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ABSTRACT 

THE HISTORY OF HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS’ SPORT IN THE CITY  

AND SUBURBS OF PHILADELPHIA  

1890-1990 

Catherine D’Ignazio 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2010 

Major Advisor:  William Cutler 

This study is an investigation of the development and one hundred year 

history of high school girls’ sport in the city and suburbs of Philadelphia.  Its focus 

is on how and why, over time, the experiences of schoolgirl athletes in the city of 

Philadelphia were different from the experiences of schoolgirl athletes in the sur-

rounding suburbs.  Using place, gender and race critical perspectives, high 

school yearbooks, augmented by oral histories, were used as primary resources 

to determine the origins of sport programs in public high schools throughout the 

region, the uneven impact of national professional standards on city and subur-

ban schoolgirl sport programs, the creation of a unique city sport culture, the 

changes in school sport as a result of the suburbanization in the region and fi-

nally, the impact of suburban school district reorganizations.  Along with an ex-

amination of newspapers and other secondary sources this study suggests that 

suburban schoolgirl experiences emerged as the normative expression of 

schoolgirl sport.  
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THE HISTORY OF HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS’ SPORT IN THE CITY AND 

SUBURBS OF PHILADELPHIA 1890-1990 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Education, over the last two hundred years, has profoundly changed the 

contours of women’s lives in America,“ claimed Barbara Solomon in her book In 

The Company of Educated Women: A History of Women and Higher Education 

in America.1  But significant social change has not been confined to higher edu-

cation.  Secondary education has “profoundly changed the contours“ of girls’ 

lives, too.  Historian Jane Hunter in How Young Ladies Became Girls chronicled 

the important role of early high schools in the history of girlhood in the US.2  This 

dissertation, a history of schoolgirl sport from 1890 to 1990, uses schoolgirl sport 

as a lens through which to examine girls’ experiences and the subsequent cen-

tury of public high school education. In particular, it uses sport as a lens through 

which to examine the vexing disparity between city and suburban schoolgirl ex- 

 
1Barbara Miller Solomon, In the Company of Educated Women (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), xvii. 
2Jane H. Hunter, How Young Ladies Became Girls, Victorian Origins of 

American Girlhood (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
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periences that developed over that century.  An examination of schoolgirl sport 

reveals how national, state and school policies intersected with gender, place, 

class and race. 

Conceived originally as a corrective to the dominant male narrative of high 

school sport, this dissertation identifies the ways schoolgirl sport history differs 

from the schoolboy narrative with regard to origins and development.   Most sig-

nificantly, participation in high school sport is redefined to include intramural ath-

letics.  Interscholastic competition, the model of competition preferred by and for 

schoolboys since the 1870s, has dominated the historical conceptualization of 

high school sport. For historians writing exclusively about high school girls, inter-

scholastic sport has been assumed to be the model for sport played by girls.3 

However, for most of the first half of the twentieth century when the majority of 

schoolgirls attended city high schools, inter-class and intramural competitions 

dominated much of schoolgirl sport in the Philadelphia region.  A broader defini-

tion of high school sport reclaims developments that were unique to the history of 

schoolgirl sport. In addition, this dissertation focuses upon the role of place, pre-

viously under examined in the dominant school sport narrative.  No programmatic 

differences existed in city and suburban schoolboy sport; but this was not the 

case for schoolgirl sport.  The focus on place in the history of schoolgirl sport is 
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especially useful when examining Title IX because in both quantifiable and quali-

tative ways, it disproportionately favored white suburban schoolgirls.   

Beyond the original intent to correct and include girls in the history of high 

school sport, this dissertation examines the cultural history of Philadelphia public 

high school girls’ sport in the first part of the twentieth century.  A female identi-

fied sports culture marked in part by rambunctious cheering, unique clothing and 

delimited competition distinguished schoolgirl sport from schoolboy sport and had 

a liberating effect on high school girls.  The unique foundations of early schoolgirl 

sport also appealed to both the women Physical Education (PE) professionals 

and the new girl.   

The political economy of secondary education ensured that further devel-

opments in schoolgirl sport would not be the same in the city and suburban 

schools.  The political economy of education generally refers to the impact of 

politics on the distribution of economic resources, but it largely ignores gender.  

In a gendered political economy males and females are not treated the same.   

For example, the separatist philosophy underpinning a policy against girls’ inter-

scholastic sport refashioned the meaning of sport for schoolgirls and boys.  In the 

city schools interscholastic sport increased its hegemony as it became more 

 
 

3For two examples of historical analysis that assume schoolgirls played 
sport interscholastically, when they likely did not, see Paula S Fass, Outside In: 
Minorities and the Transformation of American Education (U.S.: Oxford 
University Press, 1989), 82 and Hunter, How Young Ladies Became Girls, 
Victorian Origins of American Girlhood, 234. 
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closely identified with masculinity; however, that left athletics a poor fit with femi-

ninity in a dichotomous gendered paradigm.  Therefore, athletic accomplish-

ments, like championships, became the exclusive domain of male athletes. In the 

Philadelphia region, city male athletics and the city championship was consid-

ered the apex of the sport hierarchy. So when city girls eventually gained access 

to the championship structure, they were sequestered in a league that bestowed 

prestige on boys, but did not offer the same prestige for schoolgirl champions.  In 

the suburbs on the other hand, the national effort to suppress girls’ interscholas-

tic games was not effective. When championships became officially available, 

suburban schoolgirls stepped onto a statewide ladder of athletic accomplish-

ments that began with league championships and potentially continued to district 

and state accolades.   These kinds of athletic opportunities proved to be instru-

mental in assisting suburban schoolgirl athletes make the transition to college 

programs, and as a result, they were in a better position to reap the benefits of 

Title IX decades earlier than their peers in urban highs schools.  

This dissertation looks at events that began almost a century before Title 

IX in order to identify the foundation upon which later attempts at equity were 

based. A redefinition of participation to include intramural competition pulls early 

twentieth century schoolgirl sporting culture from obscurity and misunderstanding 

to the center of historical analysis.  A redefinition of participation reveals the gen-

dered and geographic seams of construction behind the traditional historical nar-

rative that aligns female experiences with their male counterparts as a proxy for 
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equity.  For example, one prominent sport historian making the case for girls’ in-

creased access to sport cited the growth in interscholastic competition.  He 

claimed, “In the 1970s the number of girls involved in interscholastic sports rose 

almost seven fold, from under 300,000 to over 2,000,000.“4  In another example, 

one of the most recent books on Title IX claimed, “Prior to 1972, boys enjoyed 

nearly 100 percent of the sports opportunities, and now must share those educa-

tional resources with an expanded pool of athletes-their sisters.“5  This disserta-

tion challenges the assumption that interscholastic competition alone is an ade-

quate measure of participation and, too, it shows that interscholastic competition 

for girls has long played an important role in the history of schoolgirl sport in the 

Philadelphia area. At best interscholastic sport is a qualified foundation upon 

which to measure equity.  Even as a measure specifically of interscholastic activ-

ity, the statistics on participation, (from under 300,000 to over 2 million) which are 

ubiquitously cited, do not necessarily include girls from the large city school dis-

tricts.  Such school sport participation statistics-for girls and boys- certainly do 

not include the participation of girls and boys from the Philadelphia Public School 

District. Philadelphia was not part of the reporting structure that counted the 

 
4Allen Guttman, A Whole New Ball Game: An Interpretation of American 

Sports (Chapel Hill: University North Carolina Press, 1988), 151. 
5Nancy and Andrew Zimbalist Hogshead-Makar, eds, Equal Play, Title IX 

and Social Change (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007), 220. 
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number of high school athletes until 2005.6  Neither were the Catholic High 

Schools of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.  

 Ultimately, this dissertation is an urban versus suburban analysis of the 

history of schoolgirl sport in public high schools.  An examination of schoolgirl 

sport in the Philadelphia area reveals some of the ways one large urban, public  

school district and its suburban counterparts produced different outcomes for 

their female students.  Over nearly a century of urban expansion and contraction, 

and suburban expansion and consolidation, race and place interacted with na-

tional, state and local school policies with the result that schoolgirl sport in the 

suburban public high schools accrued more value than schoolgirl sport in their 

urban counterparts.  

The first three chapters cover the origins and development of city and 

suburban schoolgirl sport. Chapter One examines the origins of schoolgirl sport 

in Philadelphia high schools.  The chapter begins with the hiring of the first physi-

cal education teachers and the early embrace by schoolgirls, their PE instructors, 

and the Father’s Associations of interscholastic sport; it also explores the adop-

tion of the ideology known as the “Platform“ that prohibited participation by girls 

in interscholastic sport.   While the earliest backers of schoolgirl sport encour- 

 
6These statistics come from the National Federation of State High School 

Athletic Associations (NFSHAA), to which the Pennsylvania Interscholastic 
Athletic Association (PIAA) has been a member.  But the Philadelphia School 
District was not a member of the PIAA in 1972. It did not join until 2005, so the 
number of its athletes was not reported to the PIAA, nor to the NFHSSA. 
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aged girls to mimic schoolboy sport, their attitudes changed as the political cli-

mate and social context of the city made school sport a proving ground for post 

World War One attitudes about appropriate bourgeois gender behavior and eco-

nomic power and control by women professionals. Interscholastic competition 

was banned and intramural games became a nearly universal experience for 

schoolgirls in city high schools-the citadels of high culture in a potentially degrad-

ing environment. But over time the growing emphasis on schoolboy interscholas-

tic championships rendered the girls intramural games somewhat pointless, mak-

ing it possible for more normative values of young womanhood to shape the ath-

letic experiences of city schoolgirls.  

Chapter Two presents and analyzes the culture of city schoolgirl sport, its 

unique qualities as well as those it shared with schoolboys.  An examination of 

the culture of sport permits the meaning of school sport for both the girls and 

their instructors to be explored in its historical context.  The alternative models of 

competition and the material culture of schoolgirl sport, particularly the costumes 

designed exclusively for schoolgirls, are examined for what they reveal about the 

meaning school sport had for the girls and those interested in it. The chapter also 

examines the economic and political motives of the women who as physical edu-

cation instructors influenced the culture of city schoolgirl sport.  In addition, those 

characteristics schoolgirls shared with their male classmates: class identity, 

bragging and boasting, awards and team pictures, are examined for what they 

tell us about schoolgirl sport and schoolgirl life.  
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These first two chapters introduce schoolgirl sport into the literature about 

sport and urbanizing America.  Historians have debated the role of sport in the 

urbanization of American society.  From origins to mutually sustaining technolo-

gies and social developments to conflicts over the use of urban space, the urban 

paradigm is often central to the historical narrative of the role of sport in the ur-

banization of America.7  However, most arguments focus on the male experi-

ence.  Those that do include females ignore schoolgirls entirely.  The thousands 

of schoolgirls and the women who oversaw their athletic programs experienced 

and shaped city life. Theirs is an important part of the history of urban America.  

Chapter Three covers the origins and development of schoolgirl sport in 

the suburban high schools surrounding Philadelphia.  Similarities and differences 

between the city and suburban opportunities are highlighted.  Most importantly, it 

demonstrates that the Platform-the ideology shared by women physical educa-

tors calling for the elimination of interscholastic schoolgirl sport that was so influ-

ential in the city schools-had little impact on suburban schoolgirl sport.  This 

chapter explores the impact suburban culture, in particular the domestic ideals of 

hetero-normative social life, had on schoolgirl sport.  

Chapters Four and Five continue the historical analysis from 1945 to 

1990.  Together these two chapters tell the story of how the differences between 

city and suburban athletic policies, along with changes in the national scene, 

 
7Stephen Hardy, “Sport in Urbanizing America: A Historical Review,” 

Journal of Urban History 23, no. 6 (September 1997): 675–708. 
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benefitted suburban white schoolgirls more than their black classmates and all 

city schoolgirls.  Chapter Four demonstrates how male sporting events increas-

ingly dominated high school sports after World War II and the ways this domi-

nance played out for city and suburban schoolgirl athletes.  The expansion of 

high school attendance and the concomitant increase in football contests in-

creased the profile of gendered associations like cheerleaders, drill teams and 

majorettes.  Schoolgirls in the city and suburbs inclusively negotiated the gen-

dered terrain of popular activities in the post World War Two, pre-Title IX milieu 

such that their experiences were similar—they participated on sports teams and 

entertainment squads.  After Title IX became law however, the value of school 

sport changed and regional differences became more important.  Despite the 

similar way schoolgirls across the region responded to the heightened gender 

associations with sport, ultimately, the supra structure of league and state cham-

pionships which were different in the city and suburbs proved more influential 

than the shared experiences. Newspaper sports coverage clearly demonstrated 

the increased value of schoolgirl sport and the uneven way this developed for city 

and suburban schoolgirls in large part due to the different championship struc-

tures.   

Chapter Five abandons the city versus suburban analysis to look only 

within the suburban schools.  It compares the impact of suburban school district 

consolidation on the participation of black suburban schoolgirl athletes in three 

school districts.  The chapter locates the reorganization of suburban Philadelphia 



 

   xiv

school districts within the national debate for improving American high school 

performance. The legislative record of that debate reveals much about the way 

politics shaped the tools and perspectives local school officials used when under-

taking reorganization. The unfortunate result was a decline in black suburban 

schoolgirl athletic participation at the same time that Title IX was passed and the 

value of a college education radically increased. 

Taken together the five chapters will present the unique aspects of the 

story of girls’ sport in the public high schools in the Philadelphia region- for both 

the students and the now largely disappeared, women’s PE profession.  More 

importantly, as metropolitan America becomes increasingly divided between ur-

ban and suburban experiences, the historical roots of difference between city and 

suburban schoolgirl sport is presented as one example of the way national, state 

and local education policy intersected and created geographic and racial dispar-

ity in the experiences and opportunities available to students.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE CITY EXPERIENCE, 1890-1945 

 

 

 

In the1944 Philadelphia field hockey season the University of Pennsyl-

vania (Penn) compiled a 5-0-1 record. Penn ended the season the only unde-

feated team and claimed to be the “unofficial champion of the Philadelphia dis-

trict.”  Questioned about their success the team’s coach Mrs. Hildegarde Farqu-

har said, “We used to depend upon private schools but now suburban schools 

provide us with many of our best players.”8  Mrs. Farquhar indicated not only that 

suburban public schools were providing more players than the private schools, 

but also that city schools provided fewer and fewer.  Reflecting upon her 23 

years of coaching at the University of Pennsylvania three years later, she ob-

served that, “Girls who come from the suburban or private schools usually have a 

fine background in sports and like to participate in them in college, but girls from 

 
8Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection,  Girls’ 

Coach has been at Penn 19 Years, December 4, 1944, Philadelphia, Temple 
University Libraries, Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
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the city high schools are not so lucky.  Because they do not know them or are 

unable to play well, they feel inferior and dislike to take part.”9 

To be clear, when Mrs. Farquhar said “the city” or “suburban or private” 

high schools she was referring to schools from the Philadelphia metropolitan 

area.  The University of Pennsylvania in the 1940s did not usually attract stu-

dents from outside the Philadelphia area.  Its student population was like most 

universities at that time- quite parochial.  What might explain Mrs. Farquhar’s ob-

servation?  Why were suburban schoolgirls more likely to be college athletes 

than city schoolgirls?10 After all, the American high school is an urban innovation.  

Together athletics and high schools have been a part of adolescent American 

urban life since the beginning of the twentieth-century.  Of course early associa-

tion between high schools and any specific activity was not by itself enough to 

ensure longevity.  For example, the early relationship between high schools and 

Latin and Greek did not guarantee that ancient languages would forever be a 

part of American adolescence.  But athletic games quite quickly took hold during 

 
9Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, Girls Are 

Urged to Play Sports, May 4, 1948, Philadelphia, Temple University Libraries, 
Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 

10A review of another Philadelphia college, Temple University, for the 
years 1944 to 1948 provided evidence in support of Mrs. Farquar’s observation.  
Over the four years reviewed, twenty-four athletes  were traced to their senior 
year photo which provided their home address. Only six of the athletes reported 
their home address within the city of Philadelphia. Two athletes were from 
Camden, NJ and Washington, DC, the other sixteen athletes came from 
suburban PA and NJ towns.  Additionally, three athletes were selected to the 
Philadelphia All-College Team over the four years reviewed; all were from 
suburban locations: Swarthmore, PA, Ambler, PA and Prospect Park, PA.  
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the rapid expansion of high schools in the first decades of the twentieth century.  

More than simply being sustained during the expansion of high schools after 

World War One, athletics became a typical cultural experience for many Ameri-

can high school students.  Today, athletic participation in high school has ac-

quired a level of value that can make it a significant part of a young person’s 

plans as she or he makes the transition from high school to higher education. 

Sport participation can be a very influential part of the profile a high school senior 

presents to a college when seeking admission.11   Many more include athletic 

activities in their student profiles, and still more are spectators at high school at

letic events. Today it is widely believed that the role athletics play in the transition 

from high school to higher education is greater for suburban schoolgirl athletes 

than it is for city schoolgirls.12  Coach Farquar’s assessment of Philadelphia city 

and suburban schoolgirls’ athletic preparation indicated that at least by 1944 this 

arent.  So why, and how, did there emerge in Phila-

 

 

11William Bowen, Martin Kursweil and Eugene Tobin, Equity and 
Excellence in Higher Education (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 
2005), 136–7. 

12Without access to the NCAA’s Initial Eligibility Clearinghouse (level one) 
data, this claim is largely based upon general knowledge. For example, the 2008 
Phila. Public League Field Hockey championship did not have any college 
coaches in attendance.  In addition, a review of the rosters for all 2009 
intercollegiate women’s athletic teams at: University of Pennsylvania, Phila., PA; 
Temple University, Phila. PA; Arcadia University, Phila., PA; Millersville 
University, Millersville, PA, Philadelphia University, Phila., PA, Villanova 
University, Villanova, PA and Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ identified 
just two athletes from a Philadelphia public high school and both had attended 
Central High School.  Villanova University and Arcadia University’s basketball 
teams each included one freshmen from Central High School.   All other girls 
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delphia in 1944 a divergence between the city and the suburban schoolgirl’s ex-

periences and preparation in such a seemingly ubiquitous activity as high school 

athletics?  

 

Historiography of Schoolgirl versus Schoolboy Sport 

 

For girls and boys the origins of school sport in the Philadelphia city high 

schools were different.  Schoolgirl sport originated from within the curriculum 

while schoolboy sport was inserted into the curriculum after it had already be-

come a popular activity.  Schoolboy sport across the nation followed a similar 

pattern.  Schoolboy sport was initiated and organized by students but school ad-

ministrators eventually took control.13   This has become the dominant historical 

narrative for the history of all high school sport in the US. The development of 

schoolboy sport in Philadelphia followed the national pattern. Athletic contests 

between high school boys’ teams had been a feature of Philadelphia public 

school life since 1880 when boys from Central High took up the organization and 

chool contests.  The schoolboys themselves directed 

 
 
from local high schools on all the rosters had attended high school in the suburbs 
or at catholic high schools in the city.  

