
Exhibit 4.3.c.1   WHY/HOW Project – MAT Program       

   

This exhibit is an example of an assessment and rubric designed to demonstrate candidates learning around 

diversity proficiencies that will directly impact P-12 student learning. This project is intended to (1) help nuance 

your future writing of the contextual statement for your teacher work sample during student teaching and KTIP; 

(2) connect with the Bellarmine University School of Education conceptual framework, particularly the 

elements of pedagogy, field experience, and collaboration; (3) align with Kentucky Teacher Standards; (4) and 

highlight Valli's forms of reflection, specifically (a) technical (seeking a relationship between experience and 

understanding), (b) reflection-in and on-action (connecting old experiences with new ones), (c) deliberative 

(connecting theory/research with experience), (d) personalistic (trusting/listening to intuition and the voices of 

others), and (e) critical (connecting social, moral, and political dimensions of schooling and judging these 

dimensions in light of the ethical criteria such as social justice and equality of opportunity), and (5) fulfill the 

Course/Learner Objective (from Fall 2011 Module II Syllabus, page 3): Students will use primary and secondary 

sources to research, present and/or critique an issue from a diverse perspective, defend a position about that 

issue, and recommend teaching practices that target all students‘ needs.  



Why/ How Project  
Middle/Secondary MAT Program - Module II 

FALL, 2011 

Prof. Carl Williams 

Course 

Completed in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Middle/Secondary MAT Program, Module II:  

MAT 605 Teaching Diverse Learners and MAT 610 Parents, School, and Community  

Purpose        

This project is intended to (1) help nuance your future writing of the contextual statement for your teacher work 

sample during student teaching and KTIP; (2) connect with the Bellarmine University School of Education 

conceptual framework, particularly the elements of pedagogy, field experience, and collaboration; (3) align with 

Kentucky Teacher Standards; (4) and highlight Valli's forms of reflection, specifically (a) technical (seeking a 

relationship between experience and understanding), (b) reflection-in and on-action (connecting old experiences 

with new ones), (c) deliberative (connecting theory/research with experience), (d) personalistic 

(trusting/listening to intuition and the voices of others), and (e) critical (connecting social, moral, and political 

dimensions of schooling and judging these dimensions in light of the ethical criteria such as social justice and 

equality of opportunity), and (5) fulfill the Course/Learner Objective (from Fall 2011 Module II Syllabus, page 

3): Students will use primary and secondary sources to research, present and/or critique an issue from a diverse 

perspective, defend a position about that issue, and recommend teaching practices that target all students‘ needs.  

Project      adapted from Dr. Milton Brown and the late Dr. Adam Renner  

1. For this project each student should prepare a 10+ page, double-spaced, typed, APA-formatted document 

that asks a WHY question involving some aspect of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, 

language/ethnicity, and/or ability that you genuinely do not understand and connects with your classroom 

teaching experience, your field experience this semester, or your service-learning experience.   

2. You should attempt to understand the question from the perspective of the oppressed group.   

3. Papers should begin with a discussion of why your question was chosen.   

4. The majority/middle of this paper should synthesize and summarize what you researched and formulate a 

critical argument regarding this issue.   

5. This argument should be created in such a way that it is informative, speaks from a ―minority perspective,‖ 

and is useful for a classroom teacher.  

6. Papers should conclude with a discussion of HOW you can address the ‗why‘ question in your classroom 

including descriptions of culturally responsive instructional strategies  

7. No less than 10 sources should be used.  

8. Summarize your findings by preparing a one-page handout with copies for your class colleagues. 

9. You will present your findings to class during one of our classes on, November 19
th
, 21

st
, or 28

th
. 

10. The WHY/HOW project is due on Saturday, November 19, 2011. Email and bring a paper copy to 

class November 19
th

. 

 

Examples    

WHY questions HOW strategies 

1. Why do teachers have lower expectations for 

students with disabilities? Why do math teachers 

have lower expectations for girls than for boys? 

Set clear objectives, core content (need-to-know), 

mastery learning, menu of options to demonstrate 

knowledge, reinforce effort/participation 

2. Why African American males are 

disproportionately placed in special education 

classes for behavior? 

Interest inventories, check and connect, actively 

engage students during lectures, cooperative learning 

structures 



3. Why are teachers less likely to communicate with 

parents of students who come from a background 

of poverty? 

Good News (newsletters with personal notes about 

student achievement), students‘ interview parents 

about when they were in school, teach-the-teacher 

projects (about life skills such as riding the bus, etc.) 

 

 

WHY/HOW Project Scoring Rubric                                                            100 points  

 Distinguished Proficient Apprentice Novice 

Writing 

Mechanics 

 

Clarity and 

Precision of 

Writing  

 

Formatting 

Considerations  

 

Sources 

 

20 points 

(18-20) No 

grammatical, 

spelling or 

punctuation errors.  

Paper is entirely 

formatted according 

to APA guidelines, 

(including citations, 

references, and 

bibliography) and 

meets the 10+ page 

requirement. 

Contains at least 10 

quality sources. 

(15-17) Almost no 

grammatical, 

spelling or 

punctuation errors.  

Paper is almost 

entirely formatted 

according to APA 

guidelines, 

(including citations, 

references, and 

bibliography) and/or 

doesn't meet the 10+ 

page requirement. 

Contains at least 8 

quality sources. 

(12-14) A few 

grammatical 

spelling, or 

punctuation errors.  

Paper makes 

significant 

departures from 

APA formatting (in 

citations, references, 

and bibliography) 

and doesn't meet the 

10+ page 

requirement. 

Contains at least 6 

quality sources. 

(0-11) Many 

grammatical, 

spelling, or 

punctuation 

errors. 

 Paper is not 

APA-formatted 

and does not meet 

the 10+ page 

requirement. 

Contains less than 

6 quality sources. 

Introductory 

Reflection. 

This section 

should provide an 

opening reflection, 

grand tour of the 

paper, and a thesis 

statement.  

 

20 points 

(18-20) Paper 

begins with an in-

depth discussion of 

why your question 

was chosen, how it 

relates to the course 

material or your 

experience in the 

course, a grand tour 

of the paper, and a 

thesis statement  

(15-17) Paper begins 

with only a surface 

discussion of why 

your question was 

chosen, a loose 

connection to the 

course material or 

your experience in 

the course, 

confusing mapping 

for the paper, and/or 

no thesis statement.  

(12-14) Paper is 

missing a discussion 

of why your 

question was 

chosen, doesn't draw 

a connection to the 

course material or 

your experience in 

the course, contains 

no mapping, and/or 

no thesis statement.  

(0-11) Paper is 

missing a 

discussion of why 

your question was 

chosen, a 

connection to the 

course material or 

your experience 

in the course, 

mapping, and a 

thesis statement.  

Synthesis and 

summary of 

research  

This section 

should be broad 

and include 

multiple 

perspectives, 

especially a 

"minority" one. 

 

20 points  

(18-20) The 

majority/middle of 

this paper 

synthesizes and 

summarizes the 

research related to 

your why question 

and emanates from 

a "minority 

perspective"  

(15-17) The 

majority/middle of 

this paper 

synthesizes and 

summarizes the 

research related to 

your why question, 

but it is not clear 

that a "minority 

perspective" was 

considered  

(12-14) The 

majority/middle of 

this paper does not 

reflect a significant 

grasp of the research 

and it is not clear 

that a "minority 

perspective" was 

considered  

(0-11) No 

research is 

present and no 

"minority 

perspective" was 

considered  



Argument  

This section 

should, based on 

the research, 

theoretically treat 

how we should 

conceptualize, 

discuss, and/or do 

about the issue(s).  

