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Much has happened since our
second edition of In Alliance. 

I, and four other Alliance Principals
attended the Annual Meeting and
Conference of the Coalition of Girls’
School, held at Miss Porter’s School,
Connecticut in June. It was a relevant
and challenging meeting, despite the
intense heat and humidity! You will
find a report later in this issue.

Also in this edition, we hear from
Donna Dentice in New Zealand, and
John Bednall in Perth.

John’s reflections on what makes a
good boys’ school are encouraging,
and pertinent at a time of growing
concern about the failure of many
boys to thrive in modern schools.
Indeed, a new report by Jeremy
Ludowyke, “Improving the School
Performance of Boys”, has just been
released by the Victorian Association
of Secondary School Principals, and
highlights the loss of interest and
purpose in schooling of many boys.
Those of us who see as a great
strength of girls’ schools, their ability
to address the needs and learning
styles of girls, may well feel that boys’
schools are best placed to provide a
learning environment particularly
suited to boys’ needs and learning
styles.

We are delighted to welcome
several new members of the Alliance:
the wider our membership, the more
active and effective we will be, and
the greater our service to each other.

Our membership is growing steadily,
as we become better known and are
seen increasingly as an important
body in Australian education.

We are becoming known in a much
wider way through the publicity
campaign of Dreamcoat, the
Melbourne and Sydney-based public
relations group who handled the
publicity associated with our Sydney
conference and the launch of the
Alliance Directory. They have had
spectacular success in raising the
consciousness of the media about the
Alliance. There was most effective
publicity at the time in most states:
perhaps more important is that many
significant media people now know
of, and are most interested in us. We
will be maintaining our connections
with them and continue to educate
them about girls’ schools. We
confidently expect that they will refer
to us in future, as a resource for ideas
about education.

We are planning more events: a
conference for our girls on Student
Leadership, local events in each state
and our next Annual Conference in
1998. We hope you are able to join us
in some of these events.

Ros Otzen, Editor

FROM THE EDITOR...



I spent a fascinating week in the lush Farmington Valley,
Connecticut, at the excellent Annual Conference of the National
Coalition of Girls’ Schools held at Miss Porter’s School. I was pleased
to bring the greetings of the Alliance to our sister organisation, and
gratified that copies of the most recent edition of In Alliance were
available for Coalition members. Girls’ schools in the USA are
enjoying increasing numbers, but are still for the wealthier parts of
society by and large. The Board meeting prior to the Conference was
a forum for a lively exchange of views, and for reports on various
activities of the Coalition. 

Publications are a very significant part of NCGS’ activity. “Why a
Girls’ School?” sold 9000 copies last year! There are eleven
publications in all at the moment. The need to get it right in the
Coalition’s publications has led to the development of quite extensive
research, and various surveys of member schools have produced
fascinating data which have the potential to guide schools in their
processes. For example, work on a Middle School publication has
shown that girls are most strongly influenced by girls about two years
older than themselves, not by the Year 12 girls or by recent leavers.

The theme of the Annual Conference was particularly pertinent:
Preparing Girls for Financial Independence. Joline Godfrey, the
keynote speaker created a business enterprise called An Income of
Her Own, providing programs for girls which educate them in the
financial skills they will need in life, including training in creating
and running a business. Despite programs in Australia such as Young
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THE ANNUAL CONFERENCE OF

THE COALITION OF GIRLS’
SCHOOLS, USA

CUTTING-EDGE LAB

SPURS GIRLS' SCIENCE

LEARNING

Whether listening to teachers’
lectures or working solo on lab
projects, girls at the Emma Willard
School near Albany, N.Y., can
instantly feed scientific variables into
computers at their workstations, then
analyse the data.

Emma Willard administrators and
teachers say that ability is giving girls
a better understanding of higher-
order science concepts.

Within the $4 million Hunter
Science Center, wheeled tables and
chairs quickly allow students to
move from working solo to pairing
or grouping. In addition, the
workstations include gas jets,
nonporous surfaces and other
research laboratory equipment.

