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Briefing paper: Gender 

 

By Laura Carter 

 

This briefing paper reviews secondary education since 1945 in the UK within the maintained and 

independent sectors, through the lens of gender. It is divided into three periods (1947-1967, 1967-

1987, 1987-1997) and offers a chronological overview of patterns of co-education and single-sex 

education, pupil numbers in different school types, and leaver patterns, using central government 

statistics. 

 

1. 1947-1967 

 

Co-education and gender differences in the tripartite system 

 

England had a relatively low proportion of co-educational schools when mass secondary education 

was first universalised after the Second World War. The grammar schools, most of which were much 

older than the Butler Act, were gender segregated. In 1947 they were split roughly at 1/3 boys, 1/3 

girls, 1/3 co-educational. The technical schools (anyway few and far between) were also reasonably 

gender segregated and favoured boys, because the types of skills that they catered to mapped onto a 

gender-segregated workforce. By contrast, in 1947 43.5% of secondary modern schools were co-

educational, 28.5% were all girls’, and 28% were all boys’.1 Secondary modern schools thereafter 

quickly surpassed more than 50% co-educational. One reason for this was because co-educational 

schools were cheaper in terms of resources, staffing, and space.  

 

Graph 1a shows the overall rise in co-educational schooling in England and Wales across the 1940s-

1970s.2 The increase was steepest at the beginning of the period as more secondary modern schools 

opened, rising modestly throughout the 1960s, and then rising most steeply from the end of the 1960s 

when comprehensive schools opened more rapidly. Co-educational grammar and technical schools 

show a sharp decline. The number of co-educational grammar schools peaked in the late 1960s just as 

grammar schools were starting to close en masse; in 1967 35% of all grammar schools were mixed.3  

                                                 
1 Education in 1947 (1948), pp. 104-31. 
2 The statistics for all graphs in this paper are drawn from tables 1-6, produced alongside this briefing paper, 

which contain footnotes for all sources. 
3 Statistics of Education 1967 (1968), pp. 2-3. 

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Secondary%20education%20and%20social%20change%20in%20the%20United%20Kingdom%20since%201945/2.%20research%20%26%20archives/briefing%20papers%20%26%20source%20audits/briefing%20papers/themes/Gender/Statistical%20tables%20and%20graphs
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The divergent pathways of co-educational secondary modern and co-educational grammar schools 

and are illustrated more clearly in graph 1b. By 1977 only 98 co-educational grammar schools 

remained, whilst girls’ grammar schools had actually increased by 2.6% of the total and boys’ by 

3.8% since 1972.4 Technical schools were always slightly skewed in favour of all boys’ schools (for 

example in 1962 43.6% were boys’, 16.4% were girls’, and 40% were co-educational), but the 

number of technical schools was in decline anyway even throughout the 1950s and 1960s.5 The vast 

regional variation in these distributions is not shown by the graphs. In Douglas’s NSHD sample, 65% 

of his Welsh pupils were in co-educational schools (of all school types) followed by 62% of those 

from the North, compared with 39% of pupils from the North West and 38% of pupils from the South 

East.6 

 

 

                                                 
4 Statistics of Education 1972 (1972), pp. 4-5; Statistics of Education 1977 (1979), pp. 2-3. 
5 Statistics of Education 1962 (1963), pp. 30-1. 
6 Douglas, Ross, and Simpson (1968), p. 68. 
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Considering full-time pupil attendance, graphs 7b, 7c, and 7d show the differing gender patterns for 

girls and boys in secondary modern, grammar, and technical schools (of all sex types). There were 

always more boys than girls in secondary modern schools, because of the tendency for boys to stay on 

at school longer than girls until the 1970s. This difference is even more marked if we consider the 

much larger number of boys in technical schools across most of the period, shown in graph 7d. The 

secondary modern gender gap increases across the 1950s and starts to close across the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. 

 

In the grammar schools, boys were slightly more numerous until the late 1960s, when the number of 

girls overtook boys across the 1970s, almost evening out by the early 1980s. For the NSHD kids, who 

entered secondary school in 1957, Douglas found that slightly more girls than boys achieved grammar 

school places in his sample (20.2% vs. 18%), which does not correlate with the overall secondary 

education national statistics (the grammar school population in 1957 was 50.6% male 49.4% female).7 

This is explained by the tendency of boys to catch up and stay on longer: one of Douglas’s key gender 

findings was that whilst girls were more successful at primary school and therefore at age 11, they fell 

behind over the course of secondary schooling especially in arithmetic, geography, and science. 

