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                               IBSC PRESENTATION, CAPE TOWN 

 

                          The Historical Trajectory of Boys’ Schools: 

                                                    Why We Matter 

 

 

WELCOME. 

 

 

The purpose of this session is to review the benefits gained from boys’ school 

leaders and teachers sharing their best practices—with a view to clarifying and 

affirming what boys’ schools can do for boys that other school structures cannot. 

 

Some background. This coalition came to be because a real—and continuing—

concern about the personal, scholastic, and economic plight of boys in the developed 

world. 
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In the closing decades of the millennium it became clear—internationally—that 

boys’ school performance generally was declining with respect to girls and with 

respect to prior performance. Specifically, the gap in language arts proficiency 

between boys and girls had widened, while  boys’ prior superiority in mathematics 

and sciences dissolved. 

 

In the United States, one fifth to a quarter of boys do not finish secondary school, 

insuring that they will be unemployed or underemployed, unlikely to develop the 

kinds of technical proficiency to make them viable earners as adults. As such they 

are likely to be a state expense rather than a state resource. 

 

In American schools, which are predominantly coeducational, boys compose the 

vast majority of disciplinary concerns, are most frequently targeted for remedial 

instruction, and are most frequently medicated for perceived learning and 

behavioral disorders. 

 

These underserved and undereducated boys then go on to higher rates of crime of 

all kinds, are more likely to harm others, and are four times more likely than girls to 

take their own lives. They are less likely to form stable partnerships and marriages, 

less likely to become effective parents and to contribute positively to civic life. 

 

In the United States today historically unprecedented and unsustainable numbers of 

people are incarcerated in jails and prisons, and according to the U.S. Department of 
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Justice’s Bureau of Statistics. 97% of them are male, with racial minorities 

composing the bulk of that number. The diminished prospects of American males 

had reached such a nadir that in 2012 the cultural critic Hannah Rosen proposed—

seriously--“The End of Men” in a book by that title. 

 

Those have been and still are grim realities, but if there is good news in the picture, 

it is that, where measured, those negative outcomes are not true of boys in boys’ 

schools—your schools. 

 

But while the brighter picture of boys in boys’ schools should rightly be a cause for 

public interest and social reform, the positive performance of boys’ schools has gone 

virtually unheralded and uncelebrated. 

 

The cultural slowness—and even refusal—to recognize the value and performance 

of boys’ schools is due in large part to a broadly accepted cultural assumption 

promoted in the closing decades of the last century. 

 

In the wake of culturally overdue feminist advances in identifying work place 

inequities, undeserved male entitlements, and skewed assumptions of what males 

and females supposedly “essentially” are and can do, some unexamined 

assumptions and really harmful conclusions slipped in among the valid ones. 
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Foremost among them was the notion—widely accepted among educated adults—

that an unjust male patriarchy was the expression of selfish male natures run 

rampant. 

 

In other words, society had not merely been skewed in the direction of male 

privilege; the deep cause was a kind of male toxicity. 

 

Male toxicity was most dangerous, the assumption went, if you gathered males 

together, as in male-only clubs or teams or other common pursuits. 

 

Understandably, if unwisely, the assumption of the toxic male was reflexively 

extended to the toxic boy. Boys too should not assemble for the purposes of play or 

common pursuits like schooling or scouting—lest the cultural legacy of the 

patriarchy be perpetuated. 

 

In coeducational schools, which are the predominant school form in the developed 

world, and overwhelmingly so in the U. S., the place of boys and the range of their 

allowable behavior was revised. Among other adjustments, boys in school were to 

be socialized to be kinder, gentler, and in words rarely uttered, less stereotypically 

masculine. Among younger children, certain kinds of favored boys’ play, such as 

dodge ball and kick ball, were removed from schools’ physical education programs 

on the grounds that they were too aggressive and violent. Martial themes and 

martial stories, and images of martial heroes disappeared from classrooms and 
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curriculum. Curriculum generally was revised to include more stories of girls and 

women. 

 

The result in many schools was that it became more difficult for a boy to find himself 

and his interests in required school programs; one result of which is that boys found 

what felt like more authentic release in the darker, violent and often anarchic world 

of video games. 