For instance, students can create
computer simulations in which they
accelerate a car, repeating the
exercise until they master the
concept, says Physics teacher Jeffrey
Shykula.

“We’ve merged the lab and the
lecture so that the teachers can’t
simply talk to the students for 40
minutes,” Head Robin Robertson said
in an interview. “It forces
conservative teachers’ approaches to
change.”

Enrollment in science classes is
increasing, and students are getting
better grades.

The year-old center lets students
engage in hands-on activities,
collaboration and simulation - all
available even without a state-of-the-
art lab. For example, even with only
a computer and an Internet
connection, teachers can have
students chart weather patterns and
make meteorological predictions.

From “What works in Teaching
and Learning” 

Vol 29, No 11, May 1997

...continued overleaf
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Achievers, we pay little attention in our curriculum to
financial knowledge and skills. This is an area where I
believe we short-change our girls, and where we must
do better. I would be interested to hear from any
school about your efforts in this area, which we could
share through In Alliance.

A second very interesting strand to the conference
was superbly realised in Dr Ruben Gur’s paper, Brain
Research and Gender Differences. He detailed his
latest research findings in brain physiology, which are
actually very encouraging for girls and women. He
reminded us first that the differences between men and
women are less than the differences between individual
women or individual men. That caveat aside, his
research shows, in brief, that women have better
language processing skills as they have more grey
matter, where language is processed, than men. Men
have better visual and spatial skills, as they have more
white matter and brain fluid, where these functions
occur, than women.

Even more interesting is that women have 25-30%
higher blood flow to the brain than men, and that
men’s cognitive powers slowly decline with age and
their frontal and temporal lobes shrink, whereas
women’s, up to menopause, do not. Dr Gur’s wife has
now begun a study on the effects of women’s
hormones on the brain.

Women are said to be more empathetic and intuitive
than men. Dr Gur’s research has shown that women do
indeed read fine nuances of expression on people’s
faces better than men, though with a slightly greater
sensitivity to men’s expressions than to women’s. Men
are exquisitely sensitive to all expressions on men’s

faces, can discriminate happy expressions on women’s
faces, but are less able to discriminate sad expressions
in women. Dr Gur pointed out that there is broadly
only one positive emotion, “happiness”, but a multitude
of negative emotions, fear, triste, anger etc. He believes
that the old limbic and motor systems are the source of

negative emotions, while the more
recently evolved new limbic system
creates happy emotions. Men’s
metabolism is higher in the old limbic
system, and women’s metabolism is
higher in the new limbic system.

It would seem, then, that some
perceived differences in men and
women do have some physiological
base in the brain. What this all means
is as yet unclear!

Fascinating, though!

In conversations with many
Principals, I asked about computer
provision and planning. Most schools
are able to afford a generous number
of PCs for student use, and are
connected to the Internet. In only one
school could I discover a laptop

program. Some schools have chosen to specialise in
particular subject areas, so, for example, the Lincoln
School in Providence, Rhode Island, has invested in a
very high-tech Physics room: it sounds wonderful. The
Emma Willard School’s Hunter Science Centre is high-
tech and state of the art in learning and teaching styles.
Others have developed their Home Page and web site
as a major source of enrolment advertising and contact:
for the Tappahannack School in Virginia, it is the
second highest source of enrolment enquiries. 

A number of schools are following their alumni
closely. Some begin with an extensive exit interview of
senior girls, in which they are invited to provide a
critique of their schooling. The girls’ comments are
helpful in reviewing and changing the direction of
practices and programs in the school. Other schools
encourage student leavers to write a letter to
themselves, to be opened at the ten year reunion.
Another school conducts exit interviews with girls’
parents. These are most interesting processes.

The Conference was well worth attending. Our
American colleagues have many of the same difficulties
we have, and many of the same delights as well. They
are a remarkable and admirable group of women,
whose company is a pleasure and whose wisdom and
insights are formidable.

