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SINGLE-SEX EDUCATIONCHOOSING A SCHOOL

Tracey Fantham explains why she believes single-sex education 
provides a better school experience than a co-educational one

Above, 
Manor House 
School enrols 
girls from
aged two to 
16 years

PH
O

TO
G

R
A

PH
Y

: A
SH

M
IL

LS
.C

O
M Exam results 
consistently confirm 
that girls taught in 
single-sex schools  
outperform those at 
co-educational 
schools, and yet the 

number of single-sex independent schools 
in the UK has actually halved over the last 
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Pupils at single-

sex schools are 

more likely to 

volunteer and 

try new things
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20 years – putting places at a greater 
premium than ever. Why is this?

The superior academic performance of 
single-sex schools is certainly a good 
incentive for choosing a selective 
independent over a state alternative, which 
is more likely to be co-educational. And 
while independent schools across the 
country have always been synonymous with 

higher grades, figures from educational 
analysts, SchoolDash, also point to 
single-sex success in the state sector.

According to a SchoolDash report based 
on Department for Education data, girls at 
single-sex state schools gained significantly 
better GCSE results than those at mixed 
schools. Equally, boys at single-sex state 
schools also performed better than those in 
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there is more to it than that – having 
previously led a co-educational school, I 
have also found the single-sex environment 
is also central to achieving success.

No voice left unheard
Soon after joining the school, I noticed that 
our girls are – without the inhibiting 
presence of boys – much more likely to 
assume responsibility and take risks. They 
are more willing to stand up, volunteer and 
take part, and are less nervous about being 

the first to try something new. They are also 
more open to such subjects as astronomy, 
ancient Greek and engineering than they 
would be at a mixed school.

In co-educational schools, boys are often 
first with their hands up and can rush to 
give their answer, whereas girls may take 
more time to think a question through in 
detail first. This can mean boys end up 
dominating the classroom, leaving some 
girls feeling stifled as a result.
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Students have the time and space they need to 
mature, away from the pressure of feeling they 

must conform to certain stereotypes

co-ed schools, though the performance gap 
was smaller than it was for girls. 
Collectively, 75% of pupils at single-sex 
schools achieved five good GCSEs 
(including English and maths), compared 
with just 55% at mixed schools.

Improved performance
So why do girls perform better at single-sex 
schools? The answer to this became 
apparent soon after I joined Manor House 
School, Leatherhead. The fact girls should 
prosper here came as no surprise – the 
school is located in the stunning Surrey 
countryside, and I’ve found that the 
teachers are able to give pupils much more 
attention and higher levels of pastoral care 
as a result of the school’s small setting. But 

In single-sex classrooms, I have seen girls 
develop their confidence and 
communication skills far more rapidly. This 
enables them to easily build character, 
develop leadership skills, and instills 
positive virtues in the younger girls, such as 
excellence, self-discipline, self-belief, 
positivity, and enthusiasm.

Moreover, an all-girls school can provide 
its pupils with strong female role models. 
Students have the time and space they 

Right, 
pupils at 
Burgell Hill 
School for 
Girls, Sussex

Right, 
Harrogate 
Ladies’ 
College
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need to mature, away from the pressure of 
feeling they must conform to certain 
stereotypes. Moreoever, a single-sex 
environment also encourages girls to work 
collaboratively when problem-solving. This 
is especially important in STEM subjects, 
and will serve them well at university and 
in their careers.

Achieving new goals
The Chair of London’s Science Museum, 
Dame Mary Archer, once proclaimed that 
“at a single-sex school, there is no-one 
telling the girls they should not be in a lab.” 
And this could not be more true. 

The same can also be said for sport – 
determination, strategic supremacy, tactical 
skill and a will to win are attributes all 
honed on a sports field. President of the 
Girls’ School Association (GSA), Caroline 
Jordan, adds that, “girls are more likely to 
participate in sport at single-sex schools, 
because there are no boys to impress.” 

It was further noted at the GSA’s 
Conference in Oxford last year, that 
independently-schooled athletes accounted 
for 32% of Team GB’s medals at the Rio 
Olympics. “Independent schools should be 
proud of the number of Olympic athletes 
produced,” says Jordan.

While there are downsides to single-sex 
schooling – after all, it is difficult to 
imagine that one can keep girls locked away 
from boys indefinitely – here at Manor 
House, we appreciate that bringing boys 
into their world at some point does help 
them prepare for university, work and life 
in general. We do this with joint-events 
with other schools, and our experience has 
taught us that, while co-education works 
well at nursery, sixth form and university, 
single-sex schooling at prep and senior 
level still holds its place in education.

Right, a 
single-sex 
environment 
such as 
Cheltenham 
Ladies’ 
College 
encourages 
pupils to
work, together

North London 
Collegiate 
School

Leweston 
School, Dorset