Middle-class boys, who made up most of the grammar school population, were the best at catching 

up.8 

 

The grammar school gender gap in favour of girls in the 1970s could be explained by a number of 

factors: the staying on difference for grammar school vs. secondary modern girls was much starker 

than for boys, there were more girls’ grammar schools than boys’ grammar schools for the entire 

tripartite period (and these schools seem to have held on slightly better during comprehensivization), 

and there were more boys than girls at comprehensive schools throughout the 1960s and 1970s (3.4% 

more in 1972 and 2% more in 1977).9  

 

 

                                                 
7 Education in 1957 (1958), pp. 97-126. 
8 Douglas, Ross, and Simpson (1968), pp. 29-34. 
9 Statistics of Education 1972 (1972), pp. 4-5; Statistics of Education 1977 (1979), pp. 2-3. 
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Direct grant and independent schools 

 

Direct grant grammar schools are most instructively compared to the independent sector, because both 

school types had very high numbers of gender-segregated schools compared to the fully state-

maintained schools (in fact between 1962 and 1972 there were only ever two co-educational direct 

grant schools in the whole of England and Wales).10 Graph 3a shows the full comparison. Across the 

1940s-1970s there were always more girls’ than boys’ direct grant schools, reflecting the dominance 

of girls’ Catholic schools in this sector. The fall in numbers of girls’ independent schools in the 1960s 

(28 between 1962 and 1972) shown in graph 3b is met by a 3% rise in co-educational independents 

and 9% rise in boys’ independent schools. By the early 1950s an independent school gender gap in 

favour of boys had been established. There was a much sharper drop in female independent school 

attendance after war as middle-class girls moved into maintained grammar schools. Both populations 

                                                 
10 The independent schools included in the graphs and discussed in this paper are only those deemed ‘efficient’ 

by the state and thus and collected in government statistics. 
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rose from the end of the 1960s in response to the closure of grammar schools, but boys more steeply 

than girls. 
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Scotland 

 

Most of Scotland’s secondary schools were co-educational.11 In 1959 the secondary school population 

(total 248876 pupils) was 49% female and 51% male, with the number of girls dropping off in the 

fifth and sixth years.12 In 1963 (total 286441 pupils) it was 48.8% female and 51.2% male, with the 

figures similarly even up to the fourth year of secondary school, after which more girls left school 

than boys.13 That same year, the Scottish Education Department noted in its annual report its hope that 

more 15 year-old pupils would complete the three-year course during the 1960s (in 1963 numbers 

dropped by 16368 between second and third year and by 40852 between third and fourth year, 

roughly evenly between genders). Local Authorities produced two separate pamphlets for girls and 

boys, ‘Let Him Stay on at School’ and ‘Let Her Stay on at School’, describing the benefits of staying 

on, which were distributed to the parents of pupils starting the third year of a senior secondary 

course.14 

 

Leavers and careers 

 

Until the end of the 1960s, when the school leaving age was 15, more boys than girls stayed on at 

school. Graph 2 shows the difference between girls’ and boys’ reasons for leaving school across the 

entire period. Boys were always more likely to leave for employment, girls for further education. As 

the importance of employment declined and further education rose, the gender gap became slightly 

bigger. These rather crude ‘reasons’ mask some important differences. A lot more boys than girls 

were leaving for apprenticeships throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and apprenticeships were included 

in the leaving for employment figures (e.g. in 1962 20% of boys and 3.7% of girls left for 

apprenticeships).15 Apprenticeships were designed for a gender-differentiated labour market that 

favoured boys’ technical and practical skills. Statistics collected by the ‘Institute of Manpower 

Studies’ on girls and boys entering apprenticeships by industry in the 1960s and 1970s show a fair 

diversity of distribution for boys compared with pitiful figures for girls, who were heavily 

concentrated in white-collar administrative and service work.16 Meanwhile, the vast majority of girls 

leaving for further education went into teacher training and secretarial or similar courses, not higher 

education. More boys than girls went into higher education in Britain until the end of the millennium. 

