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Trask Middle puts single-sex education to the test
Girls seem to thrive; boys think it stinks

Every good algebra student knows the fewer variables, the easier it is to get the right answer. But is that also true for an algebra class itself?
Trask Middle School just finished a yearlong experiment in single-sex education; a project unique to New Hanover County. It offered three algebra classes: an all-girl, an all-boy and one with both sexes. The idea came up when administrators were looking at the student lists and realized they had almost equal numbers of each sex taking the same algebra class, Principal Bob Grimes said.
"I think it relieves a lot of the pressure of having to show off for the opposite sex," he said.
With end-of-course tests just in, results from the separated classes came back mixed. As usual, almost 100 percent of the students tested proficient. But Lou Cicero's boys did slightly worse than his class last year, while Sharon Williams' class of girls did appreciably better than last year's class. Though with other circumstances at play, Mr. Cicero said it's impossible to draw conclusions.
Students in each class, however, had firm accounts of how the unusual setup affected classroom learning. The girls generally seemed enthused about having fewer distractions in a challenging class, saying the absence of boys allowed them to ask questions without feeling stupid and to not worry about how they looked.
"I learned more than in any other math class I've had since kindergarten," Sarah Staub said.
Ms. Williams said it was like a slumber party with everybody feeling very close. "There wasn't the bickering you usually see," she said.
The friendliness had its downfalls. Tiffany Oliver said the classroom chatter could reach high levels as girls talked to each other while Ms. Williams explained problems. A few said they need boys to flirt with.
The boys had more complaints, some of which reinforced why the girls seemed happy without them.
"It stinks," Joseph Columby said. "I mean, it literally stinks."
It was the first of several references by boys to various body odors. But more seriously, Joseph said he missed the competition with girls, who he said are usually the best students.
"I compete against girls," he said. "If I can do better than them, I feel better about myself."
Travis Howard said boys are much more likely to tell you to ask someone else if you need help than are girls.
"They have a different way of explaining things," said Brian Lienhop, echoing the opinion. "It's kind of weird to ask a guy."
Kyle Johnson, however, said he found it less distracting without the girls. And several said they enjoyed the life lessons Mr. Cicero could give them as boys in between math discussions.
Mr. Cicero said the slightly lower class score on the end-of-grade test could be a result several things including: the single-sex breakdown, an increased number of students taking the topic, which had lowered the bar slightly, or some other factor.
"I'd say it's still out to the jury," he said.
Single-sex education is a controversial topic, with some saying it allows boys and girls to learn better and others saying it's discriminatory and promotes stereotypes. Mr. Grimes said they would have dropped the set-up if they had received any complaints.
He said it was uncertain if the idea would be tried again.
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