 

Far from producing kinder, gentler boys, the social gestures purporting to correct 

masculine excesses hastened boys’ passage underground, including immersion in 

fantasy worlds of violent combat and mayhem. Such were the interior worlds of the 

American middle school and high school boys who gathered arms and shot their 

schoolmates and teachers in what appears to be a continuing succession of 

schoolyard massacres.   [Dylan Klebold, Eric Harris (Columbine), Mitchell Johnson, 

Andrew Golden (Jonesboro), Kip Kinkel (Springfield, Oregon)  

 

Against a background of this culture shift in which boys were being redefined and 

corrected, strong boys’ schools, schools with not only longstanding records of high 

scholastic achievement but also admirable records of producing able university 

candidates who went on to make valuable social contributions in the larger world, 

[these schools] began to consider and, some of them, make a transition to 

coeducation. 
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In the U.S. there was a wave of conversions to coeducation on the part of the most 

well-established boarding schools that began in the late 1960s continuing through 

the mid ‘80s. 

 

 The reason for this wave of conversions deserves more attention than has 

previously been given. In the feasibility studies commissioned and published by the 

leading boarding schools, such as the Phillips academies at Exeter and Andover, the 

findings were as follows. In the prevailing, increasingly permissive culture of the 

1960s, American adolescents, including those who attended single-sex schools, were 

pressing for more autonomy, more mobility, more free time, more privacy, easier 

access to boyfriends and girl friends, less regulation of their time, dress, and 

appearance, and more access to pleasurable pursuits generally. 

 

Boarding schools, by contrast, had traditionally stressed academic rigor, classes six 

days a week, relatively formal dress and grooming standards, required religious 

services and—their heretofore defining characteristic—adult monitored residence 

away from home, neighborhood, cars and the opposite sex. 

 

Market research was by the late l960s showing that American adolescents were 

finding single-sex boarding schools resistible. Enrollments began to decline. Once 

selective schools became less selective, and the measured scholastic aptitude, 

especially of the bottom half of classes, began to decline. 
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In light of these considerations and pressures, most of the leading single-sex 

boarding schools hastened to follow one another into coeducation. 

 

And while the driving factor was economic, the stated, published justification was 

egalitarian: that coeducation would provide a better, more realistic preparation for 

a “rapidly changing real world.” 

 

During this period of conversion, I was invited to consult with a number of Jesuit 

educational officials on the advantages and disadvantages of coeducation. My 

personal advice and perspective aside, I found it instructive that when previously 

strong all-boys Jesuit schools were experiencing enrollment declines, they 

proceeded to go coeducational on the stated grounds that both boys and girls should 

have an opportunity for Jesuit education. At the same time, other, stronger all-boys 

Jesuit schools, those experiencing no enrollment concerns, were allowed to continue 

as single-sex schools—apparently exempt from the obligation to share the benefits 

of the Jesuit program with both sexes. 

 

In 1996, and American Headmaster, David Hicks, then head of the St. Paul’s School 

in Concord, New Hampshire, published a thoughtful essay in the distinguished 

journal The American Scholar titled “The Strange Fate of the American Boarding 

School.” In it he made the case that the defining and best features of the great 

American boarding schools had been that far from cosseting already privileged 

adolescents and easing their way to the best universities and other class-based 
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entitlements, the great schools, all of them traditionally single-sex, had succeeded 

for the opposite reason. Hicks proposed that the great schools’ contribution to their 

students’ development was what he termed “salutary deprivation.” By this he meant 

that all students, including the most affluent and otherwise privileged, were 

introduced to extreme scholastic rigor. Their living circumstances were 

intentionally Spartan. There were clear, exacting expectations of decent behavior as 

well as prescribed standards of dress, sportsmanship, and decorum. Being removed 

from family comforts and from ready access to cross-gender socializing and 

recreation was an essential aspect of the experience—a crucial benefit of the 

experience. This is what Hicks meant by “salutary deprivation.” 

 

But in little more than a decade, for the cultural reasons already discussed, the 

notion of “salutary deprivation” was abandoned in favor of accommodating the 

emerging desires of the emerging baby boom youth culture. 

 

Single-sex schools strong enough or otherwise inclined to resist the invitation to 

coeducation tended to be quiet in the face of the culture shift. There was less 

inclination on the part of single-sex school heads, especially boys’ school heads, to 

defend and justify single-sex education than there was to proceed gingerly, hoping 

not to be offensive. 

