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Single-sex education and the brain 

 

Lise Eliot is Associate Professor of Neuroscience at The Chicago Medical School of 

Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine and Science. She was thrust into the media 

spotlight when she published the text Pink brain, blue brain: How small differences grow 

into troublesome gaps and what we can do about it (2009). Her book systematically 

dismantles the argument that females and males are neurologically hardwired in different 

ways. 

 

In this article, Eliot reprises this theme ‘Existing neuroscience research has identified few 

reliable differences between boys and girls brains relevant to learning or education’ (2011, 

p. 1). She methodically analyses the scientific evidence for many statements made by 

advocates of brain gender differences. This article carefully explains that: 

• There are very few structural and functional differences between male and female 

brains 

• Many of the studies used as evidence for ‘hardwired differences’ are outdated, have 

been disproven, and have used adults rather than children as subjects. In some 

well-cited studies rats are the subjects and people have not been tested at all. 

• Claims of gender differences in the corpus callosum and hemispheric lateralization 

are wrong 

• The brain maturation rate and sequence in boys and girls is very similar 

• There are few gender differences in hearing, vision, or in the autonomic nervous 

system 

• Gonadal hormones do not really affect the way girls and boys think 

• The statement that girls and boys have different learning styles is unfounded 

 

Eliot concludes that ‘Of the various rationales for sex-segregated education, the claim that 

boys and girls should be taught in separate classrooms because their brains differ is 

arguably the weakest’ (p. 1). There is no doubt that many boys and girls have differing 

interests ‘but their basic cognitive, emotional and self-regulatory abilities vary far more 

within each gender than between the average boy and girl’ (p. 1). 

 

Instead, ‘the irony is that if neuroscience has taught us anything about learning, it is that 

children’s brains are far from “hardwired,” but massively more malleable than at any later 

time of life. Neuroplasticity, defined as the structural and functional modification of the 

brain, is the basis of all learning, academic or otherwise: everyday experience generates 

the neural activity that selects and strengths certain synapses at the expense of others, 

adapting each child’s brain to the academic, social and leisure tasks at hand’ (p. 14). 

 

Eliot is not alone in her criticism of ‘gender segregationists’. The studies she uses are 

current, relevant and accurate. In recent years, other prominent neuroscientists have 

argued similarly, including Jay Giedd who is the Chief of Brain Imaging at the Child 

Psychiatry Branch National Institute of Mental Health (USA), Cordelia Fine, an Australian 

Academic Psychologist, and scientists at the OECD Centre for Educational Research and 

Innovation. 
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So where does this leave single-sex schools? Firstly, we should disassociate ourselves 

from any claims about hardwired brain differences or entrenched learning styles that are 

attributable to one sex or another. Secondly, we can agree with Eliot’s conclusion that 

schools should be ‘instilling in children the faith in their own malleability and promoting 

their self-efficacy as learners, regardless of gender, race or other demographic 

characteristics’ (p. 14). For that is precisely what single-sex girls’ schools do. 
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