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Abstract 
 
During the 1960s the government of New South Wales adopted a comprehensive, 

coeducational model of schooling. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s dozens of boys’ and 

girls’ public schools were closed, amalgamated or restructured as a result of new policy 

commitments to equality of opportunity in education. Forty-six single-sex high schools 

remain in the public provision today, less than half the original number. Of these, twenty-

four are girls’ schools and twenty-two admit only boys. While one boys’ school is located 

in a northern region of the state, the other forty-five are all to be found in the Sydney 

metropolitan area. 

 

The single-sex public high school provision in New South Wales constitutes an 

Australian educational phenomenon. However, despite the unique nature and extent of 

this provision in contemporary Australian public education, the schools attract little 

mention in the research literature. Likewise, official education publications, particularly 

those intended for consumers, provide few references to the single-sex option. In this 

thesis, evidence is provided of the incomplete implementation of policies favouring the 

coeducational, comprehensive model. The contention is that this reflects an unresolved 

ideological tension between those who believe that educational equity can only be 

delivered through identical provision and those who maintain that segregation of the 

sexes can enable a more effective focus on the needs of male and female students, both 

during secondary school and in preparation for the post-school world. 

 

This project focuses on the surviving New South Wales single-sex public high schools as 

a group left out of contemporary educational discourse. In seeking to understand their 

enduring appeal for consumers, the following key questions guided the research: 

 

• Which schools are they? 

• What sustains them? 

• How do the schools fit into the provision of public education? 

• What does the future look like for these schools? 



iv 

A wide range of historical and contemporary informants, including former Ministers for 

Education, senior bureaucrats and retired principals, together with participants from nine 

single-sex public high schools, provided comprehensive data to answer these questions. 

In the absence of a policy discourse that engages with the single-sex public school option, 

this study examines the characteristics of these institutions, the basis for their enduring 

appeal to consumers, and the strategies used by some to distinguish themselves in a 

highly competitive education market. 

 

Fiona Jane Mueller 
July 2007 
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