13 See Jeffrey Mirel, “From Student Control to Institutional Control of High 
School Athletics: Three Michigan Cities, 1883–1905,” Journal of Social 
History 16, no. 2 (1982): 83–100 and Joel Spring, “Mass Culture and School 
Sports,” History of Education Quarterly 14, no. 4 (Winter 1974): 483–500 for two 
excellent examples of the schoolboy sport narrative that omit schoolgirls.  
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interschool contests until 1912.  That year the Board of Public Education created 

a Supervisory Committee on Athletics “for the control and management of inter-

school athletic competitions.”  Several years later the Division of Health and 

Physical Education (DHPE) replaced the Supervisory committee and assumed 

management of boys’ interscholastic athletic contests. At the time the DHPE was 

less than a decade old; it was established in 1907. Therefore, schoolboy inter-

scholastic athletic contests pre-dated the Division of Physical and Health Educa-

tion by more than twenty years.14   

The history of schoolgirl sport in Philadelphia does not conform to this 

dominant narrative.  Schoolgirl sport in the Philadelphia public high schools be-

gan under the supervision of high school Physical Education (PE) instructors.15  

Unlike for boys, schoolgirl athletic contests did not become a responsibility of the 

Supervisory Committee on Athletics in 1912 or the DHPE.  It was not until the 

 
14 1937 Annual Report, Annual Reports of the Board of Pubic Education 

School District of Philadelphia (Urban Archives, Temple University, 1937), 903. 
15Some girls, like Edith Houghton, did play baseball in the 1920s and 

1930s. See Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, Nine-
Year Old Girl Stars On Boys’ Baseball Team, August 1, 1921, Philadelphia, 
Temple University Libraries, Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA.  These were rare 
opportunities to play semi-pro and or in industrial leagues.  Most industrial 
leagues were comprised of high school aged girls and older women who worked 
rather than attending school.  Edith was unusual, she began playing baseball for 
the Philadelphia Bobbies at age 8 and went on to be a scout for the Philadelphia 
Athletics.  These girls and women were usually considered exceptions; some like 
Babe Didrikson interjected novelty to a game when they played with men and 
their genderbending behavior was more on display than their athletic prowess.  
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middle of the twentieth century that the DHPE managed schoolgirl sport city wide 

and recognized league championships for girls.16  

 

Origins of Girls High School Sport In The Philadelphia Public Schools 

 

In 1893 the Philadelphia Board of Education hired five women to teach 

physical education, (PE)--the first in the history of the public schools in the city.  

The Philadelphia Girls’ High School (GHS) separated from the Normal School 

that year and three women PE instructors joined the faculty at the Normal School 

and two went to GHS. The first male physical educators were not hired until al-

most a decade later, in 1902. Quite likely the male hires were a direct response 

to the 1901 Pennsylvania State Legislative act that made regular physical educa-

tion compulsory. Calisthenic and gymnastic exercises had been a part of the 

(girls) Normal School course offerings since 1869.17   In fact, the basement of the 

new GHS building (1876) was in part dedicated to gymnastics work and touted 

as a model facility for modern female education to the many visitors attending the 

Centennial Exhibition held in Philadelphia that year.18  The five new 1893 hires 

E) teachers and physical education in the 1890s was 

 
16According to Philadelphia School District 2000 Website the first city 

championships for girls were awarded in the 1969-70 school year for Basketball, 
Field Hockey, Softball, Swimming and Tennis.   

17 1937 Annual Report, 395–406. 
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different from the earlier Calisthenic and gymnastic classes.  Those earlier 

classes focused on fortifying and strengthening exercises.  The important distinc-

tion is that earlier calisthenics and gymnastics courses did not entail competitive 

games. But this situation was soon to change.  Invented in the 1890’s and intro-

duced to schoolgirls by their female PE teachers, basketball, captain ball and vol-

leyball changed forever the nature of the time schoolgirls spent in gymnasiums,  

the responsibilities of the professional physical educators and the influence of 

athletics on the lives of schoolgirls.19  

By the turn of the century, team sport was an integral part of schoolgirl life 

in Philadelphia. The 1904 Girls’ High captain ball team is the oldest representa-

tion of team sport in a city yearbook. Captain ball was very similar to basketball, 

except that a designated captain was the sole player permitted to shoot the ball 

toward the goal. That year’s class historian reported,  “Miss Young organized a 

captain ball team with sixteen...athletes.”  Dressed in dark, full bloomers, a sailor-

style blouse or midi, lacking any school insignia, but wearing a sash or bow tie in 

the class color, the eighteen girls presented a somber team picture. The girl in 

the center of the picture held a ball with the year, “‘04”, written on it, designating it 

 
 

18Robert Wayne Clark, “The Genesis of the Philadelphia High School for 
Girls” (Paley Library: Temple, 1938), 62–64. 

19The origin of volleyball was confirmed by the Olympic web site: 
www.olympic.org/uk/sports/programme/index_uk.asp?SportCode=VB.  The origin 
of basketball is widely known to be James Naismith in 1893 and captain ball I am 
assuming from my research to be about the same time as basketball. 
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the class team for that year. Today it is easy to misread the tone of schoolgirl 

sport from the prim clothing and staid facial expressions seen in early yearbooks.  

In fact, school sport permitted, within certain boundaries, behavior and attitudes 

that challenged the Victorian standards of refined female comportment. By 1910 

sport teams were very popular with high school girls and competitive achieve-

ment was a source of class pride.  As the 1910 GHS class history recorded, “But 

it was probably through athletics that our class attained its superiority in the af-

fairs of the school.  Our captain ball team has already won every game played 

this winter.” The year before the same class team had won the school champion-

ship and was awarded a silver cup for their accomplishment. They felt they had 

earned the right to brag about their superiority.   At William Penn High School, 

the second oldest girls high school in the city, the class of 1911 in its freshman 

year (1907), crowded onto “the stairs leading to the loft being used as a grand-

stand,” all three hundred of them, and claimed “no one ever thought they could 

make half so much noise” as they cheered during the interclass volleyball tour-

nament.20   Class pride overflowed because a member of their class, Florence 

Schminke, captained one of the teams. But the William Penn girls had more than 

volleyball. Yearbook readers were told, “Basket ball was the most exciting but 

hockey and tennis were not neglected.”21 And at West Philadelphia High School 

History for the class of 1916 proclaimed, “We all 

 
20William Penn High School yearbook, 1911, 41 
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know how potent a factor athletics have become in our High School life, and our 

class was essentially an athletic one…when we won both captain ball and tennis 

championships, that the height of our athletic glory was attained.”22  The 1921 

WPHG senior class was very proud that their class captain ball team had won 

the class cup for the school championship “four straight years,” they were hon-

ored with a team picture in the yearbook.23 Across the city no opportunity to brag 

about athletic successes was lost in these early high school yearbooks.  But the 

bragging was only meaningful to the girls at each individual school.  Teams rep-

resenting the entire school did not exist; schools did not play other schools.  

There was no interscholastic sport for girls at this time. 

In high schools across the city, class teams competed for the school 

championships in basketball, captain ball, volleyball, tennis, field hockey and 

swimming, but these did not measure up to the kind of interscholastic league 

championships available to city boys. By this time, city schoolboys had had at 

least two decades of interscholastic games and city championships, in addition to 

their inter-class competitions.  On co-ed campuses it was hard for girls to ignore 

the different nature of the boys’ and girls’ sport programs.  The girls acknowl-

edged the difference and the qualified value of their activities. The February 1921 

nkford High School reported, 

 
 

21William Penn High School yearbook, 1911, 73 
22West Philadelphia High School for Girls, 1916, first page of history. 
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To begin with, our girls have never been particularly athletic.  Hence, we 
have never shone in the Gym as we have in the classroom. In spite of this 
however, we have had our captainball teams, our hockey teams, our 
baseball teams and our basketball teams.  Moreover, we have been in all 
the various outdoor meets at Whitehall Commons.  Although we have 
never won a great victory in any of the aforementioned sports, we certainly 
have derived great benefit from them, and that is really what counts.24  

 

Girls did not have league championships, which were the “great victories” re-

ferred to by the yearbook writer, because they only played inter-class games.  

Frankford boys had extensive interscholastic schedules in many sports and had 

won many league championships, or “great victories” in a variety of sports.  

Schoolboy success was measured almost exclusively by city or inter-sectional 

league championships.  The girls, of course, had little opportunity to achieve suc-

cess under those standards. The 1921 class at Frankford High School was only 

the third class to include girls. Although they reported the games were fun for 

them, there was a sense that their sport activity was discounted in comparison 

with the “great victories” achieved by the boys.  When the yearbook for the June 

class of the same year stated, “The girls of June, 1921, are quite illustrious al-

though the boys do not seem to realize it yet, for...when we played captain ball, 

 
 

23West Philadelphia High School for Girls, June 1921, 95. 
24Frankford High School yearbook, February, 1921, 65. 
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our sectional [class] team won the championship,”25 the girls acknowledged the 

low profile their athletic achievements had at their school.  But the obscurity of 

inter-class achievements soon gave way when interscholastic teams were 

formed.  

 Although competitive games in basketball, tennis, captainball and volley-

ball were first introduced as inter-class contests, the female students assumed 

the intramural games were a sanctioned first step toward their aspirations for 

school championships, interscholastic games and, eventually, league champion-

ships.  These were the standards of achievement established by the older, 

schoolboy athletic programs. Their aspirations were not initially thwarted.  In 

1921, the class historian enthusiastically retold the story of the founding of the 

first Frankford varsity basketball team. It was organized when “a precious few 

were chosen for the varsity team from all the girls who came out for the great ath-

letic event…the glorious advent of basketball!”26 That same year a triangular 

track meet was organized among Frankford, Southern (South Philadelphia High 

School for Girls) and Kensington high schools. The Frankford Father’s Associa-

tion supported the girls’ enthusiasm for the track meet by offering a perpetual 

award for the winner of the three-way meet. The novelty of interscholastic com-

nkford varsity field hockey players, a “mild form of 

 
25Frankford High School yearbook, June 1921, 76.  The reference to 

“sectional” team, was a reference to their class team, the competition was inter-
class, it did not involve teams from other schools. 
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palpitation of the heart before [their] first encounters,” reported one of the play-

ers.   The jitters subsided with a little bit of experience.  As veterans of interscho-

lastic play, the 1922 Frankford field hockey team sought the strongest opponents 

they could find, even going outside the city limits. The 1922 team set their sights 

on the strong suburban team at Swarthmore High School.  The yearbook re-

ported that the team’s “happiness knew no bound” when they “tied the strong 

Swarthmore team.”27  Their aspirations had grown from nervous novices with 

heart palpitations to championship seekers in just one season. Their expecta-

tions were set by schoolboy sport and they were being met.  By the end of 1922 

a player reported that the “last two games, with William Penn High, to decide the 

Philadelphia Championship, were the most spirited ever played by the team.” 

Even though no official city championship existed for city field hockey programs, 

the girls laid claim to a fictional crown because it was taken for granted that the 

purpose of playing other schools was to identify the best team among the city 

schools.   

 Encouraged by the quick addition of interscholastic hockey teams, city 

students were optimistic that their athletic opportunities would continue to ex-

pand.   It would not be the last time that girls’ aspirations outpaced actual 

 
 

26Frankford High School yearbook, February 1922 
27Swarthmore High School, in Swarthmore, PA is located twenty miles 

southwest in the suburbs.  The school was reputed to have strong schoolgirl 
sport teams. 



   

13 
   

intramural games.  A stude

                                                       

awards.  As the Frankford girls saw it, “the success of the other varsity teams en-

couraged our coaches into extending all the sports: so it was decided that a Var-

sity Baseball Team should be formed.  A league was organized among the Public 

High Schools.  Frankford won the championship with flying colors.”28  

 These developments could not have occurred without the enthusiasm of 

the girls and the support of the physical education instructors. Both students and 

teachers at many schools in the area anticipated the development of interscho-

lastic teams and championships. In 1922  “a large Track Meet was held...among 

the eight girls’ high schools.  This was the most important, and largest event in 

the history of girls’ athletics,” proclaimed a Frankford student.  At Germantown 

High School in 1923 the girls basketball team played games against: Shady Hill, 

Lansdale, Normal, Kensington, Frankford, Southern, St. Leonard’s and their 

Alumni.  Aware of the many, many city championships won by the boys at Ger-

mantown High School, the girls reported that baseball provided the “only cham-

pionship won by girls.”  That year they played a four game baseball schedule that 

included: Kensington, Friends’ Select, William Penn and Frankford.  The Ger-

mantown field hockey team competed against: Oak Lane Country Day, Normal, 

Roxborough and Frankford. The interscholastic baseball team, like the Interscho-

lastic or Varsity track team was selected from the class teams participating in the 

nt explained that the class baseball teams would 

 
28Frankford High School yearbook, February 1923, 71-72. 
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“book teams which competed against each other.  From these teams the varsity 

was chosen.”29  In the 1923-24 academic year Frankford claimed the city cham-

pionship in field hockey, basketball, and at the time of the yearbook printing re-

ported, “We are now preparing with our usual vigor for the last two sports, i.e., 

track and baseball, and feel confident that we will get those championships and 

make this year, 1923-24, a year of championships, and be doubly sure of the 

Germantown Father’s Association cup.”30  The Germantown Fathers’ Association 

award went to the school winning the most girls’ championships.  It was similar to 

the Morrison Trophy for the boys and further evidence that the development of 

schoolgirl sport mimicked the standards set by the boys programs.  Just two 

years earlier the Frankford girls had apologized that “our girls have never been 

particularly athletic.”  A lot had changed for them and for girls at most of the city 

high schools.  By 1923 schoolgirls at Germantown, Kensington, Normal, Frank-

ford, William Penn, Roxborough and Southern high schools entered interscholas-

tic games in basketball, baseball, field hockey or volleyball.  Girls High athletes 

competed in inter-class contests in many sports, but only competed against other 

schools in the Interscholastic Track Meet (ITM). 

  The inclusion of interscholastic teams allowed the girls to talk about their 

sport in the same language as the boys.  The earlier complaint that “the boys do 

at the girls achieved athletic successes, disappeared 

 
29Germantown High School yearbook, 1926, Class History, no pagination. 
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when girls entered into interscholastic competition.   Interscholastic games per-

mitted the girls to refer to the “predictable plot lines that characterize the genre” 

of sport reporting.31  For example, after a couple of years of successful interscho-

lastic basketball contests girls from Germantown High School predicted future 

successes in language that could have just as easily described the boys’ team.  

The yearbook predicted, “With quite a few of last year’s champions back, the 

team looks very promising.  We have high aspirations for another championship 

for Germantown.”32  Girls in co-ed environments discussed their team’s pros-

pects within the league.  The value of their athletic endeavors had risen because 

it took on a familiar form.  Girls’ sport looked more and more like boys sport.  

 With the single exception of track, Girls’ High School, considered the most 

elite academic high school, and West Philadelphia Girls High School (WPHG) did 

not have any interscholastic teams.  But these two schools were enthusiastic par-

ticipants in the ITM and they dominated the event.  Girls High and West Philadel-

phia were particular rivals in the early years of the ITM.  The first two years, 1922 

and 1923, WPHG won the cup. Girls’ High won the next three years in a row.33  

Even at these two schools where no other interscholastic competitions took 

 into the kind of bragging and boasting that came with 

 
 

30Frankford High School yearbook, June 1924, no page. 
31Susan Birrell, “Approaching Mt. Everest On Intertextuality and the Past 

as Narrative,” Journal of Sport History 34, no. 1 (2000). 
32Germantown High School yearbook, June 1926, no pagination. 
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league success. Victorious Girls High students took delight in reporting the defeat 

of West Philadelphia track team by including the drawing of a tearful stick figure 

representing the emotional loser in their newspaper report of the ITM.  Interscho-

lastic competition had established expressions for success and failure and by us-

ing those expressions schoolgirls participated in, what they understood to be, au-

thentic high school activities. 

 Overtime some of the other gender segregated schoolgirl campuses like 

William Penn eliminated interscholastic teams.  But this should not be misread as 

a general dislike for athletic contests.  Participation in sport did not correlate with 

co-education or single-sex campuses.  Girls High students proudly reported that 

“GHS leads in After School Physical Training activities for the Spring Term 1926,” 

an assertion supported with participation rates gleaned from a Board of Educa-

tion report.  The report showed that of the seven high schools with girl students, 

9.1% of GHS students participated in after school physical training, followed by 

Frankford, a co-ed school, with 8.7%, Germantown (co-ed)-8.2%, West Philadel-

phia (bi-furcated campus)-4.2%, William Penn (girls only)- 4.1% and Kensington 

(girls only)-3.9%.34  However some of these “after school physical training” activi-

ties were interscholastic competitions and some were intramural. 

 
 

33Iris, May 18, 1932, 3. 
34“GHS Leads in After School Physical Training Activities For the Spring 

Term 1926,” The Iris 1926–1933 (29 September 1926): 3. 
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 Whether they participated in intramural or interscholastic programs, girls in 

these early years imagined that future athletic pursuits awaited them in college.  

These expectations for collegiate sport demonstrated, again, that city schoolgirls 

expected their scholastic sport careers to be similar to schoolboys.  The 

June1926 graduating girls class of Germantown High School wrote, “I think we all 

agree that our class has been the most athletic class that Germantown has ever 

had.  We hope that those who go on to a higher education will make just as good 

a record for their college.” Lula L. Ballard, “Southpaw,” embodied the liberatory 

imaginings of athletic opportunity many city girls then experienced.  Lula’s par-

ticipation in tennis, captain ball, baseball and track inspired a hopeful prediction 

from her classmates: “We feel sure that she will star down at Temple next 

year.”35  Even at GHS, where no interscholastic teams existed but where a ro-

bust intramural program developed, Theodora Ninesteel GHS ‘28, a member of

the winning ITM team held at Northeast High School,36 continued her track ca-

reer at the University of Pennsylvania where she won the school pentathlon in 

                                           
35Germantown High School yearbook, February 1926, no pagination.  

Lula’s aspirations were supported by the Germantown YMCA, the first “Colored 
Branch for Girls and Women.”  The Germantown Y sponsored the girls basketball 
team the Germantown Hornets and Lula starred along with Ora Mae W
from 1929 to 1932.  In 1932 they both left the Hornets and joined Inez 
Patterson’s led Tribune Girls.  Lula’s participation in high school intersc
contributed to her athletic aspirations and community support from the 
Germantown Y certainly offered her opportunity for competitive play that 
scholastic

ashington 

holastics 

 sport increasingly denied schoolgirl athletes from Philadelphia city high 
schools. 

36Girls High School Yearbook, June 1928, 67. 
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1930.37 (Figure 1-1) Millicent Todd GHS ‘29 told her classmates “she loves all 

sports” and “hopes to go to Temple and wants to go to the Olympics in Hur-

d 8  

 But the window of inspiration offered by interscholastic competition began 

to close in 1924.  Most of the initial forays into interscholastic competitions made

during the early 1920s would not last into the middle of the next decade.  Ove

time professional physical educators devised comprehensive intramural pro-

gramming that replaced interscholastic teams.  Those students who participated 

in the interscholastic programs took those memories with them whe

ated. The momentum behind interscholastic teams was depleted.  

  In 1925 the DHPE for the Philadelphia Public School District reported 

six Philadelphia public high schools had interscholastic games for boys, and 

seven had interscholastic contests for girls.  This seemingly equitable account 

was misleading. Philadelphia schoolboys in 1925 participated in 66 interscholas-

tic meets in track, cross country, swimming and tennis.  Schoolgirls in the seve

Philadelphia public high schools had just one interscholastic meet, the ITM, in 

which all the schools participated. The boys also competed in 176 “leagues” of 

intra-class and mostly interscholastic competitions for team ball games like bas-

 
37Newspaper, photo and caption, unknown, in possession of researcher.  

ny 
others since, embraced the liberatory possibilities of athletic participation.   

38Iris, April 10, 1929.  This comment was intended to be outrageous, not 
because she wanted to be a college athlete, rather the Olympics and track 
events in particular were very controversial.  Girls like Millicent then, and ma
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mpion of the Philadelphia public high schools, it is not clear that 

e ITM winner was officially recognized in the way the boys league champion-

-

 

established by schoolboys.  Mimicry 

was the first response of students, parents and many influential educators within 

             

ketball, football, and soccer.   Some interscholastic games for girls in tennis, bas

ketball, captain ball, volleyball, swimming and field hockey did take place but this

was quickly changing.  Mostly the 58 “leagues” available to schoolgirls were in-

tramural and inter-class events.39  For example, no official league title was ava

able for girls to win in any sport.  Although the results of the ITM were considered

by girls-at least those writing for their school newspaper and yearbooks-to de-

termine the cha

th

ships were.40   

 

The Professional Influence on Philadelphia Schoolgirl Athletics 

 

  Vigorous and competitive sport for girls found support among top physical 

educators in the school district and the state in the first decades of the twentieth

century. Female students were not alone in assuming that they should and would

easily enter practices of inter-school sport 

the city and state educational hierarchy.   

