evidence suggests that its program was premised 
on theories about the supposedly different brains and development of boys and girls. Letters 
inviting parents of Central students to sign up for single-gender classes instructed those who 
would like to “find out more information” to visit the website of NASSPE.311 

There is no evidence that school administrators conducted any individualized assessment 
of students’ educational needs relating to English and Algebra I before implementing the 
program. On the contrary, it appears that neither the school nor the school board conducted 
any evaluation of student grades or other performance indicators in the grades or classes 
in question, or of any other school or district specific data. Nor was there any evidence that 
La Crosse School District had any established policy of offering diverse educational options 
to parents, or that the implementation of the program was aimed at improving student 
achievement through offering such options.

Flawed Evaluations: There is no evidence that the required bi-annual evaluation of the program 
took place. 
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