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Senior schools: single-sex or co-education? | The advantages of co-education

During 2015, when the UK 
hosted the Rugby World Cup, 
Rugby School was visited by 
thousands of people from 
all over the world – rugby 
enthusiasts, journalists and 
tourists. They came to see the 
1823 birthplace of the game of 
rugby (or rugby football as we 
call it; we call the other game 
soccer). Many of the overseas 
visitors were surprised to see 
girls walking around the school 
grounds. But Rugby School has 
been co-educational for 40 years. 
We are aiming at a 50:50 ratio 
and we are nearly there.  

While I understand there are 
some children who flourish in 
a single-sex environment and 
parents who prefer it – and, of 
course, I believe in choice in 
education as in so many other 
important matters – I am firmly 
in the co-educational camp. 
And not just because it makes 

sense for brothers and sisters to 
attend the same school if only to 
minimise diary difficulties when it 
comes to exeats and holidays.

At Rugby the boarding houses 
are split between girls and boys, 
each with no more than 60 pupils. 
So, while the boys and girls may 
not live together, they work 

together and play together. That 
is the world we live in as adults 
(until we choose with whom we 
want to live) and it seems to me 
healthy to learn to get on with 
each other, to understand and 
enjoy our differences as well 
as our similarities, and to take 
people as they are, whatever 
their background, gender or 
nationality.   

Home away from 
home
I believe passionately in the 
House system which is central 
to a strong sense of community, 
provides the ideal social 
environment for children who 
do not live at home during 
the school term, and allows an 
uncompromised care plan for 
every child. At Rugby, pupils 
are attached to the same House 
for their entire school career. 
All meals are eaten in House, 
including lunch (so pupils 
walk ‘home’ from school), in 
order to emphasise the sense 
of family. Any parent looking 
at a boarding school for their 
children should ask to visit two 
or three boarding houses to get 
a feel of the place. The boarding 
house will be their children’s 
home away from home. The 
atmosphere of the common 
rooms and dormitories should 
be comforting and comfortable, 

a place where the children can 
study, read on their beds, listen 
to music, chat, lounge about, 
make toast, or watch films in a 
huddle on a sofa. 

It is a sad commentary on 
twenty-first century life that 
there is now so much evidence 
of mental instability among 
teenagers. It can take many 
forms, including depression, 
self-harm, eating disorders, 
bullying and gender uncertainty. 
There are many reasons  – 
parental anxiety about academic 
performance (yes, it’s a 
problem), exam stress, celebrity 
culture proclaiming that how 
you look is all-important, and 
the 24-hour invasive pressures 
of social media. Sometimes 
the problems are obvious, 
sometimes they are hidden. 

Boarding schools have a 
particular duty to be on the 
look-out for the slightest signs 
of unhappiness. I believe the 
whole school should be involved 
in recognising early signs of 
anxiety or distress in their 
pupils. Not just among teachers 
and pastoral staff but between 
pupils too. The House system 
certainly helps. No school 
nowadays can say ‘We have no 
problems like that here.’ Even 
if they don’t, which is unlikely, 
they might have next week.  
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