                                           
39 1925 Annual Report, Annual Reports of the Board of Pubic Education 

Schoo

 
ok 

l District of Philadelphia (Urban Archives, Temple University, 1925), 396. 
40If this were an official league championship that distinction was lost by 

2000 when the Philadelphia Public School District posted its athletic history on its
web site.  The earliest league championship recognized on the districts site to
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  In 1907, the year the Department of Health and Physical Education 

(DHPE) was established, William Stecher was hired as its first Director.41  A 

1932 Journal of Health and Physical Education retrospective identified him along

with Baroness Posse, Amy Homans, Joseph Lee, Paul Phillips, Dudley Sargent,

Luther Gulick, R. Tait McKenzie and Ethel Perrin as one of the “illustrious foun-

ders of the American Physical Education Association (APEA).”42  Prior to his 

Philadelphia appointment Stecher was the PE Director at the Meugg Institute in 

St. Louis, MO and the public schools in Indiana

 Stecher came out of the Turnverein tradition and was a proponent of “hard 

muscular work.”43 Turners across the country gathered together for annual com-

petitions in their strenuous events.  Women were frequent participants at these 

events and competed among themselves.  In general, Turners like Stecher ac-

cepted women’s competition in all-female events that challenged the heart and 

lungs.  Turners were skeptical and even critical of Swedish style calisthenics-the 

foundation of most high school girls physical education programs before the 

1920s- that relied on moderate exertion during repetitive rhythmic movements.  

Swedish style calisthenics also did not lend themselves to competition, especially 

 
 
place in 1969.  The fourteen years during which all schools with girl students 
particip

r 
Institute in St. Louis MO, and then for the Public Schools of 

Indiana
n Asssociation, A 

History ical Education (1932): 3. 

ated in the ITM had no place in the memory or records of the district.  
41Stecher, a German Turnverein, had been a Physical Education Directo

first at the Meugg 
polis, IN.  

42 Wilmer D. Mitchell, “The American Physical Educatio
,” Journal of Health and Phys
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the multi-event, gender and age division events favored by Turners.44  Many men 

sympathetic to the Turner philosophy became lead administrators of some of the 

largest city school district physical education and health departments.45 When 

competitive games like captainball, basketball and volleyball were introduced to 

physical education classes they were enthusiastically received not only by the 

schoolgirls but also by administrators like Stecher predisposed to value competi-

tions. 

  Stecher was also associated with the founding of the nationally prominent 

PE journal, Mind and Body.  A 1929 Carnegie Foundation review of literature on 

sport in colleges and schools identified Mind and Body as one of two journals es-

sential for “any understanding of the developments in athletics and the relation of 

athletics to physical education, play, and other movements.”46  Stecher became 

its managing editor in 1904. The journal was eventually published from School 

District headquarters in Philadelphia. Stecher managed the journal until 1934 

when he turned editorial control over to Grover Mueller, his assistant and even-

 
 

43 1925 Annual Report, 559. 
44For an overview of Turners’ attitudes see, David S. Churchill, “Making 

Broad Shoulders: Body-Building and Physcal Culture in Chicago 1890–1920,” 
History of Education Quarterly 48, no. 1 (August 2008): 351, fn 37. 

45One measure of this connection is the editorial board of Mind and Body. 
It included not only Stecher, but Emil Rath,Normal College of Indianapolis, Dr. 
Frederick Rand Rogers of New York State Education Department, Carl Shrader 
of Boston, Mass, Dr E. H Arnold of New Haven, CT, and Wm. E Day, Physical 
Education Dept. of Salt Lake City Public Schools. 
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rk 
will be viewed primarily as to its effect upon heart and lungs.  We have the 
feeling that one of the effects of the wonderful and strenuous games 

                                                       

tual replacement as Director of DHPE for Philadelphia schools.  The DHPE was

a self-conscious leader for the role of physical education in the lives of city chil-

dren.  It was involved with city parks and both the elementary and high school 

curricula. The positions and opinions promoted by Mind and Body provide spe-

cific insight into the positions and perspectives held by the Director of 

and his assistant on the many issues surrounding high school sport.  

 Stecher ‘s comments published in a 1921 issue of Mind and Body on th

visit of the English women’s national Field Hockey team expressed his prefer-

ences for competitive “strenuous games” for girls and his disdain fo

“m

The visit of the English hockey team should have a good effect upon in-
creasing the vigor of much of the physical training work given to girls in t
United States.  Any one who was fortunate enough to witness one or m
of the games played by the English visitors with picked teams from our 
large eastern cities must have been impressed by the endurance, the 
speed, the skill, as well as the team work displayed by the team.  During 
any one of the games the thought would often come to a critical spectator 
“what chance would the average American high school girl, with four yea
of physical training back of her, have, if matched against the average Eng-
lish girls of like training?” Judging by what usually is seen when viewing 
girls’ high school work we pay too much attention to marching and to free
exercises and not enough to types of work that develop speed and endur-
ance.  May the time soon come when the value of physical training wo

 
 

46 W. Carson Ryan, Jr., The Literature of American School and College 
Athletics, Bulletin 24, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
(Boston: D.B Updike, The Merrymount Press, 1929), xxi. 
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played by our visitors will be a thorough revision of the work in physical 
training where, in our schools, there are wide awake teachers.47  
 

Stecher advocated for “a thorough revision of the work” done in high school girls’ 

gym classes.  He hoped that “wide awake” teachers would change their practices 

and focus on “wonderful and strenuous games;” competitive games.   Despite his 

position as the Director of DHPE he apparently did not have sufficient influence 

to mandate change within the girls’ PE curriculum.48 From its inception in the mid 

nineteenth-century, schoolgirl physical culture and training was the exclusive 

domain of specially trained women instructors.  By the early twentieth-century, 

professional women PE instructors had established significant autonomy from 

the central administration with respect to games policy.  Although the students 

and head of the DHPE were enthusiastic about competitive games they would 

not influence the future of schoolgirl sport. Competitive games introduced a num-

ber of potentially troubling consequences against which women physical educa-

tion professionals would coalesce a formidable opposition. Eventually even the 

opinions of advocates like Stecher would change. 

 
47William A Stecher, Edwind C Broom, “Visit of English Field Hockey 

Team,” Mind and Body, A Journal Devoted to Physical Education XXVII (March 
1921): 841. 

48Stecher wrote a chapter about school athletics for Henry Metzner, A 
Brief History of the American Turnerbund (Pittsburg, PA: National Executive 
Committee of the American Turnerbund, 1924), in the chapter which covered 
1838 to 1936 Stecher does not mention the national effort to ban interscholastic 
schoolgirl sport.  I interpret this as another example of the autonomy exercised 
by women PE instructors in the Philadelphia schools.  
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 Stecher was not unique.  When schoolgirl competitive sport was just de-

veloping other leaders in the field recommended that girls should enter into com-

petitive games and reap the rewards that had been the exclusive domain of high 

school boys.  The Director of Physical Education for the state of Pennsylvania, 

Dr. Charles Keene voiced his opinion about the value of interscholastic sports for 

boys and girls in a 1921 speech reprinted in Mind and Body. 

 

Interscholastic athletics competitions ...will arouse the interest of parents 
and Boards of Education to such a pitch that they will take more pride in 
their local school and therefore more freely support it both with influence 
and money.   Moreover, this offers a real opportunity for girls, not only for 
their physical welfare, but for building interest in and loyalty to their school 
through athletic service to it.  They feel themselves a real part of the life of 
the school because each contributes her mite to its athletic prowess...49 
 

 

 Keene advocated that girls enter into interscholastic games, under the 

same competitive circumstances as boys.  He predicted that, like boys, girls 

would benefit from the experience while providing ”athletic service” to their insti-

tution.  In the years immediately following these and similar comments there 

were interscholastic contests for girls in baseball, basketball, track, hockey and 

volleyball at most Philadelphia public schools.   

 
49Dr. Charles Keene, “The Place and Scope of Athletics in Health 

Building,” Mind and Body XXVII (March 1921): 857. 
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  There is no evidence that the emergence of girls’ high school sport was 

initially opposed. By 1922 it appeared that schoolgirl sport would follow Stecher 

and Keene’s suggestions and schoolgirl desires and resemble schoolboy sport 

with extensive interscholastic schedules in many sports.  But sport was gaining in 

popularity everywhere. Nationally, professional men’s sports like baseball and 

boxing, amateur sport for men and women like track and field, swimming, golf, 

tennis, men’s college football along with auto and horse racing thrived in the 

1920s.  Community and industrial sport organizations like the SPHAs (South 

Philadelphia Hebrew Association), the (Philadelphia) Federal Reserve Bank’s 

basketball team and the Spartan Girls from Brooklyn, NY50 “contributed to the 

forging of ethnic, racial, or local identities.”51  Schools were just a reflection of the 

appeal sport held for a variety of social classes and ethnic groups throughout US 

society.52 It appealed to high school girls as well. 

 While schoolboy interscholastic sport attracted sustained support the 

stic teams did not.   In fact, schoolgirl sport became 

 

 

50http//blackfivesblog.com, one of the earliest All-black  female basketball 
teams.   

51For a comprehensive description of the rise of sport at this time see 
Susan Cahn, Coming on Strong, Gender and Sexuality in Twentieth-Century 
Women’s Sport (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1994), 33–40. 

52Sport in the nineteenth century American cities was popular with 
immigrant communities.  Professionals, both in the playground movement and in 
schoolboy sport co-opted that popularity to promote alternative sport models. I 
suggest that PE professional women attempted to dis-associated schoolgirl sport 
from its exhuberant ethnic connotations.  For a discussion of the immigrant uses 
and participation patterns in city sport see Gerald R. Gems, “Sport and the 
Americanization of Ethnic Women in Chicago,” in Ethnicity and Sport in North 
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the focus of a nationwide eradication campaign.  Each year after 1924 there were 

fewer interscholastic games for city schoolgirls. 

  The story of the movement among professional physical educators to limit 

girls and women’s inter-institutional athletic opportunities is well documented.53   

Criticisms of schoolboy sport, college men’s sport and commercial sport 

schemes circulated widely among PE professionals and provided ample incen-

tive for reform during the teens and 1920s. Most historians cite the participation 

of American women in the Women’s Olympics held in Paris in 1922 as the cata-

lyst that spurred PE women into collective action. As historian Susan Cahn 

stated, “Women had competed without controversy in previous international 

competitions.”  But it was the high profile of track and the all female Paris games 

that “would focus all eyes on women athletes” that caused so much consterna-

tion among women in the PE profession.  While PE women were alerted to im-

pending encroachment of “low” forms of sport, the 22,000 spectators that at-

tended the Women’s Olympics alerted male organizers-of other track events-to 

the potential profits from staging women’s sporting events. After the 1922 games 

 
 
American History and Culture, George and David K. Wiggins Eisen (Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), 177–200,   

53See, Cahn, Coming on Strong, Mary Jo Festle, Playing Nice: Politics and 
Apologies in Women’s Sports (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996) and 
Pamela Grundy, Learning to Win: Sports, Education, and Social Change in 
Twentieth Century North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2001). 
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male organizers planned to include women in more of their events.54  It was 

those circumstances that led prominent professional women to decide that only a 

concerted effort toward an alternative model of sport for women would redirect 

women’s and girls’ sport from the path it seemed to be taking.55    

 In addition to the specific incidence of the 1922 Women’s Olympics in 

Paris, the stage had been set early by what one historian described as the “shat-

tering blow” WWI dealt “the nineteenth-century view of history as progress.”56 

Professional PE women experienced the resulting “loss of innocence” in a par-

ticular way.  The war demonstrated to women of a certain class, education and 

feminist outlook that men were not necessarily rational leaders.  For example in 

sport, as in war, the professional PE women thought men got carried away in the 

goal to “win at all cost” and lost sight of group well-being.  If sport was training for 

life, as many advocates including Luther Gulick and G. Stanley Hall had claimed, 

then the way sport was played mattered a good deal.  Against that historic back-

ground women worked out their professional goals. PE women grappled for con-

 
54Cahn, Coming on Strong, 58–60. 
55For an excellent history of the national popularity of women athletes and 

the role of the Paris games in arousing female professional resistance to the 
publicity given female athletic competitions see, Cahn, Coming on Strong, 57–68. 

56Henry F May, The End of American Innocence: A Study of the First 
Years of Our Own Time, 1912–1917 (London: Jonathan Cape, 1959), 361 My 
understanding of the way WWI jarred many progressives belief in the inevitabllity 
of progress comes from May. However, May wrote in 1959 before the benefits of 
the emergence of US women’s history. To his framework I have added  the 
interpretations of other historians as to the motivation of women after the 
“shattering” event of WWI. 
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trol of their professional lives with a staunch commitment that they could do bet-

ter than men.  Historians are notoriously vague about beginnings and endings, so 

where, as one historian stated, the “gilded age female organization’s” desire for 

“professionalization and the advancement of science over sentiment”57 gave way 

to the progressive era’s “women’s rights ideology...of economic liberation and 

access to the professions...based upon scientific method, rationalism and objec-

tivity,”58 as another historian characterized the following period, may be unde-

fined.  But both adequately describe the emergence of an all-female physical 

education profession and its claim to rational, non-emotional regulation of 

schoolgirl sport. The physical education professionals who controlled schoolgirl 

sport abjured the sentimental and emotional goals to win games.  Rather they 

aimed to expose as many girls as possible to the benefits of a well organized and 

controlled sport experience.  Regulated and controlled female physicality, cap-

tured by the term “fair play,” simultaneously served the political goals of female 

professionalism and rebuffed old associations between uncontrolled female 

physicality and breaches of bourgeois standards of womanhood.59 The profes-

 

 

57Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American 
Political Society,” American Historical Review 89, no. 3 (June 1984): 636. 

58Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1987), 91 and 216. 

59For a discussion about the sexual anxiety from 1912-1917 and eugenics 
response, which was a call for European-heritage American women to put their 
bodies to service for the group and to reject individual pleasure and concerns 
see, May, The End of American Innocence, 340–47.  For a discussion of how 
fear of female emotional exuberance in sport was a fear of changes in female 
sexuality see, Donald J. Mrozek, “The ‘Amazon’ and the American Lady: Sexual 
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sional jargon of the time characterized the tension as between “fair play” and 

“winning at all costs.” 

  Professional PE instructors played a critical role in the history of schoolgirl 

sport in the Philadelphia public high schools. Unlike schoolboy sport whose fun-

damental inspiration came from professional and college examples of sport, 

schoolgirl sport was rooted in professional physical education and its initiative to 

secure female access to higher education.60  From the beginning, female access 

to scholastic sport was entangled with class-based mandates for proper bour-

geois female physicality and attempts to distinguish itself from commercial forms 

of athletics.61  Events during the early decades of the twentieth-century rein-

forced, in some women’s minds, the rationale for an all female world of sport. 

Nowhere is the story about the suppression of inter-institutional sport told exclu-

sively about high schools and girls.  Philadelphia offers an excellent opportunity 

to analyze the local consequences of the national effort to suppress interscholas-

tic girls sports.62   

 
 

 

Fears of Women as Athletes,” in The New American Sport History, S.W. Pope 
(Urbana: University of Chicago, 1997), 198–214. 

60 Roberta J. Park, “Physiology and Anatomy Are Destiny!?: Brains, 
Bodies and Exercise in Nineteenth Century American Thought,” Journal of Sport 
History 18, no. 1 (Spring 1991): 44. 

61Martha Verbrugge, “Recreating the Body: Women’s Physical Education 
and The Science of Sex Difference, 1900–1940,” Bulletin of History of 
Medicine 71, no. 2 (1997): 273–304. 

62The concept of appropriately supervising play and sport for the purposes 
of socializing the participants was first introduced in the Play Movement.  In the 
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The National Effort to Reform Schoolgirl Sport  

 

 In the spring of 1923 Mrs. Herbert Hoover, head of the Girls Scouts of 

America, at the suggestion of the National Amateur Athletic Federation (NAAF) 

convened a national meeting on schoolgirl sport.63  The meeting produced what 

became known as the Platform, which established the professional standards for 

schoolgirls’ and women’s college sports for decades. The Platform set out the 

rationale for the establishment of an all-female physical education profession. 

 The Platform adopted a protectionist attitude towards girls’ sport.  It built 

policy on the belief that if girls played like boys girls would be harmed.  A 1924 

issue of Mind and Body favorably reported on the meeting this way:  

The outstanding result of the conference was the adoption of a set of reso-
lutions embodying the consensus of opinion regarding certain fundamental 
policies upon which all agreed girls’ and women’s athletics should be 
based. The resolutions can well be called epoch making, since they repre-
sent the first publicly adopted statement made before as large a group of 

 
 
early 1920s the Play Movement and the school sports movement were closely 
associated through shared journals, like Mind and Body, and cross-over 
concerns by the leaders in each area. In Philadelphia the Director of Health and 
PE for the public school district also oversaw the year round building, maintaining 
and staffing of city playgrounds.  For a discussion of the debate over “supervised 
play,” see Ocean Howell, “Play Pays, Urban Land Politics and Playgrounds in the 
United States, 1900–1930,” Journal of Urban History 34, no. 6 (September 
2008): 971. 

63Cahn, Coming on Strong, 61. 
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leading women in physical education and athletics as could be assembled 
in the United States.64 
 

These were indeed “epoch making” resolutions because the Platform’s standards 

influenced schoolgirl sport for the next half-century.  The American Physical Edu-

cation Association (APEA) adopted the resolutions and they became the basis 

“for the organization and professional conduct of girls’ athletics.”65 The Platform 

took a dim view of “inter-institutional” games for college and high school girls.  

The Platform stated that, “No consideration of inter-institutional athletics is war-

ranted unless an opportunity exists for every girl to have a full season’s program 

of all-around athletic activities.”  It recommended that female scholastic athletes 

should be “under immediate leadership of trained women with the goal of educa-

tional value, not winning.”  These were the defining characteristics of schoolgirl 

sport for the next fifty years: diverse programs for all girls, a female-only profes-

sion to oversee the programs and a diminished focus on winning. The Platform 

organizers acknowledged that having met these prerequisites some schools 

might still desire to play inter-institutionally.  In that case, further safeguards 

would be necessary.  “If these requirements are met and it is deemed education-

ally and socially desirable to have inter-institutional games then“ the Platform 

pplied: a Medical examination was required of all par-

 
64Unknown, “Report on NAAU Meeting,” Mind and Body, A Journal of 

Health 31, no. 329 (June 1924): 95. 
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ticipants, no gate money was to be charged, admission to the contest was al-

lowed only to the school community “in order that participants may not be ex-

ploited,” and no publicity other than that which stressed only the sport and not the 

individual or group competitors was permitted.  Finally, awards had to be “sym-

bolic with the least possible intrinsic value.” 

 Athletic contests featuring all of those characteristics prohibited by the 

Platform -- money, public admittance, publicity and trophies-- were increasingly 

popular in cities and small towns across the country.  The Platform’s unapolo-

getic confrontation with popular elements of public competitions indicated the re-

solve of the professional women to progressive ideals and to creating an alterna-

tive model of sport for girls and women.  Perhaps in no other educational arena 

were progressive ideals allowed such leeway to coordinate theory with practice 

as in city schoolgirl sport. In contrast, even though money had been identified as 

a corrupting influence in boys’ sport much earlier, no similar broad proclamation 

to ban its influence like the one found in the Platform was ever made by those 

directly responsible for the promotion of Pennsylvania schoolboy sport.   