 

20 points 

(18-20) Argument 

is clear, emanates 

directly from the 

research--

particularly the 

"minority 

perspective," and is 

helpful for 

classroom teachers  

(15-17) Argument is 

mostly clear, 

connects to the 

research--

particularly the 

"minority 

perspective," and 

may be helpful for 

classroom teachers  

(12-14) Argument is 

not clear or does not 

emanate directly 

from the research--

particularly the 

"minority 

perspective," and 

may not be helpful 

for classroom 

teachers  

(0-11) Argument 

is not clear or 

does not emanate 

directly from the 

research--

particularly the 

"minority 

perspective," and 

is not useful for 

classroom 

teachers  

Final Critical 

Reflection  

Moving from the 

theoretical to the 

practical, this 

section should 

discuss what you 

have learned and 

provided HOW 

strategies – 

culturally relevant 

instructional 

practices for 

classroom 

teachers.  

 

20 points 

(18-20) Final 

reflection connects 

back to the opening 

reflection, connects 

to your Mod II 

experience, 

demonstrates the 

formation of a more 

expansive lens, and 

provides practical 

advice for teachers 

(15-17) Final 

reflection does three 

of the following: 

connects back to the 

opening reflection, 

connects to your 

Mod II experience, 

demonstrates the 

formation of a more 

expansive lens, 

and/or provides 

practical advice for 

teachers 

(12-14) Final 

reflection does two 

of the following: 

connects back to the 

opening reflection, 

connects to your 

Mod II experience, 

demonstrates the 

formation of a more 

expansive lens, 

and/or provides 

practical advice for 

teachers 

(0-11) Final 

reflection does 

not connect back 

to the opening 

reflection, does 

not connect to 

your Mod II 

experience, does 

not demonstrate 

the formation of a 

more expansive 

lens and does not 

provide practical 

advice for 

teachers  



Project  Response/Reflection      

 

1. You will participate in the presentation of your class colleagues‘ WHY/HOW projects using one of these 

cooperative learning structures for active engagement:  Three Step Interview, Graffiti or Carousel, or Toss-

A-Question.  (From 2007 Differentiating Instruction: Collaborative Planning and Teaching for Universally Designed 

Instruction by Jacqueline S. Thousand, Richard A. Villa, and Ann I. Nevin.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press) 

2. You will write one reflection about two of the WHY/HOW projects presented by your class colleagues. 

 

Response/Reflection Scoring Rubric    

 

 

10 points 

 

Using one (or more) of Valli’s five types of reflection, you candidly and 

thoughtfully reflect on two WHY/HOW projects presented by your class 

colleagues.  

 

 

15 points 

 

The written reflection fully responds to this prompt: 
 

What surprised you? What disturbed or comforted you? What did you learn?  

Discuss the implications of the WHY questions on your role/responsibility as a 

future educator of all students.  

 

 

15 points 

 

The written reflection includes analysis of the culturally responsive teaching 

practices (the HOW) and the impact on the academic achievement of all 

students.  

 

 

10 points 

 

 

The written reflection is submitted to the instructor (s) by December 5, 2011. 

 
 

 

Release   

I would like to collect WHY/HOW projects as benchmarks for future students. If you are willing to share your 

work, you will be asked to sign a release on the last day of class.   

Thank you,  

Carl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Learning (?) Like a Girl 

Sample A. Student 

Prof. Williams 

MOD II 

Why/How paper 



 

 

Learning (?) Like a Girl 

 

Opening Reflection 

I have always been a strong proponent of single-sex female schools. I believe they retain the 

ability to empower young women both academically and socially, and push them to succeed despite 

sex discrimination and general adversity. Like Diana Meehan (2007), I believe that ―girls adolescent 

‗selves‘ [are] at risk in a culture that devalue[s] them and undermine[s] girls‘ abilities, achievements, 

and independence,‖ and I trust single-sex schools to correct this injustice (xv). Or, rather, I trusted 

them. I am still a strong advocate of single-sex female education as I believe these schools retain the 

ability to do a great deal of good in terms of empowering young women. They may be one of the 

single greatest assets in fighting institutionalized sexism in our society. However, after doing some 

extensive research on single-sex female schools, I discovered several reports from the early 1990s 

stating that sexism was perhaps more rampant in single-sex female schools than in single-sex male or 

coed schools (Lee, 1994). Eager to dismiss these claims due to their early date and belief that society 

had progressed over the past twenty years, I eagerly joined the faculty of an all-girls Catholic high 

school. However, I began to notice some disturbing trends. I overheard one teacher remark to another, 

―I never give my students anything lower than a B in my class. They‘re smart kids, and I think 

anything less would hurt their self-esteem‖. An AP teacher later stated, ―Don‘t give your [advanced] 

students anything to read that isn‘t completely straight forward. I never would, and I teach AP. They 

can‘t handle it yet‖.  And while I very much admired many of my co-workers, I could not help but 

notice the proliferation of ―creative‖ class activities that dealt less with literary analysis and more with 

coloring one‘s image of a wispy Titania pining over her bestial lover. Rather than empowering women 

by having them tackle and master difficult subject matter, they were simply made to ―feel good‖ about 

themselves by receiving A‘s and B‘s for work which proved only moderately challenging. In 

comparison, the all-boys schools seemed willing to wrestling with difficult subject matter on a daily 

basis, and as a result, their SAT scores were trouncing those of their sisters and girlfriends who also 

happened to be my students. More and more I noticed that my highly educated and mostly female 

colleagues were unwittingly upholding gender stereotypes. While I am conducting a case study of one 

all-girls school (Assumption) and one all-boys school (St. Xavier) in this essay
1
, I believe these two 

schools may serve as a microcosmic example of what is occurring on a macrocosmic level. Indeed, due 

to gender stereotyping in single-sex female schools, academic rigor has decreased as have the SAT and 

AP scores in these institutions.  

Research 

 The purpose of the all-girls school, and particularly the all-girls high school, was initially to 

educate and empower young women in a society which devalued them based on their sex. Even in the 

classroom, women were often passed over in favor of their male peers. Rosemary Salomone (2003) 

asserts the following: 

                                                           
1
 It should be noted that Assumption and St. Xavier are located four miles away from each other in Louisville and draw 

from roughly the same demographic. The students who attend these schools often come from the wealthy east end or 
the centrally located middle-class suburbs, although there are some notable exceptions. Furthermore, the students who 
attend Assumption have multiple siblings at St. Xavier, so both schools often serve the same families.  



