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11 Equality or discrimination? The consequences
of co-education in Switzerland

by Elisabetta Pagnossin

11.1 Introduction

The debate on co-education rose again a few years ago' as a possible solu-
tion to problems such as underachievement of boys and violence at school.
Very often, girls’ achievements are greater than boys: girls score higher
than boys in indicators such as scholastic success, interest, or conformity
with school norms and school attendance.” Many authors assume that boys
react to girl’s achievements by developing aggressive attitudes demon-
strated by actions of violence.’ In the school environment, girls are often
affected by the increased violence of boys, and, therefore, physical separa-
tion seems to be a quick and a radical solution. Yet, as I discuss in this
paper, such fundamental problems may not be so easily solved.

A thorough discussion on the pedagogical aspects of co-education in the
Swiss context has probably never taken place. In the past, this option was
chosen on the basis of the democratic principle of equality, which de-
manded that boys and girls learn the same subjects together. Nonetheless,
organisational and financial reasons were also put forward to accept this
change. The consequence of sharing the same classroom is that pupils are
expected to follow the same programs and adhere to the same timetables.
This recognition represents an important aspect of the realisation of formal
equality in education. However, the attainment of formal equality doesn’t
imply that actual equality will automatically follow. It is not yet the case in
education, nor is it the case in other fields such as that of labour market.

In the first part of this paper, I will recall some stages that have con-
tributed to the implementation of formal equality in education. I will focus
on Switzerland, but some tendencies and remarks can probably be applied
to other countries and contexts. In the second part, I will discuss the
application of the principle of equality in education as well as other legal

207



FrancoiseV
Zone de texte 
  Pagnossin, Elisabetta. (2006). Equality or discrimination? : the consequences of co-education in Switzerland. In J. Sempruch, 
  K. Willems & L. Shook (eds), Multiple marginalities : an intercultural dialogue on gender in education across Europe and 
  Africa (pp. 207-215). Königstein: Ulrike Helmer.


decisions. How has formal equality in education been translated into the
real life experiences of school children? Is the physical presence of boys
and girls in the classroom sufficient to consider that equality is reached?
What does co-education imply for the Swiss educational system? What are
the relations and interactions among the different actors in terms of pedago-
gical contents? What are, therefore, the representations of gender, created
or reinforced at school, at the time when children must construct their
intellectual and professional future?

11.2 Going back to the past: The slow integration
of girls into the educational system

Switzerland is a federal state formed by 26 cantons. Responsibility in edu-
cation is divided among the Confederation, cantons and communes, but on
the basis of the cooperation and not on a strict separation of responsibili-
ties. According to the Federal Constitution (art. 62), the cantons “provide
for adequate basic education, available to all children”. At the cantonal
level, the departments of education are responsible for these tasks. At all
other educational levels, the competences of legislation, financing, and im-
plementation are variously shared. Inter-cantonal cooperation and school
coordination are the responsibilities of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal
Ministers of Education (EDK-CDIP).

Not until recently have Swiss girls gained nationwide access to all levels
of education,’ and it can be argued that the widespread implementation of
co-education is the primary reason for it. Changes have been slow despite
the recommendations’ of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of
Education (EDK-CDIP), which stated the importance of abolishing all
sources of discrimination against girls. For instance, still in 1979, during
the first 9 years of compulsory schooling, girls had to attend 200 additional
hours of schooling due to sewing and household teachings (Commission
fédérale pour les questions féminines 1999: 10). The Constitutional article
(art. 8, al. 3) on equal rights for men and women in the field of education
was first adopted in 1981. To quote, “Men and women have equal rights.
Legislation shall ensure equality in law and, in fact, particularly in family,
education, and work. Men and women shall have the right to equal pay for
work of equal value” (art. 8, al. 3). A few months later, the Federal Tribu-
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nal declared unconstitutional curricula that differed according to the sex of
school children. It took a position of principle following up on the parental
complaints against the application of more strict criteria for girls at the
entrance to secondary schools in the Swiss canton of Vaud.

