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Introduction



On September 14 and 15, 2000, the American Association of University
Women Educational Foundation convened a historic symposium
called “Beyond the ‘Gender Wars’” to draw together scholars who

study both boys’ and girls’ experiences in school. Planned in January 2000, the
symposium was inspired by several developments over the last decade of
research on gender and education.

AAUW conducted its first research in 1885, when it found that higher educa-
tion was not injurious to women’s health, contrary to popular belief. In 1992,
more than a hundred years later, the Foundation released a catalytic 
report, How Schools
Shortchange Girls: The
AAUW Report, which
reviewed national
data and more than
1,300 studies of
gender to conclude
that girls and boys
received a different
quality and quantity
of education in U.S.
public schools.
Unsurprisingly, the
1992 report and
seminal works on
girls’ development by
Carol Gilligan1 and
others sparked reaction. Christina Hoff Sommers, a fellow at the American
Enterprise Institute and a former professor of philosophy at Clark University,
charged that research on girls distorted evidence of girls’ success, distracted
public attention from the “real” victims in schools—boys—and promulgated a
bias against boys’ “natural” behaviors in the feminized classroom.2 The com-
ments of Sommers and others assume a conflict of goals and interests between
boys and girls in school, whereby one sex is “sanctified” as the other is neces-
sarily denigrated and boys and girls occupy opposing roles as either the victims
or victors in education.3 The ensuing fractious discussion of gender and educa-
tion often assumed the troubling zero-sum logic of a “gender war,” a classroom
battle of the sexes that girls win only if boys lose and vice versa. 
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It is more likely that both boys and girls face unique challenges in school 
and in their social development and that research on gender and education—
whether it focuses on boys or girls—should ultimately benefit all students. This
has been the assumption of the AAUW Educational Foundation, which has
focused its research on the perspectives and experiences of girls and women, 
yet with an eye to the improvement of educational prospects for all students
through the knowledge gained by viewing education from girls’ and women’s
vantage points.

Among its goals for the symposium, the AAUW Educational Foundation wanted
to hear how a group of the most prominent researchers studying boys and girls
would respond to the gender wars metaphor and to the ways that their research
is discussed and applied in a broader popular context. 

Additionally, the Foundation wanted to convene scholars studying both boys’
and girls’ experiences, especially in the context of schooling and education, 
to identify areas of shared concern and consensus as well as differences of inter-
pretation. Research on girls’ psychological development and school experience
has flourished since the 1980s, and more recent research includes comparable
studies of boys. Yet scholars of both boys and girls rarely have forums specifi-
cally to exchange insights and identify common themes and concerns, despite
the complementary nature of their research. 

Finally, the Foundation wanted to hear about priority issues that have emerged
from recent cutting-edge research on both sexes and determine the directives 
for social equity that researchers, policy-makers, educators, parents, and com-
munities should embrace for this century. Taking stock of recent changes in the
status of girls and women in school and the workplace and of recent research
on boys, where do we go from here?

The “Beyond the ‘Gender Wars’” symposium opened at the AAUW Educational
Foundation with a daylong conversation among the researchers. Professor Barrie
Thorne moderated this session. A two-hour public forum, moderated by
syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman, was held at the National Press Club the
next day. The standing-room-only audience of educators, policy-makers,
reporters, and others concerned about gender, education, and equity heard a
summary of the first day’s discussion and posed questions to the panelists.
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Symposium participants included some
of the most respected and prominent
researchers studying boys and girls’
issues (full biographies appear at the
end of the report): 

Susan Bailey, executive director of the
Wellesley Centers for Women, professor
of women’s studies and education at
Wellesley College, and principal author
of How Schools Shortchange Girls: The
AAUW Report

Patricia Campbell, president of
Campbell-Kibler Associates, an educa-
tional research and evaluation firm

Beatriz Chu Clewell, principal research associate and director of evaluation
studies and equity research at the Education Policy Center of the Urban
Institute and co-author of Breaking the Barriers: Helping Female and Minority
Students Succeed in Mathematics and Science

James Garbarino, professor of human development at Cornell University, 
co-director of the Family Life Development Center, and author of Lost Boys:
Why Our Sons Turn Violent and How We Can Save Them

Patricia Hersch, journalist and author of A Tribe Apart: A Journey Into the Heart
of American Adolescence

Michael Kimmel, professor of sociology at State University of New York-Stony
Brook and author of The Gendered Society and Manhood in America: A Cultural
History

Lynn Phillips, a social and developmental psychologist at Eugene Lang College
of the New School University and author of The Girls Report: What We Know and
Need to Know About Growing Up Female and Flirting With Danger: Young Women’s
Reflections on Sexuality and Domination
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William Pollack, assistant clinical professor of psychology at Harvard Medical
School, director for the Center for Men and Young Men and director of continu-
ing education (psychology) at McLean Hospital, and author of Real Boys:
Rescuing Our Sons From the Myths of Boyhood and Real Boys’ Voices

Barrie Thorne, professor of sociology at the University of California, Berkeley,
co-director of the Center for Working Families, author of Gender Play: Girls and
Boys in School, and moderator of the first day’s session

This report summarizes the key insights that emerged from the conversation
among researchers and the public forum. In the sections that follow, partici-
pants share their visions of what would constitute a truly equitable and effective
education for girls and boys, their understanding of how gender interacts with
other aspects of students’ identities, their responses to and revisions of the
gender wars debate, and their recommended priorities for achieving better
education for boys and girls.
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