In a study from the early 1990s among seventh- to twelfth-grade students enrolled in various 

science courses, researchers found that female students were more likely to remain on task and 

raise their hand rather than call out or respond in a way that was not germane to the task. Yet 

teachers were four times less likely to ask high-level questions of girls than the boys. (p. 96)  

Regardless of the female students‘ academic promise and superior performance in class, teachers still 

opted to challenge the boys rather than the girls. Even twenty years after the passing of Title IX, 

research demonstrated that girls were still not held to the same rigorous academic standards that the 

boys were (Orenstein, 1994). As a response to this unequal and certifiably unjust education, the single-

sex female (and subsequently single-sex male) school was created. Girls were to be exposed to more 

rigorous courses and held to the same high standards as their male peers. They would also engage in 

varsity sports, play the leads in the drama productions, and maintain leadership positions in afterschool 

activities and school policy committees. Regarding single-sex female schools, Diane Meehan (2007) 

states the following: 

They are totally and exclusively dedicated to girls. The research about how girls learn urges us 

to find a place they can ‗own,‘ which only occurs in single sex space; where their values, 

community, and connections are honored; and where their ways of knowing are respected and 

their hearts are engaged. (p. xvi) 

Meehan correctly points out that single-sex schools afford young women a place where they are given 

academic and social opportunities they may not receive elsewhere. And, indeed, this is something to be 

celebrated. However, in the midst of Meehan‘s triumphant assertion, one cannot help but notice the 

language she employs. According to Meehan, these schools are a place where ―their values, 

community, and connections are honored; and where their ways of knowing are respected,‖ thus 

implying girls are fundamentally different in what they value and in the way they learn. And therein 

lies the problem. Even as Meehan praises the opportunities that these schools will lend young women, 

she implicitly states that girls retain different social and academic needs. One could argue that Meehan 

is simply asserting that girls learn differently, not that they have more academic difficulties than boys, 

and not that they retain more emotional needs. However, many school administrators, psychologists, 

and academics have read it that way, and the rigor at girls schools (the place where it was meant to be 

and should be the highest) seems to have suffered.  

 While the single-sex school was meant to be a bastion of academic challenge and social 

leadership for girls, it appears to have morphed into something else. Valerie Lee (1994) points out that 

there are actually two models of the all-girls school which should be viewed:  

Historically, two models characterized the development of girls‘ schools: female seminaries, 

which functioned primarily as college-preparatory institutions and were modeled on prestigious 

boys‘ schools, and a model that ‗stressed the cultivation of feminine womanly virtues‘ [ . . .] 

The distinction between the two models of girls‘ schools has blurred. (p.96) 

The model that stresses ―feminine womanly virtues‖ frequently undermines the female academic arena 

as academic intelligence and rigor are not generally considered ―feminine virtues‖. ―Feminine virtues‖ 

are typically those which are emotional and relational. Indeed, it is difficult to give a student the ―C‖ or 

―D‖ she may deserve if one is overly concerned about how this grade will affect her emotional health. 

When Carol Gillian (1993) states, ―Many girls seem to fear, most of all, being alone—without friends, 

family, or relationships,‖ she is doing girls a large disservice as she paints them as sensitive creatures 

who are more concerned about being dependent than independent (p. 106). She stresses the following: 



Girls interpret moral dilemmas in terms of human relationships. Girls are able to pick up on 

different rhythms in relationships and are able to follow pathways of feelings. Girls become 

aware that their altruistic, sensitive nature is not prized in a male-dominant culture and 

therefore silence themselves. (p. 72 ) 

In labeling all women as ―altruistic‖ and ―sensitive‖ beings who are able to ―follow pathways of 

feelings,‖ Gilligan effectively handicaps her own sex. Rather than allowing women to escape the 

stereotypes that have plagued them for so long, Gilligan brands them with those vexed terms and 

collectively tosses women back into the 1930s. Gilligan‘s views, though, have been espoused by many 

all-girls schools, and the results have not been favorable.  

  Due to the perpetuation of gender stereotypes in single-sex female schools, the level of 

academic rigor has dropped. While Herbert Marsh (1991) concludes that single-sex schools are 

consistently more rigorous that coed schools, he does not look at how single-sex female schools stack 

up against single-sex male schools. According to Valerie Lee, the female schools are not nearly as 

challenging. After observing several single-sex and coed schools, Lee (1997) made the following 

statement: 

A latent and troubling behavior in some girls‘ schools detracted from the rigor of the 

educational experience by catering to stereotypical conceptions of females—talking down to 

girls, making academic activities more palatable by ‗wrapping calculus in a nontechnical 

package,‘ setting up expectations that students would have difficulty with assignments by 

offering help before it was required or requested, or promulgating an attitude that ‗trying hard 

is as important as succeeding‘ with difficult undertakings. We sensed a clear tension in even the 

most academically demanding girls‘ schools [. . .] between trying to provide educational 

environments that are relational and, at the same time, to hold to demanding intellectual 

standards that develop independence. (p. 114)  

As Lee notes that the ―dumbing down‖ of material and academic handholding seems rife within all-

girls schools, one recalls Gilligan extolling those feminine virtues which require women to embrace a 

dependent nature. Rather than pushing their students to think critically for themselves, the teachers 

appear to infantilize their students by implying that they cannot do rigorous work on their own, or at 

all.  Lee goes on to assert: 

We saw instances in which female teachers encouraged girls to engage in dependent or 

childlike behaviors (in one class, students looked to the female teacher to confirm most of their 

statements and decisions) [. . .] We never saw this observed this type of behavior by teachers 

(or students) in the boys‘ schools and seldom saw it in the coeducational schools. Some girls‘ 

school teachers (of both genders) accepted a nonrigorous approach to subject matter. (p. 106) 

As the students are viewed as mere children by the very people whose job it is to educate them, it 

proves unsurprising that the level of academic challenge is lessened. What is surprising is that the 

educated, intelligent women (and all-girls schools typically employ more women than men) who teach 

these students would view younger girls in this way. Lee suggests that ―schools, as social institutions, 

are active agents of engenderment. From a macrolevel institutional perspective, a school‘s gender 

system may reflect the society in which it operates‖ (p. 94). Indeed, societal norms can influence even 

the most well-intentioned teachers. Gender stereotypes, while anathema to many women, prove 

difficult to resist as they seep in subconsciously and alter one‘s thoughts and actions. Suddenly, one is 

playing into these ideas without even realizing it. One may argue that scientific results show that girls 

truly are more sensitive as teenagers since their self-esteem declines so rapidly, and consequently they 



should be treated more sensitively in school. Current research, however, has found no evidence of a 

drastic decline among teenage girls. Rather, both girls and boys become slightly more self-conscious as 

teenagers, but this reverses itself as they reach adulthood (Salomone, 2003).  Much of this research on 

single-sex female schools was conducted in the early 1990s, and one may concur that these schools 

have made great strides as gender stereotypes appear to have been mitigated in society over the past 

twenty years. However, the following case study illustrates that perhaps such strides have not been 

made.  

 The following two high schools, St. Xavier and Assumption (henceforth referred to as St. X 

and AHS) are both Catholic high schools in Louisville, Kentucky. They are located four miles from 

each other in Louisville‘s central suburban area and serve roughly the same demographic (middle to 

upper class students with some notable exceptions). In fact, many of these students come from large 

families, and as a result, many of the girls at AHS have brothers or cousins at St. X and vise versa. 

Thus, not only do these schools serve the same demographic, they also serve the same families. This 

proves important when exploring the curriculum, SAT and SAT test scores, and AP statistics from 

these schools as the disparities can more clearly be connected to sex than they can be to class, race, or 

cultural differences.  

 The curriculum at St. X and AHS tends to vary in some notable ways as St. X appears to 

demand more from its students, in general. With regards to the reading load, St. X demands that its 

students read seven to eight novels and plays a year in conjunction with several poems and short 

stories. AHS reads an average of two novels or plays a year in conjunction with poems and short 

stories. As a result, the students at St. X are forced to read and analyze more works per year, preparing 

them for the standardized tests they will take as upperclassmen.  