In 1991, only 12 of the 26 cantons ruled out the formal disparities
among boys and girls that could be found in the curricula. In the others can-
tons, the differences continued to persist in the field of sewing, household
keeping, geometrical drawing and physics (Commission fédérale pour les
questions féminines 1999: 10). Consequently, 15 years ago, in more than
half of the Swiss cantons, boys and girls were acquiring at school the tradi-
tional gender roles they were expected to play in society. Precisely this was
the strongest argument used to oppose the idea of co-education. It was
believed that if the school adopted the same programs for boys and girls,
the national projections of their future social roles, traditionally clearly
differentiated, would be put into jeopardy.6 The equalisation of curricula
raised doubts about their application as girls were perceived as having less
intellectual skills than boys, and were, therefore, considered incapable of
following the same scholastic programs. Last, but not least, co-education
was seen as threatening to moral values.

On the one hand, arguments in favour of co-education were advanced on
the basis of organisational and financial reasons and often reflected class-
room arrangements which had long been the reality. In fact, for some rural
areas, the economic burden of having different classrooms and teachers for
groups according to gender was simply too high. The actual separation of
students, such as a simple division in the form of ‘dividing doors’, was
usually ineffective and did not prevent them from meeting during breaks
and playtimes (Commission fédérale pour les questions féminines 1999,
Mosconi 1998, Marry 2003). Removing the partition seemed to simplify
things for everyone. On the other hand, the institutionalisation of co-educa-
tion required the standardisation of curricula, at least in their formal con-
tent, as well as in the number of teaching hours. Therefore, a large portion
of the Swiss population experienced different educational regulations (Gril-
newald-Huber 1997). Of course, their rights and lives differed also in other
fields. For instance, women obtained the right to vote and be elected at the
federal level in 1971. However, the implementation of these political rights
at the cantonal level did not take place until 1990, when a decision of the
Federal Tribunal obliged the last resisting canton to adopt it. And it is pre-
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cisely at the same cantonal level that decisions on compulsory education
are made.

Other economic and social rights defining the equality between men and
women, such as the right to equal wage for equal job, continue to be of
theoretical nature. It is important to remember these and many other
aspects of the Swiss working culture while examining the issue of co-
education. On the one hand, changes at the legal, formal level are quite
recent, and are not yet fully applied. On the other hand, changes in values,
attitudes and behaviours are usually very slow to be implemented and inter-
nalised. Therefore, if a political or legal decision (as that of political or
educational equal rights) can be seen as a source of change, these changes
are not immediately translated into practice, as they also affect other
aspects of Swiss traditional agenda. The gap between theory and practice,
and between formal and informal levels on equality matters, differs depen-
ding on the fields of application. For instance, Swiss women are politically
eligible since the beginning of the 1970s, but the proportion of the actually
elected women has not yet reached parity.

11.3 The realities of co-education

Consciously or not, the assignment of pre-established gender roles to boys
and girls begins usually at home (Carrefours de 1’éducation 1997, 2004).
Children are often confronted with the traditional division of labour by
“models embodied by their parents. For instance, the number of women
without post-compulsory education is proportionally higher than in the case
of men, and this situation occurs across all age levels, not only amongst the
elder generations. The differences are quite important at the superior
professional levels, especially in the technical fields. Changes are in pro-
gress, but the gap persists in various fields and levels (OFS 2003). Actu-
ally, in Switzerland, only 59 % of women work (in comparison to 77 % of
men), and 56 % of them work part time, especially if they have small
children, bearing numerous consequences of their work arrangements:
precariousness, low social insurance, lack of continuing education, absence
of a professional career and lower wages (Staub 2003). The difference is
particularly strong in the age group of thirty to thirty-nine year old women
who stop working temporarily in order to take care of their children, and
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their workplace is categorized as a “feminine profession”. This is particu-
larly the case in the service sector, however, the difference is also present
in medical professions, sales and teaching jobs, especially at the preschool
and primary levels.” Generally, women do not occupy leading positions in
their professions and the “glass ceiling” is a pervasive reality in Switzer-
land. Women are still earning less than men, and these wage differences,
often reaching 20 %, cannot be explained by objective elements (OFS
2003). Finally, nine out of ten Swiss women with children are entirely
responsible for household activities, and they spend double as much time
on these tasks as compared with men. The Swiss social organisation con-
tinues to be differentiated on this basis of gender, even if changes have
already begun.