 Another source of concern for women physical educators was the publicity 

given to star athletes.  In the opinion of professional women PE instructors, stars 

ch emphasis on winning games.  Reporting on stars 

 
 

65Unknown, “Report on NAAU Meeting,” 96. 
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had the unwanted result of creating a “draw” and led to ”exploitation.”  Fans ea-

ger to see a particularly talented girl athlete might flock to the games.  Therefore 

the Platform included a prohibition against any publicity of individual accom-

plishments.  This was hardly the kind of reform male sport reporting was ever 

likely to adopt.66  Only announcements about the whole team were sanctioned 

for girls’ sport

 For women seeking to professionalize their role as stewards of schoolgirl 

athletics, public attention on schoolgirl athletes was unwanted for many reasons. 

It put athletic accomplishments especially winning, at the center of attention in 

place of other pedagogical aims.  It placed female sport like basketball on easy 

terms for comparison with boys’ sport, thereby doing the same to the male and 

female coaches. Potentially if boys and girls played too similarly it would dilute 

the uniqueness of the female professional’s role and diminish her job security.67  

Most prominently, inter-institutional contests would display girls in their unique 

sporting costumes in front of a public audience. This was completely incompati-

ble with the bourgeois standards of comportment girding the rise of a women’s 

 
66In Edwin Bancroft Henderson, The Negro in Sports (Washington, DC: 

The Associated Publishers, Inc., 1939), the author in his chapter, “Negro Girls in 
Sport” indicated that publicity for schoolgirls was acceptable in parts of the black 
community. 

67History has proven this a relevant concern, for as women and men 
coaches have been seen as interchangeable, the proportion of women coaching 
female sport teams has declined.  See R. Vivian Acosta, Linda Jean Carpenter, 
Women in Intercollegiate Sport. A Longitudinal Study--Twenty Three Year 
Update (Massachusetts, 2000). 
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physical education profession and, by itself, warranted the sweeping prohibition 

against publicizing schoolgirl sport.  The final reason to declaim publicity was its 

association with commercial schemes. Not only did publicity for non-scholastic 

venues compete for adolescent female participants but it became the marker of 

commercial exploitation.  To disdain publicity was to distance school sport from 

crass commercial motives.68  

 The Platform’s mandated medical examinations demonstrated the 

women’s reliance on scientific rationalism in the development of their profes-

sional legitimacy.   Medical science operated as a palliative to the prospect of 

physically spent adolescent females collapsing exhausted and prostrate on 

tracks and playing fields during inter-institutional contests.  This was an enor-

mous concern across the nation to which the zealous progressive educators re-

sponded with protectionist policies. The Platform required medical examinations 

for interscholastic players in order to prevent “exhaustion,” a risk only associated 

with interscholastic games, not intramural games. The Platform’s deference to 

medical science reinforced the women’s claims to a scientific foundation for their 

programs. This was also the latest example of how both proponents and dissent-

ers used scientific justifications in the historic battles over female access to the 

male preserves of educational experiences like rigorous studies and vigorous 

athletics. 

 
68Cahn, Coming on Strong, 77. 
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 Although Stecher never abandoned his enthusiasm for vigorous physical 

training for high school girls, starting in 1923 and for the next fifteen years the 

opinions expressed in Mind and Body combined access to physical education 

and competitive games with a mandate for a gender separatist philosophy that 

actively suppressed interscholastic games. Philadelphia schoolgirl athletics were 

channeled towards intramural models of competition.  City schoolgirl sport was 

no longer destined to mimic schoolboy sport.  

 

Why Philadelphia Schools? 

 

  The pronouncements for a better PE program fit well within other ideo-

logical associations claimed for city high schools during the teens and 1920s. Al-

though there were many reasons for the rise of high schools, ideals of civic pride 

and lofty cultural goals led the popular support.  School buildings offer ample evi-

dence of these associations and Philadelphia chose architectural designs that 

reflected those associations.69  The buildings acted as public monuments. Be-

yond the architectural elements, the art, statuary and reliefs reinforced the sym-

bolism that education was essential to good citizenship.  Many of the symbolic 
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references were to the “classical” period and that general association comfortably 

encompassed associations with amateur sport; the model for high school train-

ing.  The emerging PE philosophy of incorruptible sport programs for girls com-

plemented the high ideals communities ascribed to modern high schools. The 

buildings were as much about what went on inside as the protection they pro-

vided from outside activities. City high schools were fortresses in a potentially 

degrading environment. The ideological and geographical proximity of city high 

schools with the emerging world of paid entertainment and professional sport 

elevated the poignancy for distinctions between “high’ and “low” sport activities.70  

 Professional city women, while understanding their schools to be for-

tresses within the city, at the same time could have just as easily considered 

them beacons of culture to the rural environment.  Pamela Grundy in her history 

of sport in North Carolina used the city versus rural framework to explain the dif-

 
 

69William Cutler, “Cathedral of Culture: The Schoolhouse in American 
Educational Thought and Practice Since 1820,” History of Education 
Quarterly 29, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 17–27. 

70The city was full of sport and commercial ventures. For example 
Philadelphia hosted a women’s professional ice hockey team, whose commercial 
purposes were supported by the local newspaper.  See Andrew C. Holman, 
“Stops and Starts: Ideology, Commercialism, and the Fall of American Women’s 
Hockey in the 1920s,” Journal of Sport History 32, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 326–50, and 
entertainment in general became more ribald and more easily accessed, see 
David Nasaw, Going Out, The Rise and Fall of Pubic Amusements (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), and Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: 
Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of -the-Century New York (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1986). 



   

37 
   

                                                       

ferences in women’s sport.71  She said that the city schools served a more bour-

geois populace and repressed schoolgirl competition.  It was in the rural areas 

“the south itself,” Grundy claimed that competition in girls’ and women’s sport 

flourished.  Although this study uses a city and suburban framework it is impor-

tant not to forget that parts of New Jersey were quite rural and students migrated 

from New Jersey to Philadelphia.  This interaction should be considered when 

analyzing the motivations of city professional educators.  The recollections of Pat 

Diamond Griffin document such a situation.  Mrs. Griffin graduated from William 

Penn High School in 1934.  Before moving to Philadelphia she lived in Clayton, 

NJ where she played basketball for her high school.  They played interscholasti-

cally and she recalled she “loved” it.  Her experiences were just the kind that pro-

fessional PE women would have pointed to as evidence of the “evils” in inter-

scholastic sport.  Mrs. Griffin recalled that before a game with an Ocean City, NJ 

team, “Our coach knew we couldn’t win because we weren’t good enough.  So 

he told us that he would consider it a victory if we got into a fight with the other 

team.  So they elected me to get into the fight.”  Asked whether the fight was 

verbal or physical, Mrs. Griffin replied, “Verbal would not have counted.”72  Mrs. 

Griffin’s experiences definitely would have been considered evidence of the per-

ils of “winning at all costs.”  

 
71Grundy, Learning to Win. 
72Interview with Pat Diamond Griffin. 
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 For women reaching for precarious professional independence, the “high” 

ideals could easily be enacted as bourgeois standards.  Professional PE women 

demanded all-female athletic spaces and limited competition.  These boundaries 

secluded adolescent girls from spectators and aligned feminist professionalism 

with the high school going middle-class families they served.  Popular magazines 

like Physical Culture blurred the lines between the growing acceptance to gaze 

upon the lightly clothed female form in athletic motion and the growing accep-

tance for female access to sport.  (Figure 1-2)  Professional physical educators, 

especially those responsible for schoolgirls in cities-where commercial incentives 

gave a salacious high profile to the association between females and sport-made 

their professional territory the demarcation separating the ‘low’ form of sport rep-

resented by Physical Culture from the ‘high’ which they controlled.73 

 The creation of a PE profession with a distinctly female domain was not 

only an attempt to ward off distasteful versions of female sport but it was an ex-

pression of female politics used to claim economic autonomy.  This had particular 

appeal to city teachers.74   Early schoolgirl sport did not meet with any significant 

resistance.  So why was the formation of an all-female profession with its own 

e so widely undertaken?  The answer to “why?” is 

 
73For a discussion about sexualization of female athletes in the press and 

the way that fueled PE concerns over “exploitation and exhaustion,” see Cahn, 
Coming on Strong, 47–51, 62–64. 
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found in the twin goals of many progressive era female political movements: to 

facilitate liberatory access to a formerly male domain and to assert female control 

to insure incorruptible standards. In the words of one woman dedicated to the 

creation of the single-sex profession, Agnes Wayman, “It so happens we don’t 

like the route the men have chosen...We are setting forth under our sail with 

women at the helm and women manning the whole craft.”75   

 Women teaching in city high schools grappled for professional ground, 

and for economic sustainability. The tax-based expansion of high schools in the 

early decades of the twentieth century made them important and contentious 

sources of employment.  The turn of the century gains women made to access 

many professions were precarious.  There were plenty of signs that they were 

losing ground in the early 1920s. Women dominated the teaching profession. But 

the growing popularity of high schools eroded the proportion of women teachers 

between 1920 and 1940.  When the lower grades dominated the public school 

system women accounted for 86% of all teachers. As more communities estab-

lished high schools during the 1920s and 30s, and the depression made formerly 

female professions attractive to men, high school teaching ascended to the top of 

 
 

74For frameworks that explain the all female motivation behind the 
professionalization of physical education see, Baker, “The Domestication of 
Politics” and Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 221–38. 

75Costa and Guthrie, Women and Sport, Interdisciplinary Perspectives 
(Human Kinetics, 1994), 90–91. 
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the hierarchy and men dominated those newer, better paid positions.76   In com-

petition with a man, a woman would not win a post as a high school teacher.  The 

territorial claim made by high school PE women - that only women should instruct 

girls in physical education and sport- stemmed the tide of loss, and for many 

decades was a successful strategy for women in a gender bifurcated hierarchical 

labor market.  

 Philadelphia has a long history of institutions intending to offer “reform and 

refuge” to young women.  High schools were definitely not intended to serve a 

delinquent population. However, because the PE program was specifically de-

signed for the perils facing young women, it is worth considering high schools 

within this institutional legacy.  For example, the way adolescent females were 

frequently susceptible to accusations of social degradation based solely upon the 

appearance of impropriety was shared historic ground. Girls and boys were held 

to a different standard in that regard.77 The protectionist attitude at the foundation 

of the professional PE standards resonated with women in the city schools who 

 
76Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 217–25. 
77This broad generalization is born out in histories of moral reform.  

Although before WWI girls were often portrayed as victims of sexual vice, after 
WWI emphasis shifted, and “scientific” measures like IQ tests and medical 
expertise confirmed, that bad girls were likely to stay that way.  See Barbara Miel 
Hobson, Uneasy Virture: The Politics of Prostitution and the American Reform 
Tradition (New York: Basic Books, 1987), 190, and Steven Ruggles, “Fallen 
Women: The Inmates of the Magdalen Society Asylum in Philadelphia, 1836–
1908,” Journal of Social History 16 (1983) and Suzanne Spencer-Wood, “What 
Difference Does Feminist Theory Make,” International Journal of Historical 
Archaeology 5, no. 1 (March 2001): 97–114. 
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were charged with the supervision of adolescent girls and the stewardship of fu-

ture womanhood.  These were attitudes not unlike those held by other institutions 

dedicated to young city women at different times in the city’s history.78   Profes-

sional physical education standards were developed as alternatives to the kind of 

popular sporting events, that if participated in by adolescent girls, would, in the 

opinions of school personnel, irrevocably damage the girls and the association 

between females and sport in general.  A similar negative regard for popular cul-

tural had animated older institutions like The Rosine and other houses of reform 

and refuge charged with the protection of young city women.79  One sport histo-

rian characterized the restrictions on female athleticism this way. “In itself, the 

concern over propriety in female behavior was hardly new.  But the concern was 

especially strong to protect and enforce discipline among middle- and upper-

class women rather than to “redeem” the laboring poor. ...Any departure from the 

 behavioral code could be interpreted as a start down 

 
78Although not at all explored in this study, it is interesting to note the 

prominent use of the word “exploitation” in the PE literature.  A similar sentiment 
which had once dominated the female reform literature about females who were 
sexually active outside of marriage, was discarded and replaced by a less 
victimhood-based explanation  for deviant sexual female behaviors.  For the term 
to be taken up, by a new breed of female reformers at the time when adolescent 
girls began to attend high schools in unprecedented numbers, from all classes of 
society, seems worthy of further discoursive analysis.  

79For a discussion of the different kinds of reform and refuge institutions 
for young Philadelphia women see, Lu Ann De Cunzo, “Reform, Respite, Ritual: 
An Archaeology of Institutions. The Magdalen Society of Philadelphia, 1800–
1850,” Historical Archaeology 29 (1995) and Ruggles, “Fallen Women” and 
Marcia Carlisle, “Disorderly City, Disorderely Women: Prostitution in Ante-Bellum 
Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 110, no. 4 
(1986): 549–68. 
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the road to depravity.”80  Based upon familiar fears of public female physicality, 

city high schools were part of the legacy of custodial institutions and that resem-

blance encouraged the adoption and implementation of the gender specific pol-

icy. 

 The same issues did not encumber the construction of schoolboy sport.  

Safety, eligibility and competitive fairness issues shaped schoolboy sport.  Cer-

tainly a boy could demean himself with unsportsmanlike conduct, but the growing 

importance of referees in many of the field sports relieved the athlete of this per-

sonal accountability.81 But more importantly, a boy did not risk social degradation 

if he were to be watched while engaged in an athletic contest.  Girls did. Girls 

were admonished to not forget themselves when at sport. The risks inherent in 

schoolboy competition were not the same as the risks sport posed to adolescent 

girls and to collective “womanhood.”  Professional women physical educators at 

city schools declared themselves the best suited to detect and protect against the 

potential for degradation in schoolgirl sport.82   

 Professional women physical educators were aware of the many non-

scholastic athletic leagues for men and women in and around Philadelphia.  Usu-

 
80Mrozek, “The ‘Amazon’ and the American Lady,” 202. 
81Michael Oriard, “In the Beginning Was the Rule,” in The New American 

Sport History, S. W. Pope (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1997), 92. 
82Florence Somers, “Physical Education for Girls-Needs in Junior and 

Senior High School,” Journal of the American Association for Health Physical 
Education and Recreation III (1932 December 1932): 26. 
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ally associated with the work place and commonly referred to as industrial 

leagues, the proximity of these sporting activities made the national debate about 

“evils” of sport seem quite pressing to Philadelphia PE women.  Barnstorming 

baseball teams like the Philadelphia Bobbies (that had young girls and men on 

the same team), professional women’s ice hockey, like the Roses and Thorns, 

national efforts like the AAU track and field, along with standards set by school-

boy, college and professional male athletics, challenged school physical educa-

tors to devise a bourgeois venue for schoolgirl sport.83  Many aspects of these 

popular teams, especially the public nature of the events, became a prominent 

concern in the national professional physical education literature dedicated to 

protecting schoolgirl access to sport.84  Girls needed to be protected from such 

exploitation and degradation and according to the reigning professional philoso-

phy, the best way was to prevent their participation. 

 Educators concerned with the “low” kind of athletics did not have to look to 

d have pointed to Girls’ High student Edith Houghton 

 
83On response of PE professionals to the athletic environment outside of 

colleges see, Cahn, Coming on Strong, Festle, Playing Nice and Greta L Cohen, 
ed, Women In Sport: Issues and Controversies (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1993). 
See also Mrs. Richard S. Folsom, “Report of The National Women’s Sport 
Committee, A.A.U,” Mind and Body 39, no. 410 (Febrary 1933): 300–302 for a 
representation of the concerns held during the early 1920s and 30s.  For a 
comprehensive overview of the critiques of scholastic sport at all levels see, W. 
Carson Ryan, Jr., The Literature of American School and College Athletics  

84 Park, “Physiology and Anatomy Are Destiny,” 61fn 100  See also 
Grundy, Learning to Win, 128–57 for a discussion of the kind of clothes and 
commercial incentives driving the spread of basketball for schoolgirls in the 
South, that would have fueled the concerns of Northeast physical educators. 
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as an example.  Edith Houghton was the youngest and most decorated student 

athlete at GHS at the time.  She left school to travel with the Philadelphia Bob-

bies baseball team, going as far as Japan before returning and finishing her high 

school education.85  Another example would have been Miss Zimmerman pic-

tured in the city paper holding a basketball aloft. (Figure 1-3) These images and 

activities and especially the publicity they attracted represented the type of ath-

letic programming and display of female physicality Philadelphia high school PE 

instructors tried to avoid.  As more girls from the growing middle class attended 

high school, their families aspired to separate their daughters’ athleticism from 

those non-scholastic venues. Once again, female access to scholastic sport be-

came entangled with class expectations. 

 Although the struggle to control schoolgirl sport was carried on in national 

professional literature, the local context of Philadelphia high school instructors 

made them very receptive to the protectionist aspects of the proposals.  Without 

a nation-wide intervention many professionals feared that the nascent schoolgirl 

athletic programs were destined to repeat the failures of schoolboy sport and ex-

pose the growing number of teenage girl athletes to exploitation.  Philadelphia 

instructors agreed. 

 
85Unknown, “Nine-Year Old Girl Stars On Boys’ Baseball Team,” Bulletin, 

1 August 1921, Urban Archives,Temple University. 
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Change in Philadelphia Schoolgirl Sport 

 

 Many people in positions where they were held accountable to public opin-

ion, like William Stecher, Director of the Department of Health and Physical Edu-

cation for Philadelphia public schools, and Dr. Charles Keene, Director of Health 

Education for the State of Pennsylvania, became advocates for the separatist 

model of schoolgirl sport.  The arguments were framed in terms of the exploita-

tion and protection of young, high school and college going (read bourgeois) 

women and resonated with the middle-class.   Many proponents of schoolgirl 

sport who prior to 1923 had encouraged schoolgirl sport to develop along the 

same lines as schoolboys, modified their support.  The same issue of Mind and 

Body that reported on the meeting that produced the Platform reprinted a speech 

delivered by Dr C. H. Keene, Director of Health Education for Pennsylvania call-

ing for restrictions on schoolgirl sport.  Three years earlier Keene had proposed 

that interscholastic sport would benefit boys and girls equally.  But attitudes had 

changed, including his.  At the Eastern District Convention of the APEA, Dr 

Keene, along with colleagues from several other northeast states, agreed that,  

The problem of inter-school athletic competition for girls is a comparatively 
new one...evils exist in girls basketball, and each are trying to expunge 
such evils by reducing the number and nature of interschool contests.  To 
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a great extent it is limited to basketball, and the prime object seems to be 
to satisfy the spectators.86  

 

 The nature of the interschool contests to which Keene referred were games 

played in front of spectators from outside of the school community at which an 

entrance fee was charged. Keene and others saw these moneymaking schemes 

as corrupt and inappropriate showcases of adolescent high school girls.  Keene 

described the pervading circumstances this way, “Previous to that time, practi-

cally all the girls basketball for this state was carried on under boys’ rules and 

with men officials, often with men coaches.  This... was a bad situation.”87  

 In basketball, Keene successfully spearheaded a state-wide effort to have 

all schools replace boys’ rules with girls’ rules and to hold games in the after-

noons, not in the evenings.  This was a significant change from his original pro-

posal made three years earlier that interscholastic games for girls would raise the 

interest of parents and others to such a “pitch” that money and influence would 

flow to the high schools.  Keene had wanted girls to become full-fledged mem-

bers of their high school community by giving “athletic service” to their school.  

But since then he had tempered his enthusiasm for girls playing like boys.  