When viewing the reading lists from St. X and AHS, both schools require its students to read 

several of the classics. For example, both schools read the Brontes, all of the major Romantic poets, 

and several works by Shakespeare (S. Watson, personal communication, October 3, 2011). However, 

there is a sharp drop in the reading level at AHS as the students move into their senior year. While 

many of the AHS students study East of Eden, Macbeth, Ordinary People, and Emma in their first few 

years, they are suddenly asked to read novels such as The Pact, The Secret Life of Bees, I Capture the 

Castle, Charms for the Easy Life and The Bean Trees during their senior year (Assumption High 

School, 2011). While one assumes that students would read more challenging texts their senior year as 

the students‘ minds are more developed and can wrestle with multifaceted themes and complex diction 

and syntax, AHS students are given novels which are less than challenging. The syntactical structure 

and diction of all of books mentioned above are remarkably straightforward and uncomplicated (the 

Library of Congress even places I Capture the Castle on a 6
th

 -8
th

 grade reading level), and they all 

explore the decidedly ―feminine‖ themes that Carol Gilligan would certainly endorse for female 

students. For example, many of these titles deal with relationships between females, the raising of 

children, or what the Library of Congress deems ―domestic fiction‖. The categories the Library of 

Congress ascribes to these novels are listed here:  

The Pact- Jodi Picoult  

Teenagers 

Suicidal pacts 

Murder 
 

The Secret Life of Bees- Sue Monk Kidd 

Teenage girls 

African American women 

Sisters 

Domestic fiction 

Bildungsromans 



Race relations 

 

I Capture the Castle- Dodie Smith 

Dairy fiction 

Domestic fiction  

Bildungsromans 
 

Charms for the Easy Life - Kaye Gibbons 

Women 

Women healers 

Domestic fiction 

Love stories  

 

Bean Trees – Barbara Kingsolver 

LC Subjects: 

Young women 

Friendship 

Indian children 

Bildungsromans 

Orphans 

 

As one can observe from this list, these titles deal more with domesticity and emotions than they do 

with anything that categorically lies outside of the traditional feminine sphere. One may argue that it is 

not detrimental for young women to read about such topics. Indeed, these may be issues they can relate 

to and thus may be interested in. One may further ask why students should have to read novels that are 

complex and require such high levels of critical thinking when they should just be learning that reading 

can be an enjoyable activity. The problem with the first argument is that it presupposes that all female 

students are interested in such topics. To say that all female students are interested in domestic affairs 

and emotional relationships highlights key gender stereotypes by insinuating that these are the most 

salient events in a woman‘s life. It suggests that women rarely move beyond the borders of the home 

and the intrigue which occurs within its walls and thus implicitly states that the home is the woman‘s 

place. In encouraging a female student to read this sort of book (and AHS has them read many), one is 

sending the message that these are her interests and her place. The problem with the second argument 

is that all students must be forced to wrestle with complex diction, syntax, and themes as it helps them 

develop the critical thinking skills which they must employ on standardized tests, in college, and in 

their future careers. Learning to enjoy reading is important, but this may be achieved with the most 

difficult text given a patient, knowledgeable, and engaging teacher. It seems unlikely that the AHS 

teachers are consciously perpetuating gender stereotypes. However, in promoting texts with decidedly 

feminine themes and decreasing the number of rigorous texts at the moment students can most handle 

them, the teachers are subconsciously telling their students that the feminine sphere is the preferable 

one while denying them the critical thinking skills which may open doors for them in a still male-

dominated society.  

 While the reading appears less rigorous at AHS than it does at its male counterpart, so does the 

writing. According to Dr. Sarah Watson, St. X English teacher and former Dean of Studies, St. X 

students write their first analytical paper their freshman year and continue to write numerous analytical 

paper over the next three years (S. Watson, personal contact, October 2, 2011). Watson asserts that St. 

X realizes the importance of this sort of writing as it prompts the students to think critically about what 

they are reading and express their analyses in an intelligent and coherent manner. While some may 



argue that these skills prove unnecessary for real-world success, one may quickly point out that the 

ability to think critically with regard to literature enables one to do well on standardized tests which 

grants one access to highly selective colleges. These skills also aid one in doing well on the college 

level and thus attaining a well-paying job after graduation. Furthermore, the ability to think critically 

enables one to make logical and well-though out decisions in life, making one a responsible citizen and 

presumably happier person. Consequently, while analyzing the significance of Eliot‘s disjointed syntax 

in The Waste Land may seem trivial, it is this rigorous exercise that enables one to think and write 

critically which garners positive results on multiple levels.  

One would assume that the all-female schools are expecting the same high level of writing 

from their students, and yet it appears they are not. At AHS the girls dabble with critical writing their 

freshman year, but only in the advanced classes. Instead, their writing is mainly focused on the 

personal essay where they explore their own feelings on a certain topic or describe a key moment in 

their lives. Critical writing is largely abandoned sophomore year as the students work on a research 

paper on their personal hero. Rather than focusing on literary analysis, the students are instructed to 

pick a historical or pop icon figure to research and dote upon. And while they are taught research skills 

in this way, they could easily master these same skills while analyzing literature which also builds the 

critical thinking skills these girls need to develop. Barbara Blackburn (2009) even asserts that students 

master rigorous material more quickly if they see how the material applies to them. The teachers at 

AHS mean well and believe that their students will maintain a stronger sense of self if they can 

emotionally connect with a strong historical or contemporary figure. However, it stands to reason that 

these students could also come to know themselves while honing their critical thinking skills through 

analyzing the plight of Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse  or Biff Loman in Death of a Salesman. True 

analytical writing does not start until junior year, and even then, only one paper deals explicitly with 

literary analysis. As a result, students are not able to analyze literature as quickly on standardized tests, 

an unfortunate reality that shows in their SAT scores. They may have the inherent ability, but without 

practice, they will not be able to demonstrate these skills with any kind of proficiency. Blackburn 

(2008) agrees that the first two steps in increasing rigor are raising the content level and increasing the 

complexity of assignments, and AHS would do well to focus on both of these. The teachers are so 

concerned with students getting in touch with their own emotions and how they feel about literature 

and themselves, that little attention is paid to anything else. Furthermore, these students appear to be 

graded less rigorously. I was once chastised by a fellow teacher because I gave too many C‘s on an 

essay. Her argument was that I would damage my students‘ self-esteem. I could not help but wonder 

what inflated grades and an inflated sense of self would do to my students‘ self-esteem when they 

reached the more academically demanding college level. In placing so much emphasis on girls‘ 

delicate emotions and a belief that their egos are so fragile, these students are done a disservice as they 

are not prepared for standardized tests or college level work.    

With regards to the math and science curriculum, the basic classes are the same at St. X and 

Assumption. In the math department, students at both schools are required to take Algebra I or II 

(depending on how well they test on the entrance exam), geometry, precalculus, and in some cases 

calculus. However, AP calculus BC is offered at St. X while it is rarely if ever offered at AHS. St. X 

also offers statistics and trigonometry whereas AHS does not. The science offerings are also roughly 

the same, although AHS does not offer AP physics. Despite the comparable course listings, though, 

several former AHS students have complained that the math and science departments are lacking in 

rigor. Lauren Speaker, an AHS alum who is currently enrolled at the Speed school, wrote the following 

letter: 

From my experience as a student at a single-sex female high school, and from talking with 

students from single-sex male schools, it appears that most subjects areas seem to have similar 

degrees of rigor...except when it comes to science and math. Even with all of the attempts to 



get female students more involved with STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) 

careers, courses in science and especially math seem to be lacking in single-sex female schools. 