 

                                                 
11 Scottish Education Department annual reports do not provide any breakdowns for girls’ boys’, and co-

educational secondary school types in their statistics tables. 
12 Education in Scotland in 1959 (1960), p. 112. 
13 Education in Scotland in 1963 (1964), p. 116. 
14 Education in Scotland in 1963 (1964), p. 15. 
15 Statistics of Education 1962 (1963), pp. 30-1. 
16 Institute of Manpower Studies (1978). 
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2. 1967-1987 

 

Co-education and comprehensivization 

 

In graph 1a the yellow line shows the steady rise in co-educational comprehensives, which is really 

just the story of a rise in the number of comprehensive schools over the period. The crossing of the 

two blue lines represents the point at which, in the early 1970s, there were more co-educational 

comprehensive schools than co-educational secondary modern schools. Graph 4a shows more clearly 

the tendency for comprehensives to be mixed (over 85% in 1982, 90.4% by 1992) with single-sex 

comprehensives increasing modestly and plateauing by the late 1970s.17 But, as graph 4b shows, by 

the early 1990s the trend for all maintained schools to be co-educational (the lines look like they 

might be about to meet in the early 1980s) had slowed considerably due to the resilience of single-sex 

grammar schools in certain areas. As we saw with the grammar school gender gap in favour of girls 

for the 1970s, graph 7e shows that from the late 1960s there are more boys than girls attending 

comprehensive schools. This gap was at its widest in the late 1970s, in 1977 58051 more boys than 

girls attended comprehensive schools.18 The picture for both genders and all school types  in graph 7a 

shows that the numbers of all pupils attending comprehensive schools overtook the number of all 

pupils attending grammar schools already in the late 1960s (and likewise for secondary moderns in 

the early 1970s), adding weight to the argument that we ought to think about comprehensivization as 

a long, slow, regional post-1945 process rather than as an ‘event’ that took place from 1965. 

 

                                                 
17 Statistics of Education Schools 1982 (1983), p. 9, p. 13; Statistics of Education Schools 1992 (1993), pp. 110-

113. 
18 Statistics of Education 1977 (1979), pp. 2-3. 
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There has been plenty of debate about what drove comprehensivization in this period, and Mandler 

has convincingly argued that bottom-up demand was more persuasive than top-down ideology.19 But 

was co-education a top-down or bottom-up aspect of comprehensivization, or was it just a practical 

necessity, or a combination of all three? Comprehensives were bigger schools and were often literally 

formed through the amalgamation of existing girls’ and boys’ grammar and secondary modern 

schools, hence the practical element. On the side of ideology, proponents of comprehensivisation did 

fiercely advocate co-education as a feature of democratic mass secondary education. But the idea that 

girls and boys should attend school together became a kind of subsidiary point to the more pressing 

social debate about class, and eventually racial, mixing in secondary schools. Writing in 1968, 

Douglas’s gender findings prompted him to warn that, through comprehensivization, the drift to co-

education was not being properly thought through.20 

 

Scotland 

 

The evidence from Scotland in this period provides a warning against assuming that changes in 

gender culture came immediately with the arrival of majority, co-educational comprehensive schools. 

In the 1970s the Scottish ideal of a common curriculum seemed to hold true for the first two years of 

secondary school, but thereafter became highly stratified by gender and by whether or not pupils were 

entering for exams. Post ROSLA in 1975 the Scottish HMI produced a special report highlighting 

gender differences, showing that boys were more likely to take physics and girls biology. It concluded 

that these inequities were not a consequence of policy but were deeply entwined with societal gender 

issues at large.21 

 

The 1977 Scottish leavers survey found that Higher, O-grade, and non-SCE pupils reported very 

different experiences of their last two years of secondary school. Boys’ and girls’ experiences in these 

groups were quite similar, except that a far higher proportion of boys reported experiencing some 

form of corporal punishment.22 As in England and Wales, female school leavers in Scotland at the end 

of the 1960s were going into further education more than boys. Interestingly, the proportion of full-

time students that were female in Scottish universities did not drop below a quarter for the entire 

century, which is much higher than in England. There was a significant downturn in the growth of 

male students at Scottish universities between 1971-1990.23 Female labour market participation in 

Scotland did not rise as quickly as in England during the 1970s and 1980s.24  

 

Northern Ireland 

 