Ros Otzen

Continued from previous page...
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The “debate” about the relative merits of single sex
and coeducational schooling has reached varying
degrees of absurdity, the Headmaster, Mr Bednall, told
a recent breakfast held by the Fathers’ Committee.

A large crowd gathered at the Kings Park Function
Room to hear Mr Bednall outline some of the new
understanding about gender in education which were
emerging from international and national research.

Mr Bednall said comments ranged from the illogical
and unhelpful proposition that “single sex is best for
girls and coed is best for boys” down to a parent from
his previous  school asking whether he had ever
considered making the school “bisexual”.

“The issue is not whether one is better than the
other,” Mr Bednall continued. “The issue is whether
both types of schools understand the direct influence
which gender-based forces have on both the
playground and the classroom and
have appropriate interventions in
place. However, it is true that
recent research is giving single
sex  schools for boys much
more confidence than they had
been inclined to feel as
recently as ten years ago. There
appear to be rich and unique
opportunities for boys to achieve
very positive outcomes in
personal awareness of their
masculinity - including how to
negotiate respectfully with females
- their academic achievement and
how to break through community
imposed gender stereotyping.”

Mr Bednall said that
educationalists have known for
years that boys present
inexplicable examples of
educational and social dysfunction
far in excess of the rates in girls.
They enter the world more likely to die in childhood
than girls, more likely to suffer mental health problems
and more likely to engage in anti-social behaviour.

They will start school four times more likely to
present specific learning disabilities, such as dyslexia
and the range of attention deficit disorders, three times
more likely to have speech impediment and twice as

likely to present indicators of mental retardation or
developmental delay. Close to eighty per cent of
Australian children who present learning difficulties or
serious emotional problems are boys.

“Perhaps the silent enigma of male suicide is the
most compelling evidence that something is very wrong
in how we are fashioning boys to value themselves and
to have  confidence in what they are in their
masculinity. Since the 1950”s the number of boys who
have taken their own life between age 15 and 24 has
more than trebled. It has remained steady and low for
young females.”

Mr Bednall argued that it made no sense to assert
simplistically that young males occupy a position of
power and advantage when there are such statistics of
trauma and  failure. Rather we should ask whether
assumptions about contemporary models of schooling
actually serve boys well.

“Good schooling for boys will not seek to persuade
boys that they must change what is intrinsic to being
male because the latest slogan in gender politics is
rooted in the prejudice that to be male is to be
demeaned. Nor should it make futile attempts to
feminise boys or convince them that they should ape
female behaviours.”

SCHOOLING BOYS...
...some new understandings.

John Bednall, Headmaster of Wesley College, South Perth

...continued overleaf
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Mr Bednall described research completed in
1993 by the National Adolescent Health Resource
Centre at the University of Minnessota. It made it
clear that if a boy becomes alienated from his
school, the implications for him are far more
psychologically serious than the same problem is
for a girl.

SIX THEMES

Mr Bednall said he had identified six themes for
the successful education of boys largely based
upon the work of Cornelius Riordan of Providence
College, Rhode Island, who had been a fierce
proponent of co-education for boys, but was now
not so sure.

These themes are:

• Modelling by older males in which we expect of
our oldest boys that they exercise
compassionate and moral leadership of their
younger colleagues.

• Hail the Renaissance Man! in which the school
gives equal value to excellence and
participation in the performing arts as well as
sport.

• Striving for power - but ethically in which boys
are given opportunities to be stakeholders in
what happens in the full life of the school, that
they are expected to be in control of what
happens to them in their lives but they must
operate ethically and morally at all times.

• Two levels of accountability in which boys
stand accountable not only to the official
precepts of the school but also to themselves
and each other for the moral integrity, equity
and respect for others they show.

• The romance of tradition in which the stories of
the past - some triumphant, some  not so - are
known and respected by boys for what they
contribute to the richness of the institution to
which they belong.

• Becoming “bilingual” in matters of gender
through which boys are brought to understand
the female perception of the world and how to
negotiate with women and girls through respect
and justice.