 

When I was a student in high school, I really enjoyed my math and science classes, and did 

well in all of them. However, once I started talking to students at nearby single-sex male high 

schools, who were also in advanced and AP courses, I began to realize that there was a serious 

discrepancy. The male students were learning more advanced material more quickly and had 

more challenging assignments to complete. A good example would be to compare the course 

schedule for advanced students at Assumption High School versus St. Xavier High School. At 

Assumption, most advanced students take Geometry, Algebra 2, Pre-Calculus, and then either 

AP Calculus AB or AP Stats (rarely do students take both.) (AP Calculus BC is usually not 

offered because not enough students sign up, which is a sad indication of the significance to 

students and their confidence in math.) At St. X, advanced students follow an accelerated 

schedule, where the courses are separated by semester into Part 1 and Part 2, which combines 

Geometry and half of Algebra 2 into a single year. This allows students to complete more math 

courses in less time and also allows them to take AP Calculus and AP Statistics without 

sacrificing other subjects areas. To me, it shows that St. X has more confidence in their male 

students to be successful in an accelerated math program. 

 

When I was a high school student, I was somewhat appalled by these discrepancies, however, it 

actually affected me when I went to college. I decided to major in engineering, a subject that 

was rarely spoken of at my single-sex female high school. To my knowledge, only 5 students 

out of 280 in my graduating class decided to major in engineering, and after the first year in 

college, only 3 of us were left. I have spoken with the other two students and they agree that we 

were not well prepared in science, but especially not in math (and this might be why the other 2 

students changed their majors.)  

Just as some background information, I took five math courses in high school (two were AP) 

and I participated in Math League and other math competitions, so I should have been very 

well versed in math (and it seemed that I was compared to other students in my high school.) 

My first two weeks of engineering calculus were supposed to be "review" (of algebra and pre-

calculus concepts) but I had never even heard of some of the topics we were covering and was 

completely lost. This in turn, cause me to lose confidence in my math skills in general, and I 

stumbled through the class (which should have all been review since I took Calculus I in high 

school) and received a C (my original grade was worse- luckily there was a curve which made 

it a C.) 

 

I was very upset with my math preparation and talked to a math teacher at my high school. She 

agreed that my high school's math program was lacking, but that she had tried talking to the 

administrators, but with no success. Since then, she has taken a position at a single-sex male 

high school, if that is any indication. 

As for science, chemistry and biology were taught very well at my high school, but physics 

(which happens to be more math-based) was just mediocre. Again, physics was a subject where 

the AP course was not offered because not enough students were interested enough to sign up. 

 

Finally, I want to comment on the culture at my single-sex female high school in regard to math 

and science. I already mentioned how engineering was never a career option presented to me 

while in high school (with the exception of 2 after school presentations, both organized by 

individual teachers and attended by very few students.) If you were good at math and science, 

you were encouraged to pursue nursing, medical school, or a chemistry or biology degree. A 



math degree was only mentioned if you wanted to teach high school math, and besides, you 

could just major in education, anyways. Engineering, physics, computer science, or any other 

applied sciences were not even options. I honestly don't think my college counselor had even 

heard about Bioengineering (or Biomedical engineering.) She was interested that I was also 

pre-med, and wondered why I didn't just major in Biology.  

 

I loved my high school, don't get me wrong. My writing and social science skills are very, very 

strong. I am a very well-rounded student as a result. However, it did not prepare me for a career 

in math or science, which are the fastest growing and highest paid job markets, and which can 

also be very rewarding. (L. Speaker, personal communication, October 19, 2011)  

As evidenced in Lauren‘s letter, AHS still has a long way to go in terms of rigor in the math and 

science department even though they may offer many of the same classes as St. X. Lauren also rightly 

pointed out that, in not preparing their students for careers in math and science, AHS may be 

preventing women from achieving lucrative careers in these fields. This point is particularly important 

as profitable careers often afford one more power in society. Thus, as women achieve more of these 

high-paying jobs, gender biases may be further mitigated in our society.  

 In exploring whether gender stereotypes are perpetuated in all-girls schools thus leading to a 

decrease in academic rigor, it behooves one to talk with current and former students about their 

experience in a single-sex high school. While St. X students had largely positive things to say about 

their academic education, the AHS students imparted mixed reviews. Danny Laloggia (‗00 St. X alum 

whose sister attended AHS) states, “Well, St. X was definitely more difficult than either college or 

grad school. I feel like the rules and the expectations were much stricter than they were in college. 

[With regards to the] English classes in particular, the teachers at X expected better work than English 

101 or 102‖ (D. Laloggia, personal communication, October 6, 2011). Alan Perez (‗02 St. X alum 

whose sister also attended AHS) similarly asserts, ―[M]y Honors III and AP English classes expected 

much, much more from me than anything I took in college. My homework workload at St. X was, for 

the most part, heavier than at any time in college and grad school (with the obvious exceptions of 

boning up for comps and thesis work). In general, I think the teachers at St. X pushed me harder than 

any of my professors at Hanover or UVA‖ (A. Perez, personal communication, October 7, 2011). 

While James Mudd ( ‗99 St. X alum) did conclude that St. X did not prepare him for college nearly as 

well as he would have liked, he did say that St. X probably does a better job than the other Catholic 

schools in challenging their students (J. Mudd, personal communication, October 7, 2011). On the 

whole, St. X alums appear pleased with the high level of rigor they encountered. The AHS students, 

however, recounted a somewhat different high school experience.  

 While many AHS students state that they still feel quite attached to their alma mater, they also 

stress that they could have been more academically challenged in certain areas. Sam Norman (‗10 

alum) concedes that the upper level classes she took at AHS were as rigorous as any class found at a 

single-sex boys school, but she also states that AHS ―could baby us a little less in our lower level 

classes‖ (S. Norman, personal communication, Oct. 5, 2011). Rina Perlin (‗09 alum) confirms Sam‘s 

sentiments as she comments on the more relaxed mid-level theology classes: 

I remember some frustrating conversations with St. X and Trinity students who seemed to think 

that Assumption was a "day-care". At the time, I assumed that these guys were exhibiting 

typical sexist attitudes about female academic potential (which they probably were, despite 

their claims having some basis in reality). It wasn't until I graduated that I was able to 

contemplate the fact that many classes at Assumption (and, as I understand it, at the rest of the 

area's all-female schools) relied heavily on arts and crafts. I'm thinking specifically of our 

mandatory Theology curriculum which was, with few exceptions, presented through activities 

involving puffy paint and scrapbooking. I have been told that such was not the case at the all-



male schools, where students were expected to approach the study of Theology as another 

serious scholarly pursuit. The impression I get from this disparity is that the administration (or 

possibly the Archdiocese itself) failed to respect its female students enough to teach Theology 

without pandering to our supposed sorority instincts ("Ooh, glitter paint! Now I'm excited about 

Psalms!"). (R. Perlin, personal communication, October 7, 2011).  

