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Abstract

Greek philosopher Plato in his Republic wrote that educating men and women together 
would foster a feeling of equality, based on their ability to learn rather than gender. Yet 
more than 2000 years later debates about coeducation persist. As classroom teachers we 
know that there is no definitive ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ way of learning, there are only generalisations. 
Good classroom teachers tailor their lessons to meet the learning needs of the individual 
students in the class, not their gender. Schools and teachers should challenge gender 
stereotypes, not reinforce them by insisting that boys are girls are not capable of learning 
together. Doing so woefully underestimates the capabilities of our young people.

The educational landscape has changed immeasurably in the last decade to the point where 
what was considered cutting edge in 2000 is now old news. The students who are now sent 
out the school gates at the end of their tenure will have on average 17 different jobs and 
5 different careers throughout their professional lifetime (FYA 2015). None of these will be 
based on gender. Today’s students are taught to apply knowledge to new situations, look at 
cross curricular integration through project-based learning and most of all need to develop 
the ability to adapt to new situations. Problem solving, collaboration, time management, 
higher order thinking and digital literacy are some of the skills needed for the future. We are 
about sending Barker students into the world equipped with the skills they need to be future 
ready. Coeducational classrooms within a fully coeducational school will help us to do that.

Much has been written about the efficacy of single sex vs coeducation and one does not 
have to look too far to find research to support a claim that one is ‘better’ than the other. 
Polemical arguments on the topic are rarely instructive or helpful and do nothing more than 
disparage the ‘other’ side. But what of the students and teachers in this debate? A student in 
a single sex classroom is not asked of their experience in a coeducational one and if they are, 
the variables are immense. Similarly, a student in a coeducational room. 

Ask any classroom teacher about their experience in a coeducational or single sex classroom 
and their views will often differ wildly. One thing they will tell you is that teaching in a 
coeducational classroom is different to teaching in a single sex classroom, just like teaching 
Year 7 is different to teaching Year 10. The age and developmental stage of the students is 
different, as well as the relationship between the teacher and the class. 

We know that there is no uniquely ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ way of teaching and learning and good 
classroom practitioners adapt their teaching to suit the needs of the individual children in 
their class. Claims that boys and girls learn differently are only generalisations. Longitudinal 
studies confirm that the differences in the learning styles within one gender or one group 
of students alone are far greater than a perceived learning difference between boys and 
girls. Classroom teachers can tell you that based on experience alone. But what of the actual 
academic studies? There is a plethora of them. Sue Bennett in her 2015 PhD study on gender 
relations in elite schools stated that only 17% of 21st Century research supported the claim 
that single sex education is better for girls. Just 17%. The remaining studies found either no or





negligible difference in achievement levels for girls in single sex or coeducation environments. 
It is the ‘presence of a supportive community of teachers…and the whole school community 
(being) committed to the principles of gender equity and the fulfilment of individual potential’ 
which will ultimately determine achievement (Gill 2004 p.121). Messages that tell girls that they 
can only lead when amongst other girls or that they can only excel in Mathematics or Science 
when with other girls, underestimate the capabilities of young women. Telling boys that they 
are too loud or disruptive or are not good at humanities is similarly inaccurate and unhelpful. 
All students learn in different ways and we should acknowledge that. As educators we should 
be very concerned about the gender stereotyping of students as learners. We are in the 
business of challenging stereotypes, not reinforcing them.

It is important that our classrooms provide opportunities for all students to draw on their 
individual talents and interests, whilst helping them to improve in areas in which they might 
have difficulty. A coeducational setting allows boys and girls to do this together, without 
gender discrimination, challenging them to work together to problem solve and learn. 
Effective teaching engages students and gets them excited about their learning and a 
one size fits all model does not suit boys or girls. 21st Century learning pedagogies and 
methodologies challenge the notion of gender-based limitations. 

We must ask questions like What is education for? What is its purpose? What do we teach 
children about, for and to do? In previous years young men and women were educated with 
a predetermined future in mind; men and women entered ‘traditional’ fields and movement 
between these was not fluid. Now that future is wildly different to the ones that educational 
leaders imagined a century ago. How are we preparing them for their futures now? Social 
skills, emotional intelligence, problem solving, teamwork and the lively exchange of ideas are 
the skills we want our young men and women to leave our schools with, skills that will prepare 
them for a life that involves a work place with both men and women in it.

At Barker we are committed to our stated aims; to inspire every learner, every experience, 
every day. Our values of respect, integrity, courage, compassion and commitment underpin all 
that we do. The aim and purpose of a Barker education is to enable students to be inclusive 
and participate in a rapidly evolving and technological society, one which is vastly different 
to the last generation of learners. Students at Barker are encouraged to work together, to 
celebrate difference and champion inclusion, both inside and outside the classroom.

Plato espoused the idea of coeducation as it creates a feeling of comradeship noting an 
equality in men and women based on their academic capabilities not their gender. He 
comments that ‘If women are to have the same duties as men, they must have the same 
nurture and education...’ (Book V). He argued that educating boys and girls together was 
the only way that they could both become useful members of society. Who are we to argue 
with Plato?
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