Mr Bednall stressed that moral and ethical
considerations can be the only imperatives brought
to bear upon boys in the task of releasing them
from the social constructs of gender. This means
then that the need for a structured approach to
values education  throughout the school becomes

Continued from previous page...
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inescapably linked to gender education.

“It is a bad school indeed which adds to the
prejudice of stereotype or the injustice of sexism,”
he said. “A boys’ school must not impose by
intention or accident (I’m not sure of which would
be worse) its own socialised definition of how males
are supposed to behave. Boys must be empowered
to make rational and informed decisions about their
human sexual potential for themselves.”

A CLEAR DEFINITION

Mr Bednall added that it was necessary for a
boys’ school to offer some clear definition of what it
meant to be male. He suggested the following as the
platform upon which educational planning at
Wesley will be based in the future:

A man is one who allows his own sense of
masculinity to guide his life confidently and with
due regard for what is ethical and moral.

“The definition is accessible and completely non-
intimidating to boys of all talents and interests and
contains no bias of stereotype, no gender
discrimination, no new oppressions of fashionable,
politically correct definitions” he added.

Mr Bednall concluded that he often used the
word “empowerment” in dealing with boys. “I will
want Wesley boys to feel in control, to be able to
take rational decisions based on evidence and to
take those decisions within a clear framework of
what is moral and what is ethical. Then we will be
genuinely a great school.”

WE HAVE

58 ALLIANCE

MEMBER

SCHOOLS!
WELCOME

TO OUR THREE

NEW ZEALAND

MEMBERS.

CHALLENGE THEM! ####1111
CREATE A “TAKE APART” ROOM. 
Collect old appliances such as hair dryers, radios,
tape players, old record players. Get the girls to take
them apart, look at the components and explore
how they work together to make each machine do
what it does. Can they put one back together again?
What did they learn? For girls of all ages.

HAVE YOU A CHALLENGING SUGGESTION? 
SEND IT TO IN ALLIANCE!
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When I was requested to write a brief description of
girls’ education in my area I was somewhat daunted.
Any observation could only be personal and, in the
main, limited to my
geographical area, the
Wellington region. However I
do not expect you to be
surprised at what I say, for the
education arenas in New
Zealand and Australia are
remarkably similar. With
highly developed
communication networks and
with the internationalisation of
education, many trends are
universal and what is true in
Wellington, New Zealand is
probably true for Australasia.

It is my opinion that the
value of single sex girls’
schools is now well
established in this community
- and likely to continue. While
the co educational revolution
of 20 years ago has not lived
up to the expectations of its
proponents in many respects - the single sex girls’
school does. Just as many of today's leading
professional and political
women are the products of
all-girls schools, so will the
leadership of the future be
top heavy with our
graduates. Parents and
community recognise this
and girls’ schools enjoy
strong demand.

The dominance of all
girls’ schools in the New
Zealand national
examination result league
tables is also interesting. In

the latest published table the fourteen out of the top
twenty schools at School Certificate level were all girls’
Schools with four being boys’ schools and two co

educational schools and this
result largely carried through
to the University
Bursary/Scholarship level
where eleven out of the top
twenty schools who had more
than thirty subject entries were
all girls. Of the rest, three were
boys’ schools and seven co
educational schools. This is an
even more interesting claim
when it is borne in mind that
single sex girls’ schools are
relatively rare beasts. In many
communities the only
education available is co
educational. The
preponderance of girls’
schools in the national
achievement tables is therefore
of even more significance.

Because of the privacy laws
prevailing in New Zealand,

universities are no longer able to publish individual
results and so there is no national standard to judge

university success by. But
bearing in mind the
overwhelming nature of the
results in the school sector
and the proportion of our
graduates who go on to
University, it would be a
good bet that the majority of
top female university
graduates are also graduates
of single sex girls’ schools.

Donna E Dentice,
Principal, 

Chilton Saint James School 

REPORT FROM NEW ZEALAND

Girls’ Education in Wellington

Donna E Dentice