Keene’s modifications to the rules and hours of play met with approval across the 

 
86C. H. Keene, “Untitled,” Mind and Body, A Journal Devoted to Physical 

Education 31, no. 329 (June 1924): 94. 
87C. H. Keene, “Untitled,” 94. 
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state.  He reported to the convention that, “within the last two years we have per-

suaded such a large majority of the girls’ high school basketball teams to partici-

pate under girls’ rules that those which still insist on playing boys rules will find it 

impossible to make schedules after this season.”  These reforms reduced the 

appeal of the girls’ game to spectators. These new “girls rules” limited the physi-

cal movements of adolescent girls and the afternoon schedule limited the oppor-

tunity for anyone outside of classmates and female instructors to attend the 

games.  More significantly they contributed to the development of a uniquely fe-

male way of participating in high school sport.  In less than three years Keene 

and many others had quickly shifted from the opinion that girls should play inter-

scholastically just like boys to the conviction that girls games required unique 

rules, circumscribed venues and a dedicated female profession to safeguard 

them.  

 Change came quickly in the city high schools of Philadelphia where 

schoolgirls had embraced their sports and sought to participate on the same 

terms as schoolboys.  In 1926 Germantown High School had interscholastic 

teams in a number of girls’ sports.  Engaging the language of excellence estab-

lished by the boys’ programs, the girls laid claim to championships. “At this time a 

girls’ Interscholastic Baseball Team was being organized.  It was through the co-

operation and untiring efforts of Miss Wert and the girls that a championship 

team was produced,” exclaimed a yearbook chronicler.  However by 1930 all of 

the sport offerings for girls at Germantown were intramural with the exception of 
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the Interscholastic Track Meet, and that would end three years later.  Yearbooks 

at most city high schools report fewer and fewer interscholastic contests after 

1924.  By 1933 almost all interscholastic games for girls were eliminated. At 

Frankford High School the loss of interscholastic games was resisted. The 1928 

class lamented the loss of competition and asserted their superiority in their re-

sistance. 

When we entered high school there were four schools in the league, Ger-
mantown, Kensington, Southern, and Frankford. Germantown dropped out 
in 1924, and Kensington has just announced her intention to stop playing 
in all league games.  Southern therefore, is our only rival, unless Gratz 
joins the contest.  This, we might say, is a good example of the “survival of 
the fittest.“  

 

 Two years later their yearbook defiantly stated, “Although the other schools in 

the city league stopped playing hockey in 1926, we have not eliminated it from 

our list of activities.”   

 Although each year they had fewer and fewer opponents, Frankford girls 

clung to the same standards for measuring excellence in their league.  If they 

won every game against their “league” opponents, even if that was just one other 

team, they declared themselves “champions.”  For example, in basketball they 

played two games both against Southern.  Frankford won one game and lost 

one, so they claimed they were “tied with Southern for the championship.”  In 

Volleyball they lost one game to their only opponent, Kensington, which meant 

they lost the championship.  Gratz was their only opponent in field hockey that 
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year and because they were victorious they awarded themselves that champion-

ship.   

 Schoolgirls reverted to stubborn innovation in an attempt to hold on to 

their interscholastic opportunities.   For example Frankford girls played tennis, for 

which yearbook readers were reminded “no league [had] ever been formed,” but 

the girls crafted competitive opportunities and arranged games “against faculty 

and several teams from private schools.”  At Olney High School the girls chafed 

under the prohibition on interscholastic contests and managed to maintain their 

program by courting opponents outside of the city’s public schools. The 1937 Ol-

ney yearbook reported on their strategy, 

The girls’ Hockey Team of Olney is not a member of any league.  The girls 
play for fun and recreation rather than for interscholastic honors.  The 
team plays certain suburban schools every year.  The Olney girls are al-
ways very cordially welcomed and entertained at games.  The pleasure 
that is derived from meeting the girls of other schools is equal to the 
pleasure that our team gets from playing the games.  The Olney girls re-
gret very much that no other Philadelphia high school has a girls’ hockey 
team.88 

 

 Despite their tenacious efforts to maintain interscholastic games at Frankford the 

coup de grace was delivered in 1932. After the new Baldwin athletic field was 

completed the girls were excluded from using it.  Class tournaments replaced in-

terscholastic games.  The yearbook reported,  
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enthusiasm for sport contin

                                                       

Because it was considered desirable to restrict the use of the athletic field 
to one class of athletic participants, and because of the lack of competition 
by other high school teams, girls’ varsity sports were eliminated during the 
past sport term...“However, many of the girls of this class have been ac-
tive in their other three years of Frankford.  This term tournaments were 
conducted in various sports to take the place of the varsity sports.89   

 

The “one class of athletic participants” were the boys.  And girls like Pat Diamond 

Griffin arriving on the Philadelphia scene after having experienced interscholastic 

sport, were thoroughly disappointed to learn that they no longer could look for-

ward to rough and tumble competition and getting to visit different communities.  

Asked to recall her feelings when she realized she would not be playing inter-

scholastically at her new school, William Penn, she unhesitatingly responded, “I 

thought it was the end of the world.  It was awful...It was a terrible change.”90 

 

Still Playing-Intramurals 

  

 By 1933 the professional mandate succeeded and interscholastic games 

were almost completely eliminated at most of the city high schools.   Although 

ued, there was a perceptible difference in tone to the 

 
 

88Olney High School yearbook, January 1937, no page. 
89Frankford High School yearbook, January 1933, 55. 
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yearbook entries.  There is a contentedness, not only with the breadth of the of-

ferings, but with the new terms of achievement.  Gone was the pursuit of cham-

pionships and trophy cups.  They were replaced by an alternative system of re-

wards unique to schoolgirls.  Emblems-embroidered patches-sown on to gym 

shorts and points awarded for participation, not necessarily talent, were the 

markers of success and achievement reported in yearbooks across the city.  The 

1930 Germantown entry was typical, 

 A large variety of sports are offered to us, and our class is usually repre-
sented on each team or squad.  ..Every fall hockey is enthusiastically 
greeted by the girls of the upper classes.  Earnest practice is started; cap-
tains are selected, and finally class teams are chosen.  Then the exciting 
interclass games begin...  Each member of the team is proud to display 
the hockey emblem, a symbol of the excellence of our girls in just one of 
the sports in which they participate.91  

 

 Despite the loss of interscholastic contests, girls’ sport continued at the 

city public high schools.  Intramurals or “clubs” offered city girls a wide array of 

sporting opportunities.  The following quote from the 1933 William Penn year-

book lists a variety of intramural offerings, a stated goal of the Platform. The en-

try was found in the “Club” section of the yearbook. Previously, sports had been 

covered in an “Athletic” section.  

 
 

90Interview with author.  
91Germantown High School yearbook, June 1930. 
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The Athletic Club is one of the largest and most active in the school. It of-
fers many different activities for those who are interested, such as hockey 
in the fall, with Miss Bowers as coach; volleyball and basketball in the win-
ter, with Miss Huggins and Mrs. Strauss as coaches, respectively; and 
baseball in the spring.92 

 

 Girls’ High School and West Philadelphia High School for Girls unlike the 

other city high schools never made any sustained attempts to establish inter-

scholastic games.  When sport expanded beyond captainball, volleyball and ten-

nis at GHS the opportunities were offered as intramural clubs or class teams.  

For example the first intra-class swimming meet was held in 1925 and in 1928 an 

inter-class hockey championship was held.  By 1933 there was “a swimming 

club, hiking club, hockey club, tennis club, apparatus club, dancing club, and 

health club.”   The students clearly enjoyed a breadth of athletic opportunities. 

Some girls however sought more selective competitive experiences and for those 

students there were also: track, basketball, captainball, and cage ball.  These 

sports, listed as they were without the suffix “club,” indicated that they were 

teams selected to represent their class in the inter-class championships.  By 

1935 intramurals and inter-class contests dominated schoolgirl sport at most of 

the high schools in the city.  

 Although clearly limiting in many ways, and a contradiction to the earlier 

desire to enter into sport on the same terms as boys, the creation of an alterna-

 
92 William Penn High School yearbook, June 1933, no page, Club section. 
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and clean, and ready

                                                       

tive model of high school sport held some appeal to early twentieth century girls.  

For many, the distinctions between schoolgirl sporting culture and schoolboys’ 

fostered an allegiance between schoolgirls and their admired instructors.  In the 

early decades of the twentieth-century many schoolgirls admired their PE teach-

ers very much.  Yearbook entries record the esteem girls had for these women 

professionals.  In some ways PE instructors operated on the edge of normative 

gendered behavior.  They were independent professional women with an exper-

tise in sport, a mostly male preserve, and they practiced a boldly unique female 

professionalism in their reformist philosophy.  From the point of view of early 

twentieth century schoolgirls, physical education was a women’s power move-

ment at a time when women’s claims for political power suffused the city.93  Or 

seen another way, in a backlash to the liberation of women and girls playing like 

men and boys, a separatist philosophy was the only alternative. Either way, girls 

expressed an alliance with their instructors.  A good example was the PE teacher 

at Frankford High School to whom the girls, class of 1923, attributed their “pep 

and grit [that was] instilled into” them by the indomitable spirit of Mrs. Reichelt.”  

The girls understood that their instructors ushered them into new territory.  The 

same class wrote, 

And so the pioneering class in girls’ athletics leaves its Alma Mater, having 
learned from our respected coaches the value of playing the game strait 

 to enter the “Game of Life.94  

 
93Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 225. 
94Frankford High School yearbook, February 1923. no pagination. 
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The desire to emulate their admired instructors helps explain why some girls be-

came advocates for what appears by today’s standards to be a philosophy of di-

minished access to sport opportunity.  But in schoolgirl sport history, the flapper 

met the social reformer and the combination was potent.  The students worked 

admiringly with their PE instructors to promote the separatist philosophy. In 1935 

a GHS student journalist wrote a brief article in her school newspaper entitled, 

“Interscholastic Sports.” Succinctly she wrote, “Intramural versus inter-scholastic, 

many playing versus only the best, GHS promotes the former.”95  No doubt her 

experience at GHS with many clubs to choose from and a few selective opportu-

nities for inter-class competitions would have convinced her of the effectiveness 

of an intramural program.  Students became proponents in other schools as well.  

Letiza Ramella, President of the AA at Overbrook High School also wrote in 

1935:  

The real purpose of girls’ athletics is to promote good sportsmanship, to 
form high ideals, to develop refinement and grace, and to create an ap-
preciation of the value of others in the world.  The reason girls do not have 
interscholastic sports is because they do not have any beneficial effects 
on the lives of girls.  There is more wholesome fun and just as much prof-
itable experience to be derived from our system of interclass competition: 
more girls are offered the opportunity of playing.   Miss Allen has ex-
pressed her opinion of interscholastic sports:  “The idea in interscholastic 
competition is to beat the other fellow.  Although we also try to beat the 
other fellow, it is in a milder degree, and back of it, we know, is a feeling of 

 
95Iris, 4/10/1935, p. 2 
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of sports are offered to us, 

                                                       

good fellowship.  In our system there is not serious competition.  The girls 
go out for the fun of it, and they do have fun.96  
 

Letiza and Miss Allen were proud of the female model of competition, which they 

referred to as “our system” implying that it was different from the boys’ high 

school systems, specifically interscholastic competition.  Letiza’s description is 

layered with references to class and separatist feminism.  But two years earlier 

students from this same school had participated in the inter-class Track meet.  

As one of the original participants in the ITM, they participated not only because 

it was fun, but because it would decide “the supremacy of the school...[and] get 

together material, for the truly important event-the interscholastic competition at 

Frankford.”  These were hardly sentiments demonstrating a taste for “no serious 

competition” and playing just for the “fun of it.’  In fact they had proudly repre-

sented their school, a clear violation of the prohibitions set out in the Platform.  

Utilizing the tropes of sport reporting established by interscholastic boys teams, 

the yearbook reported that the girls on this team “were the first to carry the Or-

ange and Black to foreign fields.”97  However by 1935 extensive programs in in-

tramurals and personal preferences to align with their admired instructors sup-

pressed schoolgirl desires for interscholastic games.  In reference to the exclu-

sively intramural offerings one contented Germantown girl wrote, “A large variety 

and our class is usually represented on each team or 

 
96Overbrook High School yearbook, 1935. 
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squad.”98   It had been only four years since the Germantown girls anticipated 

that their returning champions would repeat their success in the interscholastic 

baseball league.  

 Across the city large intramural programs provided undeniably democratic 

opportunity for girls to play sports.  In 1936 one hundred and twenty girls partici-

pated on twenty inter-class hockey teams at Frankford High School. One of those 

one hundred and twenty noted that, “The girls enjoy these afternoons because of 

the good sportsmanship of all the girls and the hearty cooperation of everyone 

concerned.”99  A decade after the substantial reduction in interscholastic games 

at Germantown, the students expressed their satisfaction with the athletic oppor-

tunities, “The girls of Germantown have always been interested in sports, as 

shown by their enthusiasm for after school activities.  There is a well-balanced 

field to choose from, in order that each girl may follow her particular interest.”   By 

1943 yearbook entries no longer bragged about individual achievers and class-

mates.  Instead it was the program that attracted the accolades. “With a well-

equipped gymnasium, and large hockey and baseball field, the Department pre-

sents a continuous program of competitive sports for all girls who wish to partici-

pate,” opined the previously recalcitrant Frankford students.100  

 
 

97Overbrook High School yearbook, February 1928, no page 
98Germantown High School, June 1920. 
99Frankford High School yearbook, January 1936. 
100Frankford High School yearbook, January 1943, no page. 
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and Denmark.  The game h

                                                       

 Another appeal of the PE philosophy was the way it seemed to advance 

the greater good.  This message appealed to many adults and students following 

World War I. “Throughout the past four years we have been given an opportunity, 

through the medium of sports, to learn how to live in the world,” wrote a German-

town girl.101  The “medium of sports” referred to her exclusively intramural, all-

female experiences.  She would not have expected to “learn how to live in the 

world” had she played interscholastically.  Letiza Ramella from Overbrook had 

expressed similar sentiments when in defense of intramurals, and the elimination 

of interscholastic contests for girls she stated that intramurals, “create an appre-

ciation of the value of others in the world.” At the time, the PE professional jour-

nals reflected a burgeoning sense of membership in a world community and they 

asserted that their work had potentially worldwide impact.102 The “win at all cost” 

attitude attracted particular concern in this regard and influenced PE policy mak-

ing for decades.  In 1936 Mind and Body articulated how fair play, which was un-

derstood as a kind of cooperation in sport, had entered the discourse about ap-

propriate sport and human relations.  In support of the possibilities for fair inter-

national relations the author described a field hockey game between England 

ad been 

 

 

101Germantown High School yearbook, 1934. 
102 W. Carson Ryan, Jr., The Literature of American School and College 

Athletics, xi, the tenth “tendency,” “The ideal of sportsmanship is held aloft as 
one of the genuine values of school and college athletics, of even world-wide 
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and interscholastic sport.  A

                                                       

 

played in the late afternoon and throughout the first half the rays of the 
setting sun all but blinded the English goalkeeper.  Instead of joining her 
team between the halves for discussion and refreshment, she spent the 
interval getting an eye-shade so that her Danish opponent would not be 
similarly handicapped in the final period. 

 

This, the author stated, was an example of how “the desire for fair play far out-

shines the desire to win at all costs.”103 

 

Results Of The Successful Suppression of Interscholastic Sport 

 

 As a result of the reform of schoolgirl sport interscholastic sport became 

more closely associated with masculinity and female athleticism came under 

criticism that would not have made sense if directed toward males. In other 

words the separatist philosophy encouraged separate athletic standards for ado-

lescent boys and girls.  In the end girls’ sport developed an athletic culture dis-

tinctly different from schoolboy sport.  

 The distinctiveness of boys and girls sport contributed to the hegemony of 

interscholastic sport and fostered the growing association between masculinity 

s interscholastic opportunities disappeared for girls in 

 
 
significance.” For a description of the way WWI disrupted many progressives’ 
belief in the inevitability of progress see, May, The End of American Innocence. 
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pating in sport.  “Some peo

                                                       

the city schools and expanded for boys, this state of affairs contributed to a gen-

dered spatial order at boys sporting events.  Girls and un-athletic boys were liter-

ally sidelined by the changes.  In 1937 the Department of Health and Physical 

Education of the Philadelphia school district proudly reported that, 

 

The interschool program is confined almost wholly to senior high school 
boys.  The program makes it possible for the more proficient pupils to 
compete against others of approximately equal ability, and it provides a 
healthful interest for adolescent boys and girls.104  

 

By “healthful interest for adolescent boys and girls” the author meant that being a 

spectator and fan at a supervised schoolboy athletic contest was more healthful 

than alternative forms of mixed-sex peer group entertainments, like dance halls, 

available in the city.105  This justification glossed over the embedded sexism.  

Girls had no choice; girls’ athletic games had been expunged from the social cal-

endar.  The separatist philosophy that allowed boys to play interscholastically 

and mandated that girls play intramurally encouraged the association between 

public displays of athleticism and competent masculinity.   

 This association was not uncontested by some girls who enjoyed partici-

ple have the false impression that girls do not take 

 
 

103Frederick Rand Rogers, “Competition or Cooperation,” Mind and 
Body 42, no. 433 (February 1936): 281–88. 

104 1937 Annual Report, 403. 
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sports.  Within the la

                                                       

much part in the sports world,” wrote a 1938 Frankford High School student, 

“however according to the showing in Frankford High, there are as many girls as 

there are boys interested in participating in sports.”106  The “false impression” 

arose because the girls did not compete interscholastically; therefore, whatever 

athletic activities they did participated in were discounted.  This was the same 

complaint--that girls athleticism was not recognized-- that the girls had made in 

the early 1920s when boys also monopolized interscholastic sport.  Still resisting 

the notion that girls didn’t like or succeed at athletics, a Frankford girl took aim at 

the most American of sports--baseball--and claimed that the demonstrated ability 

of girls in the “Leaders” class proved “that they are not so far behind the boys in 

the great American sport.”107 Her protestation is evidence of the reigning norma-

tive expectation that girls were far behind boys in baseball, and all sports. 

 By 1942 the notion that girls liked sports was considered unusual.  The 

memory of the many Frankford girls’ championships in multiple sports had been 

forgotten.   When girls in the 1940s did display an interest in sports it was con- 

sidered novel.  In a commentary, titled for shock value, “Girls Play Rough” a 

yearbook sports editor wrote, 

The boys at Frankford High are not the only ones who are interested in 
st few years the girls at Frankford have taken an ac-

 
 

105Howard P. Chudacoff, How Old Are You? Age Consciousness in 
American Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 105. 

106Frankford High School yearbook, June 1938, 60. 
107Frankford High School yearbook, June 1940, no page. 
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tive interest in forming teams, and never in the past has there been such 
participation in girls sports.108 
 

 

Like teenagers everywhere, those from the Frankford class of 1942 assumed that 

what was new to them was uniquely innovative.  Their claim that, “never in the 

past has there been such participation in girls sports,” although incorrect, dem-

onstrated how girls’ athletics seemed unusual to the students at that time, and 

the hegemony of the masculinity of interscholastic sport.  

 The association between athletics and masculinity increased during the 

1940s.  The military climate surrounding World War II boosted the gender asso-

ciation. “In defense of Health-Athletics” was a title for one of the sport pages in a 

1942 yearbook.  On the same page was announced “Soccer is also a man’s 

game.”109 Such overt references to masculinity appear alongside references to 

the war and pictures of the male students in uniform.  At this time in a number of 

yearbooks the term “weaker sex” is used for girls in general and girls playing 

sports specifically. The June 1944 Frankford yearbook included a collage of pic-

tures: a softball pitcher, catcher and a field hockey game with the caption, “The 

“weaker” sex in action.”110  In 1945 the Southern Girls’ yearbook (Southern at this 

time still maintained completely separate yearbooks for the girls and boys) did 

 
108Frankford High School yearbook, January 1942. 
109Frankford High School yearbook, January 1942, no page. 
110Frankford High School yearbook, June 1944, 6. 