 

For this was the dawn of the so-called gender wars, in which, in some quarters, the 

notion of male toxicity was confidently advanced. In this climate, not one, but two 
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presidents of leading women’s colleges in the U.S. stated publicly that while girls’ 

and women’s needs were best met in all-female schools, boys would be better 

socialized in coeducational schools. 

 

But there was a sticky problem in this formulation: that the correction of bad male 

tendencies assumed to take place in coed schools meant that the girls enrolled in 

those schools would forfeit their opportunity for a superior education. This either 

did not occur to those who held the theory, or it was considered a necessary 

sacrifice in order to mediate to problematic tendencies of boys assembled together. 

 

And this, for those of an age to remember, was the cultural climate in the closing 

decades of the last century—and not incidentally, the climate in which this 

international boys’ schools coalition was conceived. 

 

Some of you here in this room were present at the moment of that conception. 

 

The year was 1988, and a handful of North American boys’ school headmasters 

assembled at the Roxbury Latin School in Boston for two days of open conversation 

on the topic of “what did our all-boys composition contribute to the overall program 

of our schools.” By chance, Eric Anderson, then headmaster of Eton College, was 

visiting Roxbury Latin at the time, so he joined us. Except for Eton, all of the 

headmasters present represented day schools, schools with strong enrollments, 

schools which were favorably regarded by the communities they served. 
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All of us were eager to share what we believed were our schools’ strengths, but it 

was not easy to articulate clearly what was the value added of being all-boys. 

 

I believe we felt that value—that’s why we were there—but we struggled to find the 

reasons and the words. We were also respectful of the rising tide of feminist 

concerns about gender equity and opportunities for girls, so we were reluctant to 

toot our horns, lest we appear to be reinforcing male superiority and entitlements. 

At one point Eric Anderson’s wife, Poppy, who was herself a seasoned teacher in 

British schools, entered the conversation. She said, “Why are all of you so timid?” 

 

She wanted to know why we were so reluctant to say things about the quality of 

school life, the candor, the absence of distraction, the depth of fellowship, the rigor 

and scholastic focus possible when boys are schooled together. 

 

This challenge was for me, and I believe all of us, a catalyst to bring our advocacy 

and understanding of boys’ school dynamics clearly into focus, and we began in 

earnest what has proved to be an energizing and productive consideration of just 

exactly what single-sex schooling can achieve that can’t be achieved otherwise. 

 

This boys’ first school round table, which we decided to call The Boys school 

Conversation, continues to meet annually to this day. After the first year we 

augmented our sessions with guest researchers working on gender specific 
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performance in schools. Other boys’ school heads, including heads from abroad, 

joined out ranks, and soon after a network of our schools’ admissions officers was 

formed to share data and develop together the best case for all-boys schooling that 

could be presented to prospective boys and their families. 

 

This collaboration of interested school leaders continued to expand to the point that 

in the summer of 1994 a conference of several hundred boys’ school staff convened 

at the Belmont Hill School in Boston to hear some of the leading theorists of male 

development explore the challenges and opportunities for better nurturing and 

schooling boys. 

 

At the conclusion of that conference, its organizers decided formally to incorporate 

an international boys school coalition to continue this inquiry. Crucial to this vision 

was that the coalition be genuinely international, because one of the most positive 

and stimulating outcomes of our earlier gatherings was the realization (A) of how 

much our international counterparts had to teach us and (B) how much we had in 

common. 

 

Even in our earliest years of collaboration, our schools—my school certainly—

experienced an invigorating rejuvenation as a result. 

 

Perhaps the  most important—and transformative—result of our schools’ getting 

together to explore, develop, and share best practices is that we have become more 
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observant, more intentional, in how we proceed with the guidance and instruction of 

boys in our charge. 

 

I would briefly offer two positively transformative developments that improved the 

program of my own school, University School in Cleveland, Ohio, in the wake of 

reconsidering the positive features of the all-boys dimension of the school. 

 

In the early ‘90s one of our school trustees, a great proponent of scientific 

management, offered me and my colleagues a gift of several hundred thousand 

dollars to undertake a sophisticated study of how our school was perceived in our 

community or, in the study’s terms, our “market.” 

 

At the time, speaking honestly, I would have preferred to use that money for student 

scholarships, faculty salaries, or upgrading our tennis courts. 

