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 L ast year, when the UK 
hosted the Rugby World Cup, Rugby 
School was visited by thousands of people 
from all over the world. Many of the 
overseas visitors flocking to see The Close, 
the playing field where the original game 
of rugby football was created in 1823, were 
surprised to see girls walking around the 
school grounds. Perhaps they were simply 
overwhelmed after watching months of 
rugby played by men.

In fact, we have been a co-educational 
school for 40 years, since the first cohort 

ALL TOGETHER NOW 
Peter Green shares how Rugby School transformed from an all-boys’  
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Right, the 
appointment 
of a head  
girl in 1995 
caused some 
controversy

of girls arrived in 1976. They were a brave 
little group. They had no uniform, no 
house of their own. There were no female 
staff. And they were hugely outnumbered. 
I’m proud to say that one of them was 
Lucinda Holmes, our chair of governors. 

HERE COME THE GIRLS
The then headmaster, Jim Woodhouse,  
was under pressure from parents whose 
sons were at Rugby and who wanted their 
daughters to attend, too. It would certainly 
have made diary arrangements easier 
when it came to half terms and exeats,  
and Christmas carol concerts.   

He wrote a paper for his Board of 
Governors, which was approved, and on 
Speech Day 1975 he announced that the 
sisters of day boys (note, only the day 

boys) and the daughters of masters  
would be allowed to attend the school  
– as day girls. It seems like a decision of 
140 years ago, not 40. 

FLOURISHING FRIENDSHIPS
Of course, a school for boys “taking girls” 
is not the same as a co-educational school, 
which is what Rugby most definitely is 
today. In fact, I would say it’s defined by 
being co-educational. I’m told that the 
school environment is gentler and more 

The first cohort of girls arrived in 1976. 
They had no uniform, no house of their 
own. And they were hugely outnumbered

engaging than it was in the late 1970s; it’s 
certainly relaxed. It’s interesting to note, 
however, that the girls often prefer to sit 
with each other in class, and the boys with 
the boys, but once lessons are over the 
groups merge easily, friendships flourish 
and off they go to rehearse a play or a 
concert, attend a debating society meeting 
or watch a film.   

In 1975, the first five girls arrived.  
They wore trousers, but soon Laura Ashley 
dresses were introduced. Remember them? 
They didn’t last long. The girls now wear 
long skirts – which they love – and jackets 
that match the boys’.

The next year, another 13 arrived; by 
1979 there were 70 girls at the school. In 
1981, two of the girls became prefects.

ACROSS THE BOARD
In those days, girls played netball, hockey 
and lacrosse. The first girls’ hockey XI was 
not established until 1985. Now the girls 
and boys play polo, tennis and badminton 

– together. We have introduced a girls’ 
football team and are considering, 
responding to encouragement from the 
girls, to establish a girls’ rugby team. Both 
girls and boys are officers in the CCF and 
they share all the school leadership roles. 

We have an even number of houses for 
boys and for girls, each with no more than 
60 pupils. While they may not live 
together, they all work together and they 
play together. And we’re almost at a  
50:50 ratio. It’s the same with our male  
and female teachers.  

But this transition from “taking girls”  
to becoming fully co-educational hasn’t 
always been plain sailing. Our first head 
girl was appointed in 1995. Apparently, 
about half the school’s boys, led by a gang 
in the sixth form, staged a chapel boycott 

(in fact, a service to commemorate the 
200th anniversary of the birth of Thomas 
Arnold, former headmaster and leading 
educational reformer) in protest at her 
appointment, using the slogan, “We are 
not sexists, we are traditionalists”. One  
of their objections was a groundless 
suspicion that, in welcoming girls, the 
school was sacrificing school sport in 
favour of pursuing academic achievement. 
Clearly, they sensed stiff competition in 
the classroom. The new head girl, Louise 
Woolcock, kept her cool. “By next term, 
they’ll be used to it,” she said. “Boys being 
boys, they will argue about anything.”

I have met some of those “boys” and 
they now hang their heads in shame. 
Read all about rugby at Rugby School  
at: independentschoolparent.com
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