   

62 
   

own.  

                                                       

not report anything about girls’ sport but devoted two pages of coverage to the 

boys athletic programs!  This had never been done before. 

 In Learning to Win, Pamela Grundy’s history of sport in North Carolina, 

she observed that the suppression of girls’ interscholastic sports gave rise to 

cheerleading as an auxiliary athletic activity for girls.111  The history of schoolgirl 

sport in Philadelphia offers further evidence of this development. Girls and boys 

were members of the cheerleader squads in co-ed schools in the 1930s.112 Dur-

ing the late 1930s and early 1940s the co-ed cheering squads lost their male 

members and became all-female.  By the late 1940s the opening pages of the 

“Athletics” section found in yearbooks at coeducational schools frequently fea-

tured three students: two boys, each wearing a “letter sweater,”113 one holding a 

football and the other a basketball and a girl in a cheerleaders outfit holding or 

kneeling next to a large megaphone with the schools letters on it. School sport 

became synonymous with interscholastic boys sport. Even though large numbers 

of girls participated in intramural events and although a few interscholastic oppor-

tunities had begun to re-emerge, girls by this time were more often presented as 

supporters of boys’ athletics and lacking any athletic interest or ability of their 

 
111Grundy, Learning to Win, 246. 
112For example at Germantown High School in 1937 the cheerleaders 

were both boys and girls. 
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 The creation of a uniquely female world of scholastic sport in the early 

1920s was intended to be a bastion of sporting rectitude and a realm of unob-

served decorum. Ironically, the single-sex domain invited gender specific scru-

tiny. Some commentators made dire prognostications about the social health of 

sporting females if proper supervision and control was not imposed.  This was 

undoubtedly the kind of attention professionals tried to avoid. But such criticisms 

were the very bulwark of their professional raison d’etre.  The compromise fash-

ioned and overseen by PE professionals and their supporters permitted vigorous 

female athleticism only when the goal was participation not competition.   If a girl 

or woman “chased athletic glory” she risked dissipated health.  In this gendered 

myopia of the temptations of sport, adult women were entrusted with salutary and 

supervisor task of safeguarding burgeoning womanhood.  As one critic put it, in 

Mind and Body 

 

Most women who possess enough experience to weigh the consequences 
of athletic activities, especially in the higher levels of competition...will real-
ize that, for girls and women, the most athletic activities for other than 
purely recreative purposes-and especially for the highest Olympic honors-
are not worth the candle, even for the victor, while for all who strive and 
fail the costs in terms of impaired health, physical beauty and social attrac-

ly prohibitive.114 

 
 

113A letter sweater was an award given for varsity athletic participation.  It 
was a wool sweater, either pullover or cardigan, with the initials of the high 
school prominently sewn to it. 

114Frederick Rand Rogers, “Olympics for Girls,” Mind and Body 36, 
no. 383 (January 1930): 304. 
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It was believed that only educated adult women could be trusted to grasp the 

risks and provide the preventative guidance.  The proponents of this scenario did 

not aim to exclude girls from games completely.  As one critic stated in Mind and 

Body stated, 

 

Games and sports for girls, by all means, of creative types which develop 
physical, psychic and social health and charm, but interschool competition 
in basket-ball, baseball, track and field sports, and Olympic competitions 
of whatever nature: no!115 
 

  

Professional PE women by choice and by necessity became staunch stewards of 

those reforms that balanced access and excess and helped create the distinct 

culture of schoolgirl sport that suppressed competitive zeal. 

 Professional preferences alone could not have accomplished such a con-

clusive victory. The willingness of the general public to accept different athletic 

philosophies for boys and girls assisted the reform of city schoolgirl sport. Nine-

teen thirties and 1940s city high school students were very likely children of im-

migrants and consequently more amenable to a gender divided perspective on 

 
115Rogers Rand, “Olympics for Girls,” Mind and Body 36, no. 383 

(1930): 307. 
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the public performance of sport.116  South Philadelphia High School demon-

strated this willingness to maintain different approaches for girls’ and boys’ sport 

by financially supporting a new football stadium where the boys pursued the 

league championship while the girls basketball team, upon resuming an inter-

scholastic schedule, did not even keep track of its win-loss record.  The 1942 

Southern girls basketball team practiced “diligently every Tuesday” for two peri-

ods and competed against other schools “in a strictly friendly league, ... not for 

the golden trophy but for the excitement and thrills a hearty game can bring.”  

Barely two years earlier the school district assisted with a fund drive, The Victory 

Memorial Arch Fund, which raised $12,500 “for the erection of a grandstand at 

the South Philadelphia High School Athletic Fields.”  The new field was where 

Southern boys played football.  It goes without saying that the grandstands were 

intended for spectators quite interested in watching contests that were decidedly 

not “strictly friendly” and in full pursuit of whatever golden trophies awarded to the 

victors.  

 Finally, the economic climate between 1929 and 1937 reduced the likeli-

hood of a challenge to the gendered policies.  The separatist athletic philosophy 

in the Philadelphia high schools provided athletic programming to a large number 

 
116 Melissa R. Klapper, Small Strangers, The Experiences of Immigrant 

Children in American, 1880–1925 (Chicago: Ivan R. dee, 2007), 31  Also Fass, 
Outside In reinforces the notion that first and second generation high school 
students negotiated ethnic and gender identities while tethered to their natal 
family identity.   
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of girl students for less than it would cost to provide girls the same kind of inter-

scholastic programming as the boys. A less distinct program, one more like the 

boys’, would have required greater expenditures at a time when most schools 

faced drastic cuts in their budgets.  One historian noted that between 1932 and 

1934 forty percent of American high schools dropped their physical education 

programs.117  Of course, PE programs were not necessarily the same as the 

sport programs and it isn’t clear if the author of this note took a critical look at the 

gendered nature of his evidence.  Still the reduction indicated the financial pres-

sure many schools were under with regard to their PE and sport programs.118   

 High schools across the city accepted the gendered world of school sport.  

Philadelphia was not unique in this regard.  A two-year literature review con-

ducted from 1926 to 1928 by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching revealed the widespread acceptance of different standards for boys 

and girls athletic programs.  The results, reported in Mind and Body, acknowl-

edged that many professionals recognized “that dangers lurked for both boys’ 

and girls’ athletics.” But the report singled out interscholastic games for girls for 

special consideration.  The review found that 

 

 

117 John Massengale, “The Americanization of School Sport: Historical and 
Social Consequences,” The Physical Educator 36 (May 1979): 63. 

118 For an example of the kind of defending colleges needed to make to 
protect the funding of collegiate athletic programs during the Depression see,  
Brad Austin, “Protecting Athletics and the American War Defenses of 
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Considerable difference of opinion prevail as to the desirability of inter- 
institutional athletic contests for girls and women, with a strong trend at   
present against such contests, not withstanding the insistence of a small 
group that girls and women are as capable of athletic competition as boys 
and men and need it more.119 
 

 

 That small group of dissenters did not include the director of the DHPE of the 

Philadelphia schools.   In 1931 Stecher stated in the DHPE Annual Report,  

 

It is today quite generally agreed that interschool competitive athletics, ex-
cept in small amount and in modified form, should be reserved for senior 
high schoolboys. This policy is followed in the Philadelphia public 
schools.120   

 

By 1941 interscholastic games were almost completely eliminated for schoolgirls 

in Philadelphia public high schools.  After twenty-three years of coaching field 

hockey and other sports at the University of Pennsylvania Coach Hildegarde 

 
 
Intercollegiate AThletics at Ohio State and Across the Big Ten During the Great 
Depression,” Journal of Sport History 27, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 247–70. 

119 W. Carson Ryan, Jr., The Literature of American School and College 
Athletics. 

 
120 1931 Annual Report of the School District of Philadelpia (1931), 25. 
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Farquar’s observation in 1948 that her more recent teams did not often include 

girls from the city high schools reflected the successful alliance between the most 

strident aspects of the physical education professional philosophy and the city 

high school personnel and families.
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE CULTURE OF SCHOOLGIRL SPORT IN THE PHILADELPHIA 

PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS, 1904-1945 

 

 

Action, Geertz would more succinctly (and hermeneutically) say, is 
text.121First, the parade offers a well-rounded documentation of past cul-
ture; it conjured up an emotional power and aesthetic expressiveness that 
the simple literary formulation of ideas or values lacked.122 

 

 Much has been written and theorized about the role of sport in urbanizing 

America.  None of this literature addresses the intersection of gender, school 

sport and urbanization.123  This chapter will examine the cultural history of 

schoolgirl sport in order to supplement the literature on sport and urbanizing 

America with a gendered analysis. Like Mary Ryan’s cultural history of parades 

quoted above, this chapter aims to analyze the “emotional power and aesthetic 

expressiveness” in schoolgirl athletic culture.  Schoolgirls in Philadelphia high 

schools from 1904 to 1945 experienced a sport culture shaped by the desires of 

sional goals of their instructors interacting with the 

 
121Aletta Biersack, “Local Knowledge, Local History: Geertz and Beyond,” 

in The New Cultural History, Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989), 76. 
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changing nineteenth-century American city.  If as Ryan suggested, “paraders 

were not only agents of social order, but also parties to the creation of urban cul-

ture,”124 then in the same way schoolgirls and their physical education instructors 

were contributors to city life in the first half of the twentieth-century. The structure 

of the competitive opportunities, the clothing the girls wore, the awards, and 

even, the training classes of future PE instructors will be examined for what they 

“say” about schoolgirl sport culture in Philadelphia during the first half of the 

twentieth-century.  Culture, according to cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz, is 

a web of significance and analysis of it is “an interpretive one in search of mean-

ing.  It is explication...construing social expressions on their surface enigmati-

cal.”125  Racial identity, one of the strands of the web of culture, also shaped the 

experiences of Philadelphia schoolgirl athletes.  Unfortunately there is little direct 

evidence of the way racial awareness shaped the experience for all the students. 

One section of this chapter reviews the available evidence for what it says about 

the influence of racial identity on Philadelphia schoolgirl athletics.126   

 
 

 

122Mary Ryan, “The American Parade: Representations of the Nineteenth-
Century Social Order,” in The New Cultural History, Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: 
University of California, 1989), 133. 

123Hardy, “Sport in Urbanizing America.” 
124Mary Ryan, “The American Parade,” 153. 
125Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (USA: Basic Books, 

1973), 5. 
126I was reluctant to forgo any analysis for a brief statement justifying the 

omission due to the evidentiary limitations. I’m thinking here of the way other 
historians have acknowledged the exclusion of African-heritage students in their 
work, like Paula Fass in The Damned and the Beautiful, which begins, “My 
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 A cultural history based upon the ideas of Clifford Geertz, says Aletta 

Biersack, requires “thick description” that distinguishes “a meaningless reflex, a 

twitch or a blink for example, from a consciously employed communicative de-

vice, the wink.  Thick description examines public behavior for what it says rather 

than what it does.  It “reads” the symbolic content of action, interprets it as 

sign.”127  This chapter examines the team games culture and associated material 

artifacts in order to understand city schoolgirl sport culture in the first part of the 

twentieth-century.  The games, events and artifacts of city schoolgirl sport were 

the communicative devices used by professional physical educators to express 

an obstinately different and gendered view of the role of school sport. Schoolgirls 

for their part used the games, events and artifacts to express their sometime al-

ternative views and purposes.  This chapter highlights the unique culture of city 

schoolgirl sport and claims for it a place in the historiography of sport in urbaniz-

ing America.  

 

City, The Site 

 

 
 
choice of this group was governed by a number of personal and practical 
considerations:...” and Jane Hunter’s research on Victorian high school girls in 
the northeastern states of the US, How Ladies Became Girls acknowledged the 
class limitations of her study.   

127Biersack, “Local Knowledge, Local History: Geertz and Beyond,” 74–75. 
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Cities in the first half of the twentieth-century were socially and culturally 

dynamic places. In particular, historians have noted the way the rise of paid en-

tertainments challenged social divisions and standards of public decorum.128   

Public competitive sporting events were part of the new commercial entertain-

ment environment.  Sport historian Allen Guttman observed that, “The 1920s 

were marked by a new sort of sports capitalism.”  The Philadelphia sporting land-

scape included almost every old and new sport opportunity: professional baseball 

for European-heritage men and African-heritage men, and mixed-sex semi-

professional teams like the Philadelphia Bobbies; Turnverein competitions; col-

lege sport for men (football, soccer, basketball, track, etc.) and women (tennis, 

track, field hockey, basketball, swimming, fencing); YMCA and YMHA sport; pro-

fessional men’s basketball like the SPHA’s, South Philadelphia Hebrew Associa-

tion. It featured stadiums and fields for sport and spectators, industrial leagues in 

women’s basketball and some semi-professional women’s teams like the Thorns 

and Roses ice hockey and the Philadelphia Quicksteppers and Germantown 

Hornets, two black women’s basketball teams. 

Many aspects of the new entertainment venues troubled social reformers 

and educators who worked with city youth.  Commercial, public entertainment 

venues permitted males and females from all over the city to mix and mingle su-

rds imposed by the gatherers themselves. While the 

 
128Nasaw, Going Out and Peiss, Cheap Amusements. 
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city entertainments appealed to and attracted groups of young people from a nar-

row age-band, the commercial aspect insured that the young people, focused 

only upon the consumption of pleasure, would surely have to interact with an 

older cohort, those making a profit by supplying the entertainment.  It was both 

the loosely supervised congregation of males and females, and the potential for 

the “youth” to be exploited for profit that concerned many social reformers at the 

time, including professional physical educators.  Many Americans by the early 

1920s had become comfortable with similar-age groupings, although hordes of 

teenagers were always agitating.129  When pleasure-seeking teenagers encoun-

tered profiteering adults it was as much the mixed-age encounters as the profi-

teering that alerted many reformers to the potential for exploitation.130  Underly-

ing these new developments were the older social tensions surrounding women

clothes--women’s sporting attire and its association with feminism-- and women 

performing in public.131   

While the dynamic city culture of entertainment was a source of concern, 

the city already contained a ready response.  Nestled throughout the city were 

odern, progressive high schools.  High schools were 

 

 

129Chudacoff, How Old Are You? 
130For a discussion of how the profit motive fueled concerns of exploitation 

of females in sport see, Cahn, Coming on Strong, 62–64. 
131For a discussion of the social tensions around women’s dress reform 

see, Gayle Fischer, V., Pantaloons and Power: A 19th Century Dress Reform in 
the United States (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2005) and for a 
discussion on sport clothing specifically at this time see, Patricia Warner, 



   

74 
   

teen to seventeen year-olds

                                                       

deeply committed to age-groupings and claimed special domain over adolescent 

activities, including sport.  High schools first sheltered the adolescent male sport 

experience from influences beyond the control of school officials, and many, in-

cluding PE women expected high schools to do the same for adolescent girl ath-

letes.132 

The high schools provided schoolgirls and their instructors a solution to 

the challenges of the early twentieth-century city. The changes in the cities were 

especially vital for US females. Political culture throughout the US and especially 

in cities like Philadelphia changed significantly with passage of the 19th Amend-

ment. The vast number of women’s organizations vacillated in the push and pull 

between advocating for women’s special rights and advocating for women’s ac-

cess to universal rights.133  In the field of education, professional women were 

further challenged by the quick pace of change accompanying the K-12 system 

especially the expansion at the high school level.134  School attendance for four-

 ballooned from 6.7% of that population in 1920 to 

 
 

 

“Clothing as Barrier: American Women in the Olympics, 1900–1920,” Dress 24 
(1997): 55–68. 

132For a discussion of the schoolboy issues of eligibility and sanction that 
led the protectionist role of high schools see, Mirel, “From Student Control to 
Institutional Control of High School Athletics.” 

133For a discussion of these competing agendas in many women’s 
organizations see, Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism. 

134In 1904 10% of teenagers attended school, in 1920 53%. Cott, The 
Grounding of Modern Feminism, 131 The proportion of women teachers declined 
as high schools proliferated, this was a concern since high school teaching 
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32.3% in 1929 to 51.4% in 1930.135  This rapid increase meant the prospect of 

more teaching jobs, but many of the new jobs went to men.  In addition, the work-

ing conditions for all teachers in city schools were increasingly marked by isola-

tion and lack of power.136  Those circumstances help explain the urgency and 

forcefulness of the PE women’s agenda for a woman’s profession with a firm re-

lationship to a national association.  This strategy proved successful for nearly 

six decades.  

 Women physical educators were determined to navigate the new streams 

of power in a more collective way.  Physical educators coalesced around profes-

sional, sex-segregated standards.  Purportedly based on rational scientific edu-

cational practices, not the emotional exuberance found behind the goal to win, 

women physical educators constructed schoolgirl sport for themselves and their 

students to emphasize shared benefits. Historian Paula Baker observed that, 

“Many women had a stake in the separate spheres.  It carried the force of tradi-

tion and was a part of a feminine identity, both of which were devalued by the in-

dividualism that suffrage implied.”137  The problematic nature of individualism 

 
 

 

positions paid more than elementary teaching positions.  For a discussion of this 
see, Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 218. 

135Chudacoff, How Old Are You? 98, fn 22. 
136Kate Rousmaniere, “Teachers’ Work and the Social Relations of School 

Space in Early-Twentieth-Century North American Urban Schools,” Historical 
Studies in Education 8, no. 1 (1996): 42–63. 

137Baker, “The Domestication of Politics,” 635  Baker makes the point that 
progressive era women’s political actions involved the creation of social remedies 
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ushered in with the political changes was a particular concern for schoolgirl sport.  

An emphasis on individualism had the potential to align schoolgirl sport with the 

dubious practices found in schoolboy sport.  By crafting uniquely female models 

of competition that de-emphasized individual accomplishments—referred to by 

many as “the star system”-- the potential threat was addressed.  The professional 

creed: “A sport for every girl and every girl in a sport,” was a discursive paree at 

the hegemony of the male standard in sport and growing male hegemony of high 

school teaching positions; it required an all-female teaching corps.138 The 

growing associations between sport and ribald behaviors united professional 

women PE instructors across the US to protect schoolgirl athletics. Meeting in 

Washington, DC in April 1923 “as large a group of leading women in physical 

education and athletics as could be assembled in the United States,” devised a 

plan that became known as the Platform to fortify their defense of sport for 

schoolgirls.139  Professional physical educators, as well as those associated with 

the play movement, had proclaimed the salutary effects of sport for young people 

for two decades. These advocates for girls and sport believed they were witness-

ing the development of a hierarchy of sport, with “low” forms potentially outpacing 

 
 
that they then intended to hand over to the state “for structural amelioration or 
change.” 

138Mabel Lee, A History of Physical Education and Sports in the USA 
(1983), 158. 

139William H Geer, “The Athletic Situation in High Schools,” Mind and 
Body 31, no. 329 (June 1924): 129. 
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the “high” forms.  In a book intended to be a text for college physical education 

curriculum, one prominent leader characterized their dilemma: 

 

The Athletic conference of American College Women, a student organiza-
tion, is an example of the result of a very high type of leadership.  The girls 
who are taken around the country, advertised as playing “Real World Bas-
ket Ball” and issuing challenges to other girls’ or men's teams, is an ex-
ample of the result of a very low type of leadership.140  
 

Professional women physical educators were determined to claim the high 

ground with their Platform.  Without intervention it was feared the “low” forms 

would proliferate as unsuspecting school officials and players ignorantly adopted 

the more familiar forms of sport.  So, they countered the commercial turn of 

events with rules and regulations inspired by amateur ideals and mandates for 

trained, female only professionals.  The Platform that resulted was a discursive 

expression of bundled resistance; resistance to the exploitation of enthusiastic 

but unsuspecting young people, the creeping diminution of women in high 

schools and potentially in a profession they founded, and an over emphasis on 

winning and not nearly enough attention paid to ‘fair play‘ and cooperative behav-

ior.  