Crafting in schools is not unhelpful in and of itself. Indeed, visual and kinesthetic learners may benefit 

from such activities. However, rather than conflating meticulous academic discussion and creativity, 

Rina points out that AHS often delves into craft without the rigor to bind it. Sarah Fisher (‘10 alum) 

bluntly asserts that she ―personally would have enjoyed less drawing and more intellectually creative 

projects‖ in all of her classes, advanced and lower level alike (S. Fisher, personal communication, 

October 6, 2011). Kathleen Codey (‗10 alum) argues that her classes may have been challenging, but 

that rigor was undermined as AHS teachers were quick to cater to students‘ emotions over their 

academic needs: ―In my opinion, both female-only and male-only high schools are challenging, but 

female schools are more likely to ‗go easy on you‘ or ‗be sensitive‘ to the students‘ emotions because 

[you‘re] a girl. Therefore, a bad breakup is a PERFECTLY valid excuse to take a personal day and just 

not show up to class‖ (K. Codey, personal communication, October 12, 2001). It may be that female 

teachers, in particular, can empathize with the plight of their female students, and therefore believe 

they are doing them a favor in ―going easy‖ on them. However, when the level of rigor slips, students 

will suffer academically later on. Although most of the AHS students interviewed stated that they are 

doing well enough in their college classes, many of them did think that increased rigor in their high 

school classes would have made the transition more smooth. Whether it be an emphasis on craft over 

scholarly work or a reliance on emotion over analytical thinking, it appears that the single-sex girls‘ 

school may unintentionally perpetuate gender stereotypes that decrease the level of rigor within its own 

walls.  

 Not only does there appear to be a disparity in rigor in the general courses at St. X and AHS, 

but there is a discrepancy in the number of AP classes offered, the number of students who take AP 

classes, and the scores on these test. AHS offers seventeen AP classes including AP world history and 

AP human geography, which St. X does not have. However, St. X offers twenty-three AP classes, six 

more than AHS. The following are the classes St. X offers which AHS does not: calculus BC, 

comparative government and politics, computer science AB, European history, German, and physics. 

As one can see, St. X does not just provide their students with more advanced math classes, but more 

advanced humanities classes as well. Lauren Speaker notes in her testimony that certain AHS AP 

classes were cut due to low enrollment, but teachers must, in part, bear some responsibility for this as 

they must be the ones to push students into such advanced classes. For students to enroll in a 

demanding course, it must be made appealing. The payoffs must be highlighted. Indeed, the enrollment 

in AHS‘s AP classes, in general, is lower than that at St. X: 
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(Judy Fieldhouse, personal communication, October 2, 2011; Sarah Watson, personal communication, 

October 2, 2011).  

With the exception of 2007, St. X typically does have several more students in AP classes. However, if 

teachers at AHS do not stress the importance of academics in one‘s future, then it seems unsurprising 

that fewer students would take them.  

 What is perhaps more interesting than the discrepancy in the number or AP classes offered and 

the number of students in those classes is the number of students who receive a passing score on their 

exam. Over the past five years, St. X has outstripped AHS on students who have received a 3 (passing 

score) or above: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AP Students with score of 3+ 

 

(S. Watson, personal communication, October 2, 2011; J. Fieldhouse, personal communication, 

October 2, 2011) 

While AHS has averaged a score of 138, St. X has averaged a score of 197. Thus, roughly 59 more 

students pass the AP test at St. X than they do at AHS per year. This calls into question the level of 

rigor in the most advanced classes at AHS. If gender stereotypes are being perpetuated in even the 

most challenging of classes, the ones that contain the brightest students who are capable of attending 

the best colleges, attaining the highest paying jobs, and becoming elements of social change, then one 

must consider what the level of rigor is like in the other classes. If more attention is being paid to the 

emotional state rather than the intellectual state of one‘s students, then rigor naturally decreases. If one 

patterns one‘s teaching style after Carol Gilligan, and focuses on the fragile self-esteem and relational 

needs of one‘s female class, then these may be the only elements developed. 

 As the rigor declines in the all-female schools, so do their standardized test scores. While one 

may argue that girls have always done and continue to do more poorly on standardized tests due to the 

gender biased nature of the test, current research shows that this is not the case. Tamar Lewin (2008) 

assert that ―[a]lthough boys in high school performed better than girls in [the SAT] math [section] 20 

years ago, the researchers found, that is no longer the case. The reason, they said, is simple: Girls used 

to take fewer advanced math courses than boys, but now they are taking just as many‖.  Lewin makes a 

direct connection between SAT test scores and higher level math classes which, presumably, are more 

rigorous in the tasks they ask students to perform. As the class options and rigor increase among 

female students, so do their standardized test scores. John Berman (2006) notes that girls are even 

surpassing boys on specific areas on the SAT: ―girls outperformed boys on one section of the exam, 

edging them out by 11 points on the writing portion of the test‖.  The tests were not biased against 

females, the schools were. Without the proper exposure to advanced academics, it proves unsurprising 

that females would have done so poorly on standardized tests for so long. However, as schools have 

improved in terms of what they offer to their female students, women are achieving higher scores. The 

exception, however, may still be the female single-sex high school. 



 After examining St. X and AHS‘s curriculum and general sense of rigor, one would assume 

that St. X would do better on standardized tests that their female counterpart. This is not exactly the 

case. St. X still does marginally better on the ACT. Over the past four years, they have achieved a 

point or two higher on their composite score: 

 

 

Composite ACT Scores from 2007-2010 

 
(S. Watson, personal communication, October 1, 2011; J. Fieldhouse, personal communication, 

October 1, 2011) 

The difference is almost negligible on the ACT. The real disparity occurs on the SAT. While neither 

St. X nor AHS released their full SAT scores, both schools did report their number of National Merit 

finalists, semi-finalists, and commended students. These students are the ones who have achieved the 

highest scores on the SAT in the nation. These are their results: 



Combined number of National Merit finalists, semi-finalists, and commended 

students  
(S. Watson, personal communication, October 1, 2011; J. Fieldhouse, personal communication, 

October 1, 2011) 

With the exception of 2008, St. X performs significantly better than AHS. This begs the question why 

do both schools perform similarly on the ACT but not on the SAT. The answer appears to have much 

to do with the kinds of questions asked on the ACT and SAT and with the level of academic rigor 

present at both schools.  

 While both the ACT and SAT are standardized academic tests, they do measure different things 

and may illuminate the level of rigor to which a student has been exposed. The ACT is largely 

considered an achievement test whereas the SAT is an aptitude test which evaluates critical reasoning 

(Kaplan). While the term ―critical thinking‖ often implies ―higher-order thinking‖ and therefore 

suggests that academically challenged students will do better on the SAT, one should evaluate the 

individual questions on both tests to ascertain if this is true. The ACT and SAT questions listed below 

are the ones which appear most often on these tests and their level of difficulty is measured against 

Bloom‘s taxonomy. This enables one to see what each question is asking of a student in terms of 

cognitive ability: 

                   Bloom’s Taxonomy 

 

http://www.actstudent.org/faq/answers/actsat.html


(Overbaugh and Schultz) 

With regard to the ACT English/writing portion, the entire section is dedicated to grammar which 

relies on remembering grammatical rules and applying them as needed. The following is a sample 

question: 

Sandra Cisneros, perhaps the best known Latina author in the United States, writes poems and 

stories whose titles alone—―Barbie-Q,‖ ―My Lucy Friend Who Smells Like Corn,‖ ―Woman 

Hollering Creek‖—engage potential readers‘ curiosity. 