 

But the gift was what it was, and a very prestigious international management 

consultant firm, McKinsey and Co., was contracted to help us understand what our 

constituents thought of us and what we might learn from that data. 

I have to confess I thought the design of the study was inspired, and though the 

results might not please me, they were likely to improve my perspective. 

 

The researchers conducting the study compiled a list of the defining features of the 

school—the scholastic program, the athletic program, the arts, the school’s 
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standards and expectations, and our all-boys composition—and in surveys to 

parents who had applied to the school over the past several years, asked them to 

rank those features in order of their appeal to them and to say which ones were 

factors in choosing or declining to enroll their sons in the school. These surveys 

were given both to families who had enrolled their sons and to those who had 

decided not to. 

 

I should add here that our chief admissions rivals consisted of a similarly structured 

coeducational school across town, a number of highly regarded state schools, all 

coeducational, and several strong parochial schools, some coeducational, some 

single sex. 

 

The survey results proved interesting. In one respect they were gratifying. We 

succeeded in enrolling a majority of the boys we wanted who had also applied to the 

rival schools. But in another respect the results were eye-opening. We learned, for 

example, that when families chose us, the stated reasons were the strengths of the 

scholastic program and a combination of the other features. We were virtually never 

chosen because we were a boys’ school. Being a boys’ school ranked last in the 

families’ perception of the school’s positive features. 

 

Even more interesting to me was that for families who declined to enroll their sons, 

the all-boys composition was the reason, despite high praise for what were their 

perceptions of the scholastic and other school programs. 
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So in sum, we were doing well enough in “the market,” but in spite of the fact, not 

because, we were a boys’ school. 

 

At this point my colleagues and I were now networked into this association of boys’ 

schools and many of us were working to articulate how boys best responded to 

instruction, what kinds of activities and facilities were most conducive to our boys’ 

productivity, what elements in standard instruction were best and what ones worst 

for boys—in sum, what was best in all-boys’ schooling. We determined that boys 

school practices were not the problem, but there was a problem in their not being 

publicly articulated, understood and celebrated. 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

So for a year or two, we took care in our public utterances to parents and the larger 

community, in our school publications, in the articles and data we shared with 

prospective families, to state clearly and enthusiastically that we were a boys school 

not merely because we had inherited a tradition, or as a reflex, but because we had 

accrued a great deal of experience in understanding and guiding boys. Moreover, 

there was a growing body of evidence, including international evidence, that boys 

humanely schooled together—not to mention girls humanely schooled together—

outperformed boys schooled otherwise. This data we also shared with parents and 

the larger community. 
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In effect, we went active in presenting our-boys school dimension as the reason 

those other highly regarded aspects of our program were as they were. 

 

Part of the McKinsey study grant called for a follow up study two years later. The 

results of this follow-up were especially instructive. Parents of applicants over the 

subsequent two years were given the same school features to rank as they had in 

the previous study. But in the aftermath of our public promotion of our all-boys’ 

composition, not only did our favorable admissions ratios with respect to our rivals  

increase, our all-boys dimension became a highly ranked, positive dimension for the 

families that chose to enroll. 

 

Moreover, as we continued to articulate and celebrate what we had increasingly 

come to understand as the sine qua non of our quality, which was that we were a 

boys’ school, our internal constituents—parents, alumni, faculty, and students—

became vocal advocates as well. I have to admit to being both gratified and 

surprised that the mothers in our parent body became passionate advocates of our 

value added for boys. But nobody among our constituency came to argue more 

fiercely for the school’s all-boys composition than the boys themselves. Even those 

who had come to us from coed elementary schools and were most dubious about 

entering an all-boys setting became, by their junior and senior years, powerful 

proponents of their all-boys’ education. So much so, that when old boys would come 

back to the school for alumni reunions and would inquire about how boys were 
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doing in the single-sex structure they remembered, I would take care to have boys 

on hand to respond, because, as I am sure you know, nobody else could have been 

more convincing. 

 

I recount that study and its aftermath in my school because it was positively 

transformative. A school that had been chosen despite the fact it was a boys’ school 

was now chosen because it was a boys’ school. A process that began by my 

colleagues and me making a case for boys’ schooling resulted in a legion of parents 

and boys making the case to others. 