The professional response to the worryingly diverse manifestations of ur-

ban sport drew upon such characteristics of feminist volunteerism as the moral 

 
140Florence Somers, Principles of Women’s Athletics (New York: A.S. 

Barnes and Company, INc., 1930), 58. 
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superiority of women, the protection of women and the sex segregation estab-

lished in the19th century.  Their approach, especially the call for sex-segregated 

instruction also served to bolster and protect their professional standing.141  

Against the backdrop of a general acknowledgment that corruption existed in 

men’s and in boys’ sport, PE women drew on the legacy of creating a “better” 

model and claimed schoolgirl athletics their exclusive territory.142  As Agnes 

Wayman, a leader of the women’s physical education movement and an advo-

cate of the separatist strategy stated, “It so happens we don’t like the route the 

men have chosen...We are setting forth under our sail with women at the helm 

and women manning the whole craft.”143   

 Schoolgirl sport remained under the jurisdiction of women for decades 

because they were able to successfully create a profession protected from male 

encroachment.144  They were successful because a male athletic domain, sepa-

rate and distinct from the female, held more appeal, status and rank for men in-

terested in school athletics.  Historian Paula Baker’s assessment that “By the end 

of the century profound social, economic, and political changes made ...the sepa-

al cultures-less persuasive to many women-and 

 
141For a historical overview and discussion of the separatist strategy see, 

Estelle Freedman, “Separatism as Strategy: Female Institution Building and 
American Feminism, 1870–1930,” Feminist Studies 5, no. 3 (Fall 1979): 512–29. 

142The unwanted influences associated with sport for boys was widely 
accepted at the time; Luther Gulick was the most prominent voice for reform. For 
an account of the times see, Howell, “Play Pays,” 971. 

143Costa and Guthrie, Women and Sport, Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives, 90–91. 
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men,” might accurately describe changes in many political organizations, but for 

the economic goals of professional PE women the presence of a well established 

female profession and a parallel male realm of higher status and rank, sustained 

the separate spheres philosophy in public high school athletics.145  This was the 

only reason women were able to maintain their position within the field of athlet-

ics.146 

 

The Actions 

 

Together the students and their instructors in the Philadelphia public high 

schools created a unique, fun-filled, albeit delimited, schoolgirl sporting culture 

that conformed to the Platform.  If “action is text” then a reading of the way 

schoolgirls and their instructors enacted school sport reveals much about the cul-

ture of schoolgirl sport in the first half of the century.  Yearbooks provide the text 

of the action. Yearbooks not only chronicle the programmatic changes in school-

girl sport, they also provide contemporary discursive evidence of their cultural 

 
 

144Baker, “The Domestication of Politics,” 639. 
145Baker, “The Domestication of Politics,” 638. 
146Changes in US women and girls sport since the equity movement, 

represented by Title IX, bear out this assessment.  Annual reports put out by 
Acosta and Carpenter doscument the declining role of women in women and girls 
athletics with nary a change in the role of women in men and boys athletics.  
See, Acosta, Women in Intercollegiate Sport. 
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Inter-class And Intramural Competitive Games 

 

  The Platform banned interscholastic girls competition in almost all situa-

tions. But competition could continue under intramural programs.  The elevation 

of intramural competition over interscholastic competition represented organized 

female resistance to the reigning male hegemony of sport.  As Agnes Wayman 

made clear some women were self-consciously crafting sport in a different way.  

Inter-class games, as opposed to interscholastic games, were played during 

school hours, which limited the likelihood of outside spectators and paid admis-

sion.  Inter-class games reinforced peer affinity, a tenet of the progressive physi-

cal education philosophy, which coordinated nicely with the goals of the city PE 

high school teachers to secure their employment.147  If high school sport domi-

nated adolescent sporting opportunities—the goal of PE professionals—and that 

school sport was intramural and inter-class, then the salutary benefits of peer in-

fluence accrued to the students, and the sex-segregation embedded within the 

school programs sustained the professional women physical educators’ position 

and their mission. 

 Most Philadelphia schoolgirls were introduced to competitive games and 

the team games culture via inter-class contests.  Inter-class competition was a 

 
147For a brief discussion of the importance of peer grouping to early 

physical educators, especially Luther Gulick, see, Chudacoff, How Old Are 
You? 72–78. 
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very old model found in schoolboy sport.  When girls first played inter-class 

games they knew they were following the patterns established for schoolboys, 

and when it led schoolgirls to interscholastic competition, it met their expecta-

tions.  But that development was disrupted.  City PE instructors in compliance 

with the Platform no longer intended to mimic schoolboy sport.  Instead of inter-

scholastic teams the girls PE department provided schoolgirls with inter-class, 

intramurals and play days.   

  Professional educators abjured emotional appeals to school chauvinism 

found in interscholastic winning seasons, and claimed their model of schoolgirl 

sport was based on scientific rationalism. Commenting on feminism and profes-

sionalism, historian Nancy Cott wrote, “Professional ideology and practice in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth-century accelerated stress on rationalism, 

scientific standards and objectivity.”148  While this approach furthered the profes-

sional cause, its objectivity divorced the stewards of schoolgirl sport from the vis-

ceral motivations of the schoolgirls.149  Schoolgirls had no desire to reduce the 

emotional energy surrounding sport, quite the contrary. Balancing their admira-

tion for their instructors with their desire for an authentic high school experience, 

i.e. exuberant chauvinism, the girls used inter-class competitions as a venue to 

 
148Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 216. 
149Not until the 1970s do the professionals align their professional goals 

with the visceral experiences of competitive athletes, allowing competitive 
collegiate athletes access to national championships, scholarships and extensive 
training. 
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express the liberation sport meant to them. The girls made inter-class competi-

tions as raucous as any inter-school rivalry, only they did it exclusively in front of 

their school population. 

 

Cheering And Loud, Loud Songs 

 

  While occupying sex segregated athletic spaces, city schoolgirls fash-

ioned the acoustical characteristics of schoolgirl sport culture to fit the liberation 

of the experience.  Inter-class competitions offered something interscholastics 

did not; they provided girls the space for boisterous vocal support for their teams 

at a location that every student could easily reach. Gymnasiums were the first 

sites for Philadelphia schoolgirls’ competitive games, baseball and field hockey 

followed with outside venues, but it was inside in hallways, stairways and the 

gyms where cheering established its foundation. On-campus games were cho-

sen by PE professionals to eliminate travel and emotional school chauvinism.  

But the girls put the on-campus venue to their purposes. The protected enclave 

allowed a measure of abandon and un-self-consciousness that was in short sup-

ply as city girls moved from childhood to adulthood.150  Loud cheering, actually, 

 
150Many historians have noted the rise of surveillance with the rise of 

urbanization.  For this idea and the general changes that had an impact on 
school life, see Ian Grosvenor, Martin Lawn and Kate Rousmaniere, “Imaging 
Past Schooling: The Necessity for Montage,” The Review of 
Education/Pedagogy/Cultural Studies 22, no. 1 (2000): 72. 
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very loud cheering, and singing original songs became a cherished tradition in 

the city schoolgirl athletic culture.  In accordance with the inclusive mission of the 

physical education philosophy, which refused to allow participation and the bene-

fits of an athletic curriculum to be limited to the few selected athletes, student 

spectators became an integral part of the interclass competitions. 

  It was easy to foment boisterous interest because the outcome of the 

contest was generalized to all members of the class. According to one historian, 

“Physical education and competitive sports held particular prominence... they 

were intentionally structured by adult supervisors so as to enhance peer influ-

ence.”151 City schoolgirls translated “peer influence” into raucousness permitted 

them nowhere else.  At William Penn High School, (WP) what seems to be a 

somewhat unpracticed “yell” was clearly an important part of schoolgirl athletic 

contests.  The 1914 class historian understood that the athletes’ preparation and 

performance, and the spectators’ vocalizations made an athletic event success-

ful.  Describing the absorbing contest she wrote  

 

Athletics now claimed our attention. The “Soph” basket ball team had 
practiced for weeks in preparation for the championship game of the sea-
son.  Who ever thought that school spirit was not synonymous with Wil-
liam Penn!  Our lusty “yell” was the very embodiment of school spirit...we 
won the game and were awarded the much-coveted cup.152 
 

 
151Chudacoff, How Old Are You? 99. 
152 William Penn High School for Girls,1914, 30. 
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In time cheerleaders appeared, but they did not monopolize cheering, they sim-

ply directed it.  According to one account, “It was customary to see them [our 

cheerleaders] at all the girls’ games, cheering for all they were worth, and coax-

ing all sorts of yells out of our girls.”153 

 Everyone cheered and the class pecking order reinforced the importance 

of good cheering.  The Frankford class of 1928 learned that lesson their fresh-

man year during the volleyball tournament. “As freshmen we added our lusty 

shouts to the more experienced upperclass cries, while playing off the “World Se-

ries” in the gym,” reported the historian.154 The same year at the new Overbrook 

High School, volume was just as important as tunes and lyrics.  As some girls 

practiced their sport skills, a yearbook chronicler wrote, “rooters were busily try-

ing out new songs and cheers that rent the air with joyous noise.”155  Reporting 

on the preparations for the upcoming 1929 Girls’ High School “Gym Contest” the 

school newspaper, Iris, reported, “But girls of athletic ability are not the only ones 

who have been busy.  Every girl who is eager for her team to win...practice[s] 

songs and cheers.”  Cheering also provided an opportunity for democratically de-

termined leadership.  At GHS, “some girls [were] elected to lead the cheering”156    

 The cheering tradition lasted for decades in the Philadelphia public 

ss and single-sex schoolgirl competitions took place 

 
153Frankford High School yearbook, June 1925, no page. 
154Frankford High School yearbook, February 1928, 86. 
155Overbrook High School yearbook, February 1928, no page. 
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cheering would be an important component of the event.  Cheering was some-

times rewarded the same way varsity athletic participation was, with the school 

letters. The weeks of preparation the Tipowitz sisters and Sylvia Chepin invested 

in songs and cheers for the 1942 Southern Annual Demonstration, earned them 

the “official ‘S’.”  The class games were an all-school activity in an era with lim-

ited opportunity for large social gatherings of teenagers.  There was a lot to like 

about a gymnasium full with supporters who “rent the air with joyous noise.”157   

 Cheering reflected two characteristics of schoolgirl sport: the right to brag 

and boast and a respect for fair play, cooperation and respect for the opponent. 

Girls’ High School alumna, Jean Heron Ruff recalled the important contribution 

cheering made to the Gym Contest, “it involved the entire class, not just the 

team, they would be there screaming, yelling and cheering, we had bleachers at 

one end, that kind of thing, and it was good fun.”158  The cheers and songs Jean 

and her classmates sang expressed, simultaneously, a boastful desire to win and 

a respect for the opponent, all set to popular tunes.  One year Jean’s team was 

the Gold Team, and the lyrics proclaimed their superiority, “We’ll be on top and 

we’ll be supreme/Cause we’re the ones that have the best team” and called sup-

porters to voice their support, “So while we’re here let’s give a cheer/For the glory 

r song reinforced the all class spirit of the event, “Oh, 

 
 

156Iris, March 6, 1929 
157Overbrook High School yearbook, February 1928, no page. 
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we’re the great gold team/We’re supreme/Cause it’s our girls that make up our 

team.”  But the boasting and bragging was always tempered within the profes-

sional philosophy of fair play and respect for the opponent, and Jean’s class-

mates recognized this in one of their many songs, “Through this meet we’ve 

razzed you that’s true/But now we ask this one thing of you/Let’s be buddies, real  

buddies/And shake hands like buddies do/After all that’s been said and done/The 

G.H.S. policy binds us as one/Let’s be buddies, real buddies/And be friends and 

buddies too.”159  Across the city within the intramural framework schoolgirls cre-

ated a unique athletic culture. This does not seem to be the case for schoolboys.  

No references to schoolboy singing and cheering were found in any of the city 

yearbooks. When the uniquely female sporting events, like gym exhibitions and 

inter-class championships disappeared original cheering did too. 

 The rowdiness of the girls’ cheers appears to be in contradiction to the 

control sought by the PE instructors and their de-emphasis on winning. (After all 

why cheer if winning isn’t important?)  In their rendition of the evils of sport, exu-

berance and zeal were a concern, but only in so far as they might result in physi-

cal exhaustion and breakdown.  This was a danger only when proper supervision 

was absent and winning became the central concern of the athlete, in other 

words only when a professionally trained woman was not in charge.  Nowhere in 

 
 

158Interview with Jean Heron Ruff, GHS 1944-47, min. 326. 
159Song sheets provided by Jean Heron Ruff.  
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the primary sources is there an indication that the rowdy cheering concerned the 

PE professionals. Practically, it was unlikely that a girl would cheer herself into an 

exhausted state during a basketball or volleyball game and theoretically it rein-

forced progressive education policy preferences for peer group influence.160 

 Cheering did not contradict the professional reticence to promote winning.  

Winning as PE professionals constructed it in the all-female venues did not at- 

tract outside public attention.  It did not have the potential to “exploit.” A win ac-

crued to the class within the school, unlike winning in interscholastic contests that 

would excite interest in those outside of the faculty and student body. For those 

outsiders the school’s reputation mattered more than the girls experiences for fair 

play and cooperation.  

 Whether schoolgirl cheers were subversive-it was behavior unacceptable 

anywhere else- or just an extreme demonstration of support for the programs, is 

debatable. I suggest it was both.  However, that it was significant is clear from 

every yearbook entry from across the city that touted the ‘who-ever-thought-we-

could-make-so-much-noise’ loudness of the cheers.  At inter-class games the 

spectator classmates composed and delivered, as loudly as possible, unique 

songs and cheers often accompanied by rafter rattling foot stomping. Hundreds 

 
160Chudacoff, How Old Are You? 66–78. 
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of city schoolgirls took the opportunity that athletics offered to exercise their vocal 

chords in ways unacceptable anywhere else.161  

 

Gym Meet 

 

   At many of the city high schools a “gym meet” or gymnastic exhibition 

showcased the controlled games culture and intense class rivalries of schoolgirl  

sport.  These exhibitions were one-day, multi-event, inter-class competitions held 

only by the girls PE departments. There is no evidence that schoolboys partici-

pated in similar events.  In 1913 the first GHS “Gym Contest” pitted the sopho-

more, junior and senior classes against each other in a variety of games and ac-

tivities, including volleyball, running, jumping and throwing events. This annual 

event and its outcome were as important at GHS as the Junior-Senior captain 

ball game. The events took place either in the gym, or weather permitting out-

side, under the scrutiny of faculty judges and singing, cheering supporters. 

 At city high schools the gym exhibitions rose to the top of the athletic cal-

endar along with the school-wide championships in basketball, volleyball, and 

field hockey.  Unique and important to girls, these events received commensu- 

rate coverage in the yearbooks, bestowing glory and notoriety on classes and  

 
161Although the context is different Pamela Grundy also notes the libratory 

role of cheering for New South womanhood, see Grundy, Learning to Win, 47. 
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individuals. For example in 1916, the GHS Gym Contest concluded with, “an-

other victory for the seniors.  They won first place and Ruth Camero first prize.”  

“The Annual Demonstration” at William Penn High School was “the final event of 

the year ... looked forward to by many.”162  Germantown High School held their 

annual Gym Meet from 1925 to at least 1938.  The 1926 seniors reported, “One 

of our greatest accomplishments was the Gym Meet...our team was fine.”  In 

1929 the events included: “marching, running, a wand drill, and exercises on four 

pieces of apparatus.”  It began with some pageantry as a 1930 graduate ex-

plained,  “In accordance with the immemorial custom of such events, the teams 

marched out, and went through a complicated maneuver before actually starting 

the drill and exercises at the apparatus.”163  “Before a gathering of one thousand 

girls, the Class of June, 1934 held a brilliant Gym Meet...the senior team took 

first honors...the attractive girl tumblers have been drawing gasps of admiration 

from their audiences by their dare-devil feats,” reported the yearbook.164  

“All...sports mean a great deal to Germantown girls, but the culmination of the 

athletics comes with the annual Gym Meet.  It was a thrilling sight to see,” said 

one Germantown supporter referring to the rhythmic drills, colorful hats and 

unique cheers.165   Overbrook High School established a gymnastic exhibition its 

h “basketball won first place in popularity” with the 

 
162William Penn High School yearbook, 1923, 91. 
163Germantown High School yearbook, June 1931. 
164Germantown High School Yearbook, June 1934. 
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girls, 1928 yearbook readers were told, “Crowning all this was the great “Winter 

Carnival” at the close of term. “It was as its name implies, a jolly good time with 

stunts and novelty events presented by the classes.”166  In 1936 after the colorful 

opening ceremonies at Germantown High School the class teams competed on 

individual apparatus and for individual awards, “The cup winner was Jean 

Maguire, and her team also took first place.” At South Philadelphia Girls’ High 

School (SPGHS) basketball  “came second” to their “Fun Frolic”.  The “Fun Frolic 

received the bulk of the yearbook coverage for girls athletic activities from 1942  

until 1947. The enthusiasm for their event was captured by the account from 

1942, 

 

This is the chance to show ability in track and field, volleyball, and other 
games, for at this time all of the forms are together and every class is rep-
resented.  Yes, we Seniors made up our minds to win, and win we did. 
The cheerleaders, ...under the direction of Nancy and Vera Tipowitz, prac-
ticed fast and hard.  Weeks ahead of the event songs and cheers, written 
by Sylvia Chepin...were sung by the seniors.  At last the day came!  Eve-
ryone was happy and gay-12Bs were out to make this, their last Fun 
Frolic, the best ever.  At the Sons of Italy Field excitement 
reigned...Victory at last... We were proud, proud of ourselves for showing 
such fine spirit and sportsmanship, proud of Nancy and Vera Tipowitz, Al-
verat Balchunas, Sylvia Chepin, Thelma Crecilius, Gloria Bito and Dorothy 
Welsch for having won the official “S”.167 
 

 
 

165Germantown High School yearbook, 1936 
166 Overbrook High School. yearbook, February, 1928 
167South Philadelphia High School for Girls yearbook, January, 1942, 52-

55. 
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 Gym exhibitions for girls were popular at most city high schools not only 

because the class rivalry nourished the extensive inter-class athletic programs 

but also because they were a rare opportunity for girls to display their athleticism 

to a wider audience.  This point cannot be overstated.  Because public exhibi-

tions of female physicality were generally unacceptable, these exhibitions, with 

the official imprimatur, were highly charged opportunities for athletic girls.168  In- 

vited guests reinforced the special nature and official sanction these exhibitions 

received. Sometimes, faculty from outside the PE department were recruited as 

judges and at some schools parents attended. Such competitive events met all 

the standards set out in the Platform; they limited spectators to the school com-

munity; involved as many girls as possible, either as performers or lyricists and 

cheering supporters; confined publicity about the events to the campus; elimi-

nated any attempts to “win at all costs” and avoided individual stardom by offer-

ing lots of girls the opportunity to “star” in the multi-event format. Within all those 

boundaries, it was still an opportunity for girls to perform and that appealed to 

many girls. Jean Ruff captain of her Gym Team for the Girls High Gym Contest, 

recalled the seriousness, “Oh my gosh we practiced, after school, assidu 

 
168This point was made in an oral interview with Nancy Savoth, who 

recalled clearly, how excited she was to play volleyball at the one night a year 
Gym Show at her high school in Neptune, NJ, in 1978, in front of classmates and 
parents. It was the only opportunity girls had to play in front of anyone other than 
classmates.  On her first serve, despite being quite good, she was so excited she 
over hit the ball sending it into a ceiling light, breaking the light causing glass and 
sparks to rain down on the floor.   
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ously, for perfection.”  The gym exhibitions also provided the best excuse for girls 

to cheer and scream at one of the largest school gatherings held each year.  In 

the years ahead, cheerleading and other performance groups would tap into the 

same two motivations: performance and shouting. 