A. NO CHANGE 

B. potential, reader‘s  

C. potential, readers 

D. potential readers  

(ACT, Inc., 2011) 

To answer this question, one only needs to know the rule of the possessive comma with regards to a 

group verses a single entity. This falls on lowest two levels of Bloom‘s taxonomy as one must 

remember the rule and understand where to place the comma. Consequently, the entire English/writing 

section asks little of a student in terms of his or her cognitive ability.  The English/reading test also 

relies heavily on remembering information gleaned from a passage rather than on the analysis or 

synthesis of information. This type of question frequently occurs on the ACT: 

According to the passage, what would keep a commoner from overgrazing the commons? 

A. A reminder that this could be harmful to the community 

B. A realization that profits would eventually diminish 

C. A belief that no one in the community would do this 

D. A rule listing the limits to the commoner‘s herd size 

(ACT, Inc., 2011) 

Rather than directing the student to analyze the passage by synthesizing the information he or she has 

just read, this question asks the student to merely recall the words in the text. Again, this falls low on 

the levels of Bloom‘s taxonomy. Some questions in this section do ask the student to analyze the 

author‘s primary aim or what a particular passage implies, thus directing the student to implement 

higher order thinking. However, these questions are few and far between. Generally 60-65% of the 

questions asked on the English/reading section mirror the one above and relies on the student‘s ability 

to recall information which is directly stated in the text on the adjacent page.  

With regards to the math questions, the vast majority of them test students over arithmetic, 

basic algebra or ask the student to recall and apply a mathematical definition. The questions dealing 

with algebra generally feature one or two variables. For example, the following questions are common 

on the ACT: 

For what value of a is x = 3 a solution to the equation x + 3 = ax + 9? 

A. 1.5 

B. 1 

C. -1 

D. -1.5 

E. -3 

(ACT, Inc., 2011) 



Here, the student only need solve for one variable in this algebraic equation. While this question does 

ask the student to understand the equation and apply their knowledge of algebraic rules to the problem, 

it is not as complex as an equation which requires a student to solve for multiple variables. Multiple 

variable problems are much more common, as will later be demonstrated, on the SAT. The following 

problem is yet another common one on the ACT and is perhaps even more simplistic than the one 

above: 

The scales on both axes of the standard (x,y) coordinate plane below are the same . Of the 

following, which is the best estimate of the slope AB ? 

          y 

 

                                                     

                                                   B                    

          o            A x 

 

A. 4 

B. ¾ 

C. ¼ 

D. – ¼ 

E. -4 

(ACT, Inc., 2011) 

Like the grammatical questions, this problem relies on one knowing the mathematical definition of 

how to write a slope (rise over run) and properly applying it. There are a few geometry questions and 

there is typically only one trigonometry question. As a result, the English and math sections actually do 

not demand terribly much of students in terms of their cognitive ability. The ACT does contain a 

science section which the SAT does not have, and many of its questions do ask students to analyze 

graphs and data. However, this is perhaps the one section of out five that asks students to do more than 

recall and apply information to a rather simplistic problem. Students who have attended rigorous and 

non-rigorous schools alike stand a good chance of doing equally well on the ACT based on the sample 

questions illustrated above. In light of this, the comparable ACT test results from St. X and AHS do 

make more sense.  

 The English and math questions present on the SAT, however, prove much more demanding, 

and the more academically challenged student may perform better on this test as a result. The SAT 

English section is more comprehensive, in general. Like the ACT, the SAT also contains a grammar 

section. However, it also contains a mandatory writing section with questions like the following: 

Do people accomplish more when they are allowed to do things in their own way? Plan and 

write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position 

with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

(CollegeBoard SAT, 2011) 

This question requires one to synthesize and analyze information as one must support his or her 

position with ―reasoned examples‖ from one‘s ―reading, studies, experience, or observations‖. One 

cannot simply restate an opinion already given in the text. One must make meaning out of the 

experiences in one‘s own life, analyze them, and mold them to fit the question above in a logical 

fashion. This reaches the highest level of Bloom‘s taxonomy as not only must one analyze and 



evaluate one‘s experiences, one must also create an essay explaining how they support the thesis. 

Vocabulary is also tested on the SAT as illustrated in the following example: 

Favoring economy of expression in writing, the professor urged students toward a _________ 

rather than an ______ prose style. 

A. spare . . ornate 

B. terse . . opinionated 

C. personal . . academic 

D. baroque . . embellished 

E. repetitive . . intricate 

(CollegeBoard SAT, 2011) 

While one may state that this falls at the bottom of Bloom‘s taxonomy as one simply knows the 

definition or not, this is not the case. Indeed, if one does not know some of the words listed in the 

answer choices, one must use the context of the passage to decipher which answer may be the best. For 

example, one may not know what ―ornate‖ or ―terse‖ means, but by decoding the situation presented in 

the passage above, one could make an educated guess at the answer even if the student only knows one 

word in some of the answer choices.  Students may also rely on their understanding of etymological 

roots to decode certain words if one is unfamiliar with them. While these types of questions are 

certainly different from the essay question, they too require a good deal of critical thinking. A student 

must analyze what is happening in the above passage before he or she can plug in certain word pairs to 

decipher the correct answer. The same kind of critical thinking is also needed for the English/reading 

section of the SAT. The question below is typical of the kinds of questions that are asked regarding 

reading passages: 

Which of the following statements best captures the relationship between the two passages? 

A. Passage 1 notes problems for which Passage 2 proposes solutions. 

B. Passage 1 presents claims that are debunked by Passage 2. 

C. Passage 2 furnishes a larger context for the experience described in Passage 1. 

D. Passage 2 provides an update of the situation depicted in Passage 1. 

E. Passage 2 uses material presented in Passage 1 to correct a popular misconception.  

(CollegeBoard SAT, 2011) 

To begin with, the vocabulary in the answer choices alone is more advanced (―debunked,‖ ―furnishes‖) 

than what is often seen on the ACT. The question also asks student to read and analyze both passages 

while comparing their implied messages. In comparing the two messages, they can decipher the 

relationship between the two; activities that are both labeled as higher order thinking in Bloom‘s 

taxonomy. Unlike the ACT, the SAT demands that students apply the higher order thinking and critical 

skills that are taught and drilled in the most rigorous of schools. If one consistently writes analytical 

essays where one must wade through complex diction and syntax and explicate the multifaceted 

themes in literature, then the SAT English questions are easier to navigate. This perhaps explains why 

St. X students have an easier time on the SAT while the AHS students flounder. If AHS paid more 

attention to rigorous academic skills and less attention to the emotional state of their students, they too 

may do as well on the SAT.  

 The SAT math questions appear just as cognitively demanding as the English questions and, as 

a result, are more easily managed by the student who has been academically challenged. Like the ACT, 



the SAT focuses on algebraic concepts. However, many of these require higher order thinking as one is 

asked to grapple with multiple variables. The example below provides proof of this: 

3x + 2y +2z = 19 

3x + y + z = 14 

A. -5 

B. -4 

C. 0 

D. 4 

E. 5 

(CollegeBoard SAT, 2011) 

Rather than solving just for ―x,‖ the student must solve for three variables, ―x,‖ ―y,‖ and ―z‖. It may 

still be an algebraic question, but it is one that requires more steps than the ones commonly asked on 

the ACT. The following question asks one to make meaning out of a new definition and apply it to the 

problem: 

For all numbers a and b, let a@b be defined by a@b = ab + a + b. For all numbers x, y, and z, 

which of the following must be true? 