 

The second transformative event I wanted to share with you resulted from my visit 

to one of my headmaster friends I had met in the course of early Coalition  

networking. My friend was then headmaster of the Hutchins School in Hobart, 

Tasmania, and in the course of getting to know one another, each of us had talked 

the ear off  the other to the extent that we decided to visit each other’s school to see 

if the wonders claimed could possibly be true. If John were here, he might share 

what he took away from his time at University School, but I would like to share one 

important insight I experienced while I was at Hutchins. 

 

John had spoken to me with great conviction about the value of a house system and 

all the opportunity that opened up for vertically integrating boys, that is, putting 

younger and older boys purposefully together. The idea intrigued me, especially 

since mine was a pretty much horizontally integrated school. The grade-level 
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class—ninth graders, tenth graders, etc.--was the unit in which we evaluated boys, 

seated them in assembly, and for whom their curricular and extra-curricular 

programs were designed. As such, except very occasionally in athletics, younger 

boys had little structured experience of senior boys, and while each year-level class 

therefore developed a strong identity which, upon graduation they tended to value, I 

felt we were missing an opportunity for older boys assume some nurturance as well 

as guidance of their younger schoolmates. 

 

But I was also wary of house systems. As a reader of school fiction, a good deal of it 

set in British schools, from Tom Brown’s School Days through the World Wars, I had 

an impression of house systems as hierarchies of oppression and bullying. Nothing 

could have corrected that bias more than the house system activity I observed at 

Hutchins. First, boys’ identity as house members was robust and positive, adding a 

level of activity and belonging to that of membership in the larger school. The head 

boys, or house prefects, formed a council that met regularly with the head and other 

staff, providing a two way channel of communication in which to express concerns. I 

found prefect-staff relations to be frank, warm and demonstrably effective in 

heading off confrontations and what otherwise might have been crises. Sitting in on 

meetings with the prefects and headmaster, I was impressed that the prefects took 

active responsibility for problems younger boys faced in getting along socially, as 

well as in failing to meet academic expectations. The prefects would present their 

concerns about younger boys in their houses, share what they had done to address 

problems, then listen to their fellow prefects’ and, when offered, the headmaster’s 
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and faculty opinions. In the course of these sessions, it occurred to me that these 

student prefects were engaging in the kind of deliberations my faculty colleagues 

believed only they could make. 

 

So positive were my impressions of the Hutchins house system, as well as that of a 

few other Australian schools I visited on that trip—I went home and persuaded my 

colleagues to attempt a vertically integrated house system. This was a considerable 

undertaking because among American day schools, the house system was an  

 unknown and untried venture. I did not know quite what to expect. Apart from the 

considerable planning and orientation time required, many of us feared a loss of 

grade level class identity that the boys had treasured: the special status of being a 

senior with certain senior privileges, the special status of being a new ninth grader 

on the upper school campus for the fist time. 

 

To make perhaps too long a story shorter, my fears about losses and snags never 

materialized. Grade level identities were maintained, while, in a single stroke, older  

and younger boys in the course of their regular house meetings, house activities 

such as service projects, performances, and casual inter-house competitions, spent 

exponentially more time together than they ever had before. Moreover, when the 

school assembled, boys were seated by house. Mixed grades of house members 

dined family style at the midday meal. From the first year, senior prefects took their 

guidance and nurturance roles seriously, and the prefect positions themselves 

became the most focal and respected leadership positions in the school. Faculty 
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guidance and academic monitoring of boys by house made what I thought had been 

an especially attentive feature of the school even more intimate and attentive. 

 

By the end of our first year of the house system, my colleagues and I were nothing 

short of wondrous. We had in a stroke made ourselves a warmer, closer and more 

spirited school. We could not count a single loss, and the gains were abounding, not 

the least of which was the opening up of new administrative posts as housemasters 

for eager and willing younger faculty. 

 

But stepping back, I believe you can see my point: that a single visit to another albeit 

far away Coalition School ignited a deeply felt, enormous improvement in my 

school’s practice. That would not have happened if Hutchins School in Tasmania and 

University School in Cleveland, Ohio, had not become proactive in thinking about 

what is best for boys and had not become networked into the International Boys’ 

Schools Coalition. 