The transmission of gender stereotypes is continually reinforced at home
by family members, at school by teachers and peers, or during free time ac-
tivities by friends. These stereotypes are mostly unconsciously conveyed,
as is the case in the classrooms. Many authors observed that teachers do not
treat boys and girls in the same way. Their verbal interactions and gestures
are often clearly differentiated if addressed to a boy or a girl. Most of the
teachers, male and female, speak, explain, behave, and judge school child-
ren depending on their sex, following a mental structure of attribution of
roles still dependent on the traditional division of labour.®

Expectations on future status, roles, needs, identities and preferences are
primarily based on one homogeneous sexual criterion, male or female,
(AAUWETF 1998) that, in an interplay with citizenship, ethnicity and status,
ties the two groups of school children in order to differentiate their social
dimensions. Therefore, what children learn at school today is not only the
‘official curriculum’ but also the ‘hidden’ one, which clearly determines
their skills and future professional choices and trainings.” These decisions
are reinforced by socialisation processes at home as well as in the society in
general, and bring about long term consequences for their future adult life.

The currently emerging question is as to why curriculum continues to be
gendered even though children of both sexes occupy the same classroom. It
seems that the underlying message that teachers (but also parents) transmit
to their children is that of re-valuing and perpetuating the traditional (read:
patriarchal) organisation of society. If this is the case, my concern is that
any formal change in the curriculum (such as co-education) will have mar-
ginal impact on societal changes. In fact, if boys and girls are not given
equal opportunities at school, it does not matter if they share the same
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classroom or not. In other words, if co-education is taken only as an organi-
sational, formal measure, it cannot be seen as a determinant element in
transmitting new visions to the society. However, if co-education is posited
and charged with real pedagogical options, then the ‘content’ of the tea-
ching strategies and materials are clearly in need of revision. Only then
would the formal (physical) presence of boys and girls in the same class-
room be actually constructive.

A significant body of traditional research on the better performance of
girls in reading and languages versus those of boys in mathematics and
scientific fields'’ continues to determine their occupational and profes-
sional choices, differently charged by prestige and value. But are those
choices and preferences ‘natural’ or are they clearly resulting from curricu-
lum mechanisms at play? Changes in the cultural understanding of gender
roles are slow, and obviously cannot be expected to result from the modifi-
cations of the organisational aspect of co-education. Real effects of co-
education have to be approached from the side of the curriculum content, as
it is the ‘content’ rather than the formal structure that profoundly influences
the educational and professional choices of boys and girls.

11.4 Concluding remarks

Current research on the effects of co-education does not provide any clear
conclusions as to the benefits of choosing one mode or the other. For
- instance, the arguments against co-education state that stereotypes are re-
inforced in a mixed classroom, where girls become less self-confident in
certain subject areas. However, the evidence supporting this argumentation
arrives essentially from private schools, mostly confessional, with a strict
selection criteria at the entrance level, and based on a competence and fee
system. Access to such schools is clearly reserved for children coming
from families with a high socio-economic status.

Other studies also indicate a reinforcement of stereotypes, due to a
strong focus on a persisting, although informal, separation of so-called
boys’ and girls’ activities and preferences.'' Partiality, bias, and incom-
parability prevent both researchers and administration from reaching
positive conclusions.'? As stereotypes prevail, the formal organisation of
the Swiss classrooms does not seem to be crucial to the problem. What

212



matters is the actual equality of contents, behaviours, values and attitudes
that must take place in order for co-education to be effective.

Notes
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