I. x@y = y@x 

II. (x-1) @ (x+1) = (x@x) – 1 

III. x@ (y+z) = (x@y) + (x@z) 

 

A. I only 

B. II only 

C. III only 

D. I and II only 

E. I, II, and III 

(CollegeBoard SAT, 2011) 

This question provides the student with a new definition or mathematical rule which he or she must 

quickly use to solve the equation. It is based on algebraic principles that he or she may already know, 

but the student must rework these principles to fit a new, and imagined, situation. This is highly 

complex as the student must synthesize and analyze the information which is both familiar and 

completely foreign. This type of question is also quite common on the SAT. Thus, like the English 

section, students must have practice in developing their critical thinking skills through rigorous classes 

if they are to perform well on these tests. The fact that St. X consistently does better than AHS on the 

SAT speaks more to a lack of rigor in single-sex female schools than it does to natural gender 

differences, especially since girls appear to be doing so much better on standardized tests in other 

schools. One goes back to Lewin‘s (2008) assertion that girls are now doing just as well as boys on the 

SAT math section because girls are now taking highly rigorous math classes. However, when one 

looks at AHS‘s math courses verses St. X math courses in conjunction with Lauren Speaker‘s 

testimony, one must wonder how rigorous this single-sex school is and how their course rigor affects 

testing. And, if AHS is perpetuating gender stereotypes which decrease rigor, how wide-spread is this 

problem in the single-sex schools? 

  

How Section 



The first step in mitigating the gender stereotypes in female-only schools that lead to decreased 

rigor is to assess one‘s school culture. Carol Gilligan‘s influence seems widespread as female-only 

schools appear to cater to the emotional needs of students before their academic needs are met. As Lee 

(1997) notes, the effects of this can be detrimental as girls are taught that academics are of secondary 

importance. Interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers along with the exploration of one‘s 

feelings come first. Chaucer and the quadratic equation come second, or third, or fourth. Perhaps one 

of the first ways one can alter one‘s school culture is to modify one‘s mission statement. The mission 

statement both encapsulates and perpetuates the ethos of a school. Thus, changing one‘s mission 

statement to reflect an emphasis on academics may actually help to put that change in effect. St. X‘s 

mission statement clearly focuses on academic achievement while AHS‘s statement only tangentially 

addresses it towards the end: 

Saint Xavier High School, a Catholic college preparatory school sponsored by the Xaverian 

Brothers since 1864, engages young men in rigorous academic programs and extracurricular 

activities that foster respect, honor and service to God‘s world. (Saint Xavier High School, 

2011) 

 

Rooted in the values of Jesus Christ and the spirit of the Sisters of Mercy, Assumption High 

School, dedicated to the development of the whole person, educates young women in a 

Catholic community where  

 faith guides,  

 compassion inspires, 

 integrity matters, and 

 excellence empowers. (Assumption High School, 2011) 

Not only does St. X‘s mission statement immediately state that it is a college preparatory school, the 

first specific goal it states is to ―[engage] young men in rigorous academic programs‖. It is clear from 

the beginning that academics do not take a backseat. AHS‘s mission statement, however, places faith, 

compassion, and integrity before excellence, and even here is it only implied that the ―excellence‖ they 

are referring to is academic. While faith, compassion, and integrity are indeed important qualities in 

any person, they play more to the emotional ―needs‖ of girls than to their academic ones. Although 

altering the mission statement will not immediately change the school‘s culture, it does help to realign 

one‘s values and the collective mindset of the teachers and administrators.  

 In focusing on academic rigor to stifle gender stereotypes, all-female schools need to evaluate 

their staff closely. Because teachers have the strongest effect in terms of perpetuating stereotypes or 

reversing them, they need to put rigor first. This involves being knowledgeable and passionate enough 

about one‘s subject matter to push students to master it. Student‘s emotional needs can still be reached, 

but they should be accessed through academics, not in place of academics. For example, one can do an 

in-depth reading of Death of a Salesman and discuss the strife caused by generational differences and 

the dissipation of the American Dream while asking the students to connect these issues to their own 

life. In discussing Biff‘s inability to connect with his increasingly troubled father, the students may 

reflect on the arguments they have with their own parents. The academic discussion must occur first, 

though, so the student understands the depth and complexity of the issue. It is not until this happens 

that they can fully empathize with the characters and see the complexity in their own lives. To focus on 

the students‘ emotions first in terms of how they feel about the text without analyzing it only yields a 

shallow reading of the text and thus only allows the students to connect with it on an emotionally 

superficial level. The academically rigorous approach renders a reading such as this: ―Biff‘s failure to 



connect with his emotionally addled father ultimately leads to dissatisfaction in his own life and his 

father‘s inevitable demise. I understand Miller‘s message in the arguments I have with my own parents 

which are ultimately due to generational differences. However, one must strive to breach this gap since 

one could become estranged from one‘s parents altogether.‖  The academically weak and emotion-first 

reading may sound like this: ―Biff seems unhappy with his father, and I totally understand that since 

my parents are often unreasonable in their demands of me.‖ Not only does the more rigorous reading 

build the critical thinking skills needed on standardized tests and in college, they will help students to 

view their lives and actions in a more critical light as well. Thus, emotional needs are actually met 

through an academically rigorous approach, perhaps even more so. Chances are a student will better 

understand how to tackle the issues in her life after analyzing the jealously and manipulation found in 

Othello rather than if she just drew a picture of Desdemona lying lifeless on a bed.  

 Aside from changing one‘s mission statement and hiring academically knowledgeable and 

passionate teachers, one may also wish to provide incentives for teachers who are actively continuing 

their education in their subject areas. After teaching for five, ten, or twenty years, it becomes easy to 

let one‘s academic passion decline. The grind of grading papers and tests along with the monotony of 

attending department and school meetings could wear down the most rigorous of teachers. Thus, if 

possible, single-sex female schools should provide some kind of incentive for teachers to continue 

their education. This continued education could include research and/or publication in their subject 

area, attendance of academic conferences, or taking a short summer class. Incentives may include PD 

hours, a release from an extracurricular, or, if possible, additional pay. Keeping teachers up to date in 

their subject areas proves important as it sharpens their critical thinking skills, keeps them passionate 

about their subject, and ensures that they continue to be highly skilled and knowledgeable.  All of these 

things must be in place for teachers to stay rigorous and continue to demand academic excellence of 

their students.  

 If academic excellence, and consequently standardized test and AP scores, is going to improve 

in single-sex female schools, gender stereotypes must be eradicated in these institutions. Single-sex 

female schools retain the ability to form women who think critically, act responsibly, and speak 

intelligently. As a result, these schools can help combat sexism on a national, if not global, level. I 

have no doubt that the teachers who work in single-sex female schools believe in this and that their 

perpetuation of gender stereotypes is completely subconscious. However, the issue must still be 

addressed, perhaps even more so because the teachers seem so unaware. While Diana Meehan may 

promote Gilligan‘s theory of emotional education, she is correct that girls need an educational space of 

their own. They need a space where they are removed from the limitations society places upon them 

due to their sex. A space where they are encouraged to explore their academic abilities without 

restriction and consider a future which may contain a fulfilling career in whichever field they pursue. 

These are all noble and worthy goals for the female-only school. But, more than that, they are 

attainable. And we need them now. 
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