 

Perhaps you are not surprised, and I should not have been surprised, that such a 

substantial change in my school’s practice could have resulted from a visit and 

friendly relationship with another school. In the course of my teaching and 

headmastership at University School I headed evaluation teams and otherwise 

visited dozens of other schools near and far. And I don’t believe I ever returned from 

any of them, whether a long established school, a start up, tiny school or large, 
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without having observed some feature or some practice that I felt could improve my 

own school. 

 

                                                                                                                                         

 

 

 

Whether due to school-wide student and staff exchanges, individual finding out 

missions, coalition conference or regional conference attendance, or just one-to-one 

correspondence, the opportunities for positively transforming our schools through 

this international coalition are unlimited: opportunities for improved, boy-tailored 

instruction, better guidance and discipline practices, better ways of assessing  

scholastic and other progress, better protocols for admissions, better approaches to 

fund raising and policy making. 

 

As so many of us in the coalition have learned since we started amassing and 

disseminating important new findings about boys’ development and learning, we do 

our schools, our boys, and our families a great service by sharing the best of what 

we know about boys’ schooling—for that is the reason we are boys’ schools. 

 

And to my mind, the most helpful research is that which documents clear 

developmental differences between boys and girls over the course of the school 

years, especially findings that point to the different style and tempo in which boys 
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and girls approach and master tasks. There is presently promising new research in 

what makes both boys and girls resilient as they meet or fail to meet academic 

challenges. It is also helpful to remind our constituents that, where measured across 

large, comparable populations, boys in boys’ schools and girls in girls schools tend 

to outperform boys and girls in mixed schools. These findings are clearest and most 

dramatic in countries like the UK, Australia, and New Zealand where 

straightforward subject matter test results are published for all types of schools. 

 

But while digesting and disseminating current research is both stimulating in itself 

and a prominent factor in keeping boys’ schools strong, it is important to distinguish 

between valid and dubious findings. As many of you are aware, the attempt to 

document boy-specific development  and learning suffered a public relations 

setback a year or so ago when the highly regarded journal Science published an 

article dismissing the claims of two writers, Michael Gurian and Leonard Sax—both 

of whom have addressed this conference in the past—on the grounds that various 

claims about boys’ neurology and physical development are unsubstantiated by any 

valid scientific findings. A number of critics extended their response to this article to 

a critique and dismissal of boys’ schooling generally. 

 

Unsupported, dubious claims for the superiority of boys’ schools do no lasting good 

and fuel the fire of unhelpful gender war hostilities in a way that blurs even the 

clearest and most obvious facts about how boys and girls thrive best. 
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As some of you know, my own research partner Michael Reichert and I have 

undertaken what we hope are helpful studies about what kinds of pedagogy and 

what kinds of relationships school age boys best respond to. Essential to both of 

these international studies was the guiding principle that we would not begin from 

any “essentialist” claims about how boys and girls learn and behave. Instead we 

focus exclusively on what both boys and their teachers  reported was effective in 

helping boys to engage in and master scholastic and other challenges.  

 

In sum, our approach is very elementary. In a larger context in which boys are not 

generally thriving, some boys in some schools—in fact some boys in most schools, 

even the most problematic and under resourced schools—thrive. We wanted to 

know what factors came to bear on boys and teachers who did succeed, on the 

assumption that those factors could be generalized and applied to whole schools 

and in particular classrooms that are less successful.  

 

In sum, it is a good idea for all of us to keep our focus on what is working for boys 

and, beyond that, to create a school climate where boys realize themselves in all 

their variety. If we can achieve these two things, we need not worry about touting 

the intrinsic superiority of single-sex schooling or anything about the deep nature of 

males. The goal, after all, is to create educational practice in which all children—

including boys—are thriving and well. 
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                                             [COLLABORATIVE EXERCISE] 

 

 

At this point you have heard more than enough from me. I would like to propose a 

collaborative exercise where you pair up, or if pairs are inconvenient, form groups 

of three, ideally so that your counterparts are from other schools. And I would ask 

you to consider two things: first, an aspect of your present school practice—

whether instruction, guidance, assessment, discipline, whatever—you would like to 

work on and improve; second, to consider what resources you would like to draw 

on, including networking with other purposeful boys’ schools,  to meet those 

objectives. 

 

If you wouldn’t mind brainstorming a bit on those matters and then, if some of you 

are willing to report out in a few minutes, it would, among other things, help me a 

good deal in my own research. 

 
  
 
 