The gender situation in Northern Ireland was the opposite of Scotland because almost all schools were 

single-sex and selection at age 11 persisted across the whole period. In Northern Ireland differences 

between county (Protestant) and voluntary (Catholic) schools produced an even more complex gender 

situation. Graph 8a shows that within the grammar school system, the county system slightly favoured 

girls and the voluntary system slightly favoured boys, and graph 8b shows the opposite for the 

intermediate schools (akin to secondary moderns). In the 1960s and 1970s the voluntary system was 

                                                 
19 Mandler (2014). 
20 Douglas, Ross, and Simpson (1968), p. 73. 
21 Scottish Education Department (1975). 
22 Gray, McPherson, and Raffe (1983), p. 174. 
23 Brown (2010), pp. 27-28. Cf. Dyhouse (2006), p. 99. 
24 Brown (2010), pp. 27-28. 
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poorly funded compared to the county system. Moreover, there was a vast imbalance in the numbers 

of different types of schools.25 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 The reasons for this, relating to funding disputes between the Unionist state and the Catholic school system, 

are properly explained in the Northern Ireland briefing paper. 
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Leavers and careers 

 

From the mid-1970s girls’ staying on rates up to age seventeen began to overtake boys’. Returning to 

graph 2, the percentage of both girls and boys leaving school for employment began to decline 

sharply from the late 1970s. This was a result of apprenticeships declining, youth unemployment 

peaking, and staying on rates beginning to rise again. Likewise, youth training and further education 

options diversified in the 1980s, especially for boys. Teacher training, the traditional option for girls 

pursuing further education, underwent cuts and restructuring in the 1970s. Dyhouse uses this fact, 

alongside the impact of the Equal Pay Act (1970) and Sex Discrimination Act (1975) on workplaces 

to explain more women choosing higher education from the 1980s and beyond.26 

 

3. 1987-1997 

 

Late-century trends 

 

In graph 7a, the number of girls and boys attending comprehensive schools begins to decline slightly 

over the course of the 1980s at a roughly equal rate. The increase in boys attending grammar schools 

is too slight to explain this. It might be partly explained by the rise of Sixth Form Colleges (which 

were all co-educational). By 1987 there were 106 Sixth Form Colleges in England educating 64493 

pupils.27 But this cannot account for the 369702 drop in numbers of pupils attending comprehensive 

schools between 1982 and 1987, which is most likely simply a result of the drastic drop in the birth 

rate between 1975 and 1979. The number of comprehensive schools also began to drop from the mid 

1980s. 

 

Another notable feature of this period was the persistence and resilience of single-sex education. In 

graph 1a the grey and orange lines, representing the technical and grammar schools, drop from the 

mid-1960s. But the drop is considerably greater than the overall decline in these school types. This 

suggests that co-educational grammars were the first to be axed, as the single-sex schools were 

typically higher performing and preferred by the middle-classes, and were probably more fiercely 

protected in their localities. Graphs 5a and 6a show comparable trends for girls’ and boys’ single-sex 

maintained schools: gender segregated education was clearly in decline, but the grammar schools in 

both cases show a much slower decline than the other school types. Graph 6c illustrates the slight but 

growing difference between the number of girls’ and boys’ maintained schools, in favour of girls’ 

schools. 

 

                                                 
26 Dyhouse (2006), pp. 112-113. 
27 Statistics of Education Schools (1988), pp. 119-122. 
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Leavers and careers 

 

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of this paper - the relationship between social change 

outside secondary schools and gender cultures within them - it is clear that the 1990s was the period 

when social change from the outside made girls’ and boys’ experiences of secondary education in the 

UK more equal. In this period all girls, not just the elite, could feel cultural change capturing up with 

structural change. Higher education opportunities for women expanded drastically as the Polytechnics 

were converted into new universities. The labour market, especially in the professions, opened up to 

women. Workplaces began to adapt to a new gender order and there was a lively public discourse 

about working parents. 

 

As is evidenced by the experience of the 1970 cohort, women experienced a lot of upward mobility in 

this period but their qualifications were always more important in this process than was the case for 

men.28 The GCSE, a standardised school leaving qualification introduced under Thatcher in 1986 in 

response to fears about falling standards, made a big difference to girls’ achievements in secondary 

school. As the GCSE resulted in more pupils leaving school with five or more good grades, more of 

these pupils were girls.29 In addition, academic researchers began to meaningfully probe gender 

politics and gender culture in the school classroom, leading to active interventions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Bukodi (2009). 
29 Bolton (2012). 
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