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Girls at St Margarat's, Aberdeen, left, had a 100% pass rate in chemistry and physics Highers last year; Merchiston Castle, right, is able to nurture both sides of boys' personalities, accarding to Alan Hunter, the Edinburgh school's head teacher

More schools are going coeducational, but
there is still strong support for keeping
boys and girls apart, writes Tim Dawson

re singlesex schools slowly shuf-
fling off into the history books? [t
would be easy 1o draw that con-
clusion if one considers the his-
toric trend. In the pastyear Edinburgh Acad-
emy has apened iis junlor school to gils for
the first ime in @8 170-year history. There
have been glils tn the academy’s sixth form
for some years, but this move will make the
entire school coeducational for the first time,
In Aberdeen, too, the trend is evident
Albyn School in the city's west end I8, gur-
rently halfway through a process whereby
the lower, or primary school, admited boys
for the first time this term. The school will be
fully coeducational by 2013.
And these are scarcely the first. It is more
than a gquarter of & century since George
Heriol's School in Edinburgh welcomed its

first female scholars. Many others have fol-
lowed sufte, including Glenalmond College,
Feites, Kelvinside Academy and George
Watson's College, Other independent single-
Sex sehools have closed altogether.

A handlul of single-sex  schools do
wendure: for girls; Craigholme In Glasgow,
St Margaret’s in Aberdeen, Fernhill in Perth,
« Kilgraston near Perth, Mary Erskine and St
[ Margaret’s in Edinburgh and Notre Dame
‘High in Glasgow; and for boys Merchiston
Castle and Stewart's Melville in Edinburgh,

For Judith Sischy, the director of the Scot-
tish Council of Independent Schools, the
move to coeducation is in pant driven by the

 jrest of the Scottish education system.

| “There is far less of a tradition of single-
i sex teaching in Scotland than there i5 In
! England,” she says. "Whereas, south of the

border, there are areas where most of the
state schools are single-sex, that has never
been the case here and | think that o an
extent independent schools have been adapt-
ing to thar.”

Schools, upon making the change, have
talked -abouwt adapting 10 more general
changes In society. Edinburgh Academy
clted parems with children of both sexes
who were pul off by any amangement that
makes dropping off a1 two schools évery
morning necessary.

Bringing boys and girls together has cer-
lainly proved popular at Albyn. It currently
hias a roll of 640 puptls. Yer despite admit-
fing the largest number of pupils in s
140-year history, it stll manages to cap all
¢lass sizes at 20,

It Is hard, however, to find inconiroveri-
ble research evidence 1o settle the argument
over which type of school is best for young
people, One study by the Department of Eelu-
cation and Skills in June 2005 found” thia
A-level grades at independent giels' schools
wire 109 higher than those achieved by
girls in comparable Independem coeduca-
tional schools. Meanwhile a @ review of
research from around the world dating back
50 years by Professar Alan' Smithers, of the

University: of Buckingham, concluded that
there was “no dramatic or consistent advan-
tage for single-sex education”,

Mevertheless, Sischy doubts, however,
whether many of the remaining single-sex
schools will go the way of the national trend.
“There is a really strong, redoulnable spiri
among the single-sex schools that what they
are doing is distingtive, different and success-
ful, and | think they are very unlikely to
change that formula.”

That is centainly the case at St Margaret's,
Aberdeen, which scored an imprassive 5%
pass rate ot Advanced Higher this summer
anda 10086 pass rale in chemistry and phys-
ies Highers, The school’s mew headmisiress,
Anng Everest, Is convineed' the single-sex
ethos 15 aviial ingredient in its Success story,

*The  unique -allgirls  environment
remmains one of the reasons why pupils here
are 50 successful in the ull range of sub-
jects” Everest says, "I is this: envirofifieh
that gives them the freedom and opporuniry
1o develop thelr own interésts: both in an
academic sense and In extrcurricalar activi-
tes, Small ¢lass sizes, averaging arpund 17
in the junior school and 16 in the seénior
school, not only allow for more focused
teaching, they also mean pupils have Tuller
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access 1o sponting, music and IT facilities anc
individual tuiion.”

Alan Hunter, head teacher at Merchiston
Castle makes a similar argument. “We are
able to nurtire both sides of boys” personali-
ties: that which wams 1o play rughy, and thay
which enjoys singing in 4 choie” Indeed,
Hunter says thal in coedicaiional schools
there 15 a perception of “girls” and “boys”
subjects thar leads some pupils (o fEel pres-
surcd into not pursuing subjects they might
enjoy and be good al, but there is no such
problem where the 'sexes are not mixed.

If nothing. else, the dogged resilience of
the remaining single-sex schools does signifi-
cantly add to the range of opporiunities open
to young people. For those who by dint of
locatton are able o make a cholee, the impor-
tant thing, savs Sischy, is to get into the school
and really get to grips with what it is like.

*tis remarkable how the ethos of a school
can make a difference once you start 1o loak
uncer the suface,” Sischy says. “Parents
should never be afrald of golng 1o look
around several schools, with their children,
and go back if they want to lind out more.
Children react o different stimuli and the
strength of the independent sector is that it
provides the variety to cater for all needs.”