 

Specialized Sport Clothing 

 

 Gender is one of the, if not the most, fundamental organizing principles in 

human society.  Material culture represents, reinforces and constructs gender 

identity.  For the purposes of this study, the material culture of city schoolgirl 

sport between 1920 and 1945 demonstrated the way the gendered characteris-

tics of schoolgirl sport found expression in the use and meaning of the artifacts 

that accompanied schoolgirls through their sport experiences. In Gender and Ma-

terial Culture in Historical Perspective many of the essays demonstrate that at 

different moments in history, material culture for one gender is more expressive 

of cultural identity than for another gender.169  This review of the culture of city 

schoolgirl sport demonstrates that at the moment when school sport was sex-

segregated (boys playing interscholastically and girls playing intramurally) the 

material culture of schoolgirl sport represented the heightened gender scheme.  

A full historical presentation of women’s athletic clothing is not appropriate here, 
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however it is important to note that clothing and women’s liberation in the US 

share a long history and female access to sport is part of it.170 Although technol-

ogy and textiles are important to the material culture of sport clothing--analysis of 

economics, markets, adaptation of new fibers, etc would provide various expla-

nations for change over time-- the following discussion focuses on the change 

from one costume to another, the meaning the clothes had for the girls who wore 

them and what the clothes “said” about the culture of city schoolgirl sport be-

tween 1917 and 1945.171  

  The clothing the schoolgirl athlete wore was used almost exclusively for 

school athletic activities.  Unlike today, where teenage girls wear sweat pants, 

elastic-waist shorts and “T” shirts emblazoned with name, number, and team af-

filiation in school halls, church youth groups and shopping centers, early twenti-

eth-century schoolgirl athletes wore athletic clothing only during athletic activities 

or in transit to them. The clothes were inappropriate outside that venue because, 

by certain standards, women’s athleticism was inappropriate outside of schools.  

The opinion of Luther H. Gulick, founder of the Play Movement and of the New 

 
 

169Moira and Linda Hurcombe Donald, Gender and Material Culture in 
Historical Perspective (New York: St Martin’s Press, Inc., 2000). 

170Patricia Warner, When the Girls Came Out to Play: The Birth of 
American Sportswear (Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 2006) and Fischer, 
Pantaloons and Power. 

171For an interesting discussion of technology and textiles in material 
cultural analysis see,  Kaori O’Connor, “The Other Half: The Material Culture of 
New Fibers,” in Clothing As Material Culture, Susanne and Daniel Miller Kuchler 
(New York: Berg, 2005), 41–59. 
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York Public School League-for boys-was representative of the attitudes towards 

schoolgirl sport:  

 

athletics for women should for the present be restricted to sport within the 
school: that they should be used for recreation and pleasure; that the 
strenuous training of the teams tends to be injurious to both body and 
mind; that public, general competition encourages qualities that are on the 
whole unnecessary and undesirable.  Let us then have athletics for rec-
reation, but not for serious, public competition.172 

 

Given the prohibitions on schoolgirl athletic performances, the specialized cloth-

ing worn during the few sanctioned and supervised opportunities symbolized lib-

erty for the girls who wore them, and propriety to those who viewed them.  A 

drawing by John Sloan captured the symbolism of one of the earliest gym outfits.  

A city schoolgirl identified by her outfit and the urban skyline behind her, is shown 

smoking a cigarette provided by the smirking young man in the picture, who was 

clearly not in school clothing.  He represented the vernacular urban education.  

Sloan titled the drawing, “Education, 1913.” (Figure 2-1) 

 The required clothing of schoolgirl sport and how the students actually 

wore the outfits reveals cultural attitudes about schoolgirl athletics and the some-

times contrary notions held by the girls themselves. The clothes spoke to the po-

tential for novel physical movement. The inaugural class of Germantown High 

d the opportunities the unique clothing provided.  The 

 
172Warner, “Clothing as Barrier,” 57. 
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1917 class historian reported that they “played games after school, and when our 

“gym” suits were ready had the time of our lives doing gym stunts.  In those days 

we loved to wear our gym bloomers...”  And like today, when schoolgirl athletes 

twist their shirt-sleeves revealing the shoulder straps of their sport bras, the earli-

est Philadelphia schoolgirl athletes also found provocative ways to reveal their 

not-to-be-seen sport-specific clothing.  The newest athletes at Germantown High 

in 1917 revealed their new-found liberation, a senior fondly remembered, “In 

those days we loved to wear our gym bloomers, and a Freshie could be spotted 

a mile off by the fact that she wore a light skirt to disclose the fact that she had 

them on.”173  The modest regulation outfits, an attempt by professional educators 

to separate crass female sporting from respectable female access to sport, in the 

hands of adolescents became an opportunity for provocative innuendo and ex-

pressions of new found liberation.   

 During the 1930s and 1940s, when very few interscholastic opportunities 

existed and girls played mostly in intramural “just for the fun of it” games, school-

girls disdained their specialized clothing, the gym romper, because of its uncom-

fortable association with physicality that no longer fit their sense and symbols of 

liberation.  At that time whether in a gym-romper or for the few interscholastic 

opportunities available, shorts and blouses, girls presented themselves in these 

with ample Hollywood-like applications of lipstick. In 

 
173 Germantown High School yearbook, June, 1917, 13. 
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every era from 1917 to 1945 some schoolgirls altered the intentional presenta-

tion, design and fit of sport clothing to reflect their idea of a liberated physicality. 

 From 1890 to 1930 schoolgirl athletic clothing changed very little, even 

though remarkable changes occurred in US society during that time.  Outside of 

schools sport clothing became very revealing and sexually suggestive but 

schoolgirls were shielded from those associations by the voluminous fabric mak-

ing up their gym outfits. The covers of Physical Culture Magazine provided some 

of the most prominent sexually suggestive representations of women athletes.  

From the turn of the century to the mid-1930s “gym” costumes consisted of dark 

wool bloomers, wool stockings, lace-up athletic shoes and white sailor style 

blouses. The only distinguishing feature was the class colors of their large bow 

ties.  During the 1920s and 30s when these costumes were sometimes worn in 

contests against other schools, the letters of the school appeared, embroidered 

on the uniforms.  The bulky uniforms, along with the PE pedagogy of limited 

competition and modified rules designed to avoid exhaustion, restricted adoles-

cent female athleticism.  As Patricia Warner assessed the role of sport clothing 

for women, ”By being prohibited from wearing adequate, functional clothing for 

specific sports, American women generally were prevented from entering events, 

let alone excelling in them.”174 Yet, for schoolgirls the cumbersome outfits were 

m not permitted to them anywhere else. 

 
174Warner, “Clothing as Barrier,” 55. 
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 But performance is not the only thing to be considered when reviewing the 

history of schoolgirl sport.  The impression a girl gave, being seen, was an impor-

tant part of the experience for the wearer of the unique costumes.  At Frankford 

High School the uniforms, distinguished by their color, were a source of pride for 

the wearers.  Theirs were “scarlet” which they imagined “aroused the envy of 

every team” they met.  At Germantown High School in 1932-when no interscho-

lastic teams existed- the gym costume changed and this noteworthy event was 

duly recorded in the yearbook.  The class historian reported, 

 

It was at this time that the official gym uniform for the girls was changed.  
In place of the long sleeved white middy, black tie, bloomers, and long 
stockings, we now appeared on the gym floor dressed in short sleeved 
white shirts, no tie, blue rompers and blue “whoopee” socks.  
   

The new costume was very likely the briefest costume middle-class girls in 1932 

were permitted to wear. Because physical education was mandated for all stu-

dents, the universal romper costume became a shared experience of seques-

tered liberation for all city girls. At this time in the suburban high schools girl ath-

letes began to wear the gymslip or tunic for their interscholastic sports, but be-

cause city schoolgirls were not playing interscholastically the gym tunic does not 

appear until interscholastic teams re-emerge, more than a decade later. 

 Even into the 1940s, when a few interscholastic teams re-emerged, and 

sport clothing included more common place designs like shorts and blouses.  

There were cultural prohibitions against girls being seen outside of an athletic 
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venue in their specialized athletic garb. Students in the 1940s from Girls High 

while traveling on the trolley to and from their field hockey practices conscien-

tiously covered their shorts with coats.175  As Jean Ruff remembered, 

 

There was no changing there [at the field], we would somehow not be in 
our short shorts or something, traveling.  We did not have blue jeans.  
Probably put your skirt on.  I can’t remember what we practiced in, but be-
lieve me you didn’t walk around the city in short things, and we didn’t have 
blue jeans and there was nothing like a warm-up suit...further more you 
were going out into public.176  

 

And nearby at the University of Pennsylvania college women traveling to tennis 

practice in warm weather donned long coats in similar compliance to standards 

disdainful of the public exposure of bare female limbs.177  Throughout the first 

part of the century, school sport clothing was liberating in circumscribed ways.  

 When the intentions for schoolgirl sport changed so did the way the girls 

experienced the clothing.  The context was more influential than the actual free-

  In the first decades of school sport, before the con-

 
175 Conversations with Jean Heron, GHS ‘47, revealed that she and her 

teammates would travel by trolley to their fields, but in a gesture of social 
comportment would put a coat over their gym costumes, (shorts and bare legs). 
At Overbrook High School girls report that boys from their classes umpired their 
baseball games, and of course these girls did have to walk to their field in their 
athletic wear, but all this was permissible because athletic activities were the 
destination.  When bloomers were replaced with the much briefer shorts then 
covering up in public became more frequent. As late as 1946 girls were 
uncomfortable to be seen in public in their athletic clothing.  

176Interview with Jean Heron Ruff, November 13, 2007. counter # 527. 
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certed effort to suppress interscholastic contests had become fully effective, 

sport clothing represented the sanctioned avenue, as one sport historian stated, 

to “defy middle-class convention and proclaim ideals of physical activity that flew 

in the face of earlier shibboleths about delicacy and decorum.”178  In gym 

classes, girls did “stunts” while hanging from ropes, jumping over objects, or 

other feats of physical daring.  Girls looked forward to wearing their gym bloom-

ers and showed their willingness to alter the prescribed design as an expression 

of their sense of liberation from convention.  Many team pictures from the 1920s 

show girls in short bobbed hair, wearing the blousy sailor-style tops but with 

sashes creatively tied diagonally across the chest, stockings sometimes “rolled” 

down and other nuanced alterations whose liberating meaning is generally lost in 

present day viewing.  

 When interscholastic games were eliminated sport costumes came to 

mean something different.  Immature was one impression left upon anyone view-

ing a person wearing a girl’s gym costume after the 1930s.  It is no accident that 

at the time when city girls were denied interscholastic athletic competition and 

school sport became more closely associated with masculinity and manhood, 

ral programs wore costumes that strongly resembled 

 
 

177 A picture of Evelyn Ay with tennis racquet in shorts but undercover of a 
long coat, see Paula D. Welch, Silver Era, Golden Moments: A Celebration of Ivy 
League Women’s Athletics (New York: Madison Books, 1999), 10. 
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those worn by small children. Childlike modesty covered up the otherwise un-

decorous physical stunts and inter-class athletic activities.  One-piece rompers, 

the gym suit for girls from the 1930s to the late 1970s, were decidedly childlike. 

The earliest versions camouflaged the curves of young womanhood in puffy cot-

ton.  At one school the athletic events associated with gym classes enacted the 

childlike mantle.  A gym class exhibition was created at Germantown High 

School in 1931 called a “Kiddy Party,” where, a student described,  

 

Every girl dresses in rompers, socks, and hair ribbons and once more 
plays “Farmer in the Dell”, and the “Three Deep.”  Points are given to each 
class for the “best dressed” girls and for winning games.  
  

This was a public performance of young women acting like children in their child-

like gym costumes.  

 Does this critical view of the childlike inferences of the 1930s gym outfit 

offer a fresh perspective on the sailor blouse and tie worn by earlier schoolgirl 

athletes? Weren’t similar sailor costumes popular for young children during the 

turn of the century?  Whereas the history of schoolboy sport is a story about ad-

vocacy for sport due to its ability to broker between boyhood and physical matur-

 
 

178Allen Guttman, Women’s Sports: A History (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1991), 117. 
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ity, (manhood),179 schoolgirl sport is a story about the advocacy of sport for how 

it covered up the transition from girlhood to physical maturity.  The required cloth

ing disrupted the connection between physical female maturity and athleticism. 

This is a subtle but significant difference between the history of schoolboy and 

schoolgirl sport.  There was a discomfort with the mature female body and ath-

leticism that was not felt with the mature male body and athleticism.180  

 As a consequence of the suppression of interscholastic sport for girls, the 

schoolgirl sport costume became associated with “gym” class, not competitive 

sport teams, and relinquished claims girls might have made to public financial 

assistance to their sport activities.  Because girls were not participating in inter-

scholastic competition  “school” uniforms were not necessary; gym suits were 

worn for all intramural sporting events.  “Girls sports” became synonymous with 

the kind of non-public, non-status, modified competitive events that took place in 

gym classes.  The gym romper that symbolized female athleticism was a poor fit 

with strenuous athletic achievement.  The gym romper underscored the idea that 

girls did not represent their school in public displays of physicality-they did not  

 
179Although there are many examples of the way sport and manhood were 

understood, one very good example is, Churchill, “Making Broad Shoulders.” 
180 Even today one could make the case that the athletic achievements of 

young girls continue to be more readily acceptable in the wider US culture than 
those of mature adult women. Only in the last ten years was girls gymnastics and 
figure skating, two sport dominated by young girls and women of small stature, 
popularity challenged by other sports like soccer, softball and beach volleyball, 
that showcased muscular and strength based athleticism, even, as in the case of 
beach volleyball, it also showed lots of skin. 
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play real sports.  Consequently, they could not lay claim, as boys did, to public 

funds for school sport uniforms and other costs associated with interscholastic 

competition. 

 The distance between girls and sport grew even greater as the goals of 

gym classes in general changed.  In the 1920s gym classes had been the basis 

for liberatory imaginings.  They were the venues for schoolgirl induction into the 

team games culture; inter-class games and school championships were where 

schoolgirls took their first steps toward interscholastic competition.  By the early 

1930s with the sharp increase in the high school population and the city-wide 

suppression of interscholastic teams, gym classes became the sites for enacting 

a differentiated gendered view of athleticism.  Female athleticism at this time 

hewed more closely to normative standards of female physicality.  The goal of 

forming interscholastic teams having been removed, yearbooks referred to the 

benefits of gym class for their potential to improve the physical beauty of the girl 

students.  Physical education was co-opted by the hegemonic notions on female 

physical attractiveness.  This development was hardly the original intention of the 

PE pioneers who in the tenets of the Platform had shunned the male gaze by 

banning spectators.  At Germantown High School the 1935 yearbook proclaimed 

the rewards of the fast pace of gym class,” One, two, three, four-bend those 

knees, girls.  But it has its reward in making us beautiful girls with trim figures, 
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pleasing personalities, and sweet temperaments.”181  Specific examples were 

offered: “June Sparks, the cute little blond tumbler, named mats and track as he

favorite and Margaret Oldroyd, “the beautiful girl with the beautiful figure, who is 

accomplished at the rings.” At Germantown High School the field hockey season 

began under the scrutiny of the “line of boys along the back fence” watching what 

appeared to be “a reducing class” but what was actually preparations for inter-

class hockey.  Girls’ claims to athletic prowess became inextricably linked to vo-

yeuristic regard.  Even when school athleticism was given high praise, as in the 

following quote that equates girls’ speed with the speed of football players, the 

ultimate recommendation was the viewing pleasure schoolgirl sport gave boys. 

 

The girls come into their own by having a splendid Hockey Club which 
meets twice a week.  You should see those girls in action, they’re as fast 
as the fastest football team.  The boys also get a great deal out of this 
club, for you can see them down in the yard waiting for the team to go into 
action.182 

 

This change in the value of schoolgirl sport represented the exact opposite inten-

tion that was behind the creation of a separate model of schoolgirl sport.  The 

idea in the 1920s was to create a separate, uncorrupt model of sport, far from an 

exploitative sexualized gaze.  But schoolgirl sport did not exist as a separate en-

clave; it existed within a larger value system.  Within that larger system of school 

 
181Germantown High School yearbook, January 1935, 112. 
182Germantown High School, January 1936, 115. 
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sport, schoolboy sport set the standard and its valuation was imposed on intra-

mural girls’ sports.  Actual sport actions were relegated to a subordinate status 

while the physical display aspect was elevated to serve heteronormative voyeur-

ism.183  Seven years later at Southern High School the “tasks delegated to an 

organization called the Athletic Association,” reported the yearbook, were “foster-

ing healthier people, providing physical recreation and building more robust, 

shapely figures.”  The absence of interscholastic sport for girls created a void of 

purpose into which migrated popular cultural standards of female physicality.  By 

the late 1930s the threat to future womanhood was no longer the overzealous g

who wished to “chase athletic glory” rather it was un-shapely figures.184  The 

irony, of course, was that shapely, womanly figures could only be pursued while

clad in childlike rom

 Schoolgirls veneration for their physical education instructors and eager-

ness for team sport was replaced by reluctance and resistance. Mandatory 

physical education classes for the growing high school population, combined with 

the diminished value of athletic prowess for girls (due to the elimination of inter 

 
183This argument is based upon my understanding of hegemony as 

explained by Antonio Gramisci, see T.J. Jackson Lears, “The Concept of Cultural 
Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities,” The American Historical Review 90, 
no. 3 (June 1985): 567–93. 

184Eugenics inspired the original concerns that athletic girls would damage 
their ability to fulfill their ultimate role as a reproducing female, clearly US society 
changed and appearance became more important in US society.  For a 
discussion of the emphasis on beauty in the school athletics see Grundy, 
Learning to Win. 
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scholastic teams), left physical education teachers to face “droves of young 

women who had limited interest in athletic activity of any kind.”185  Instructors, 

once the admired model of bold professionalism, became “Simon Legrees” and 

tyrants,   

Throughout our three years here at Germantown, the gym teachers have 
been an important influence on our lives.  Yes, they were the tyrants, who 
worked us to death in gym classes and never gave us enough time to get 
dressed.  But did you ever stop to think that maybe all those exercises, 
dances, and apparatus were really for our good.  Some consolation to 
them, however, were the sportsminded girls who joined their clubs.186 

 

“Sportsminded” girls were the last bastion of comfort for the PE instructors, and 

“their” clubs were the only opportunity for girls who liked to play sports.  The in-

structors and the “sportsminded” girls became tyrants and anomalies, respec-

tively.  The gym suit became an unpleasant requirement that couldn’t be shed 

quickly enough for the more preferable school clothing.  Girls wore “a depressing 

mental outlook,” along with dazzlingly clean gym suits.  One student expressed 

these conflicting and contradictory realities when she wrote,  

  

Exercises, rhythmics, dances and apparatus leave the body in a sore, 
creaking state for the first few weeks, but afterwards merely leaving a de-
pressing mental outlook which the teachers must bear.  Gym suits, 
blouses, sneakers and socks must be dazzling clean, at least for inspec-
tion...Even with all this, the Physical Education Department is competently 

 
185Grundy, Learning to Win, 253. 
186Germantown High School yearbook, June 1946, 101. 
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handled by our teachers, who, although well-meaning, come under the 
student’s category of “Simon Legree.187 
  

When schoolgirl sport was connected with interscholastic games, athletic cos-

tumes assumed positive, even liberating associations for the students-even 

though they were quite cumbersome-, but when schoolgirl sport (intramurals) be-

came subordinated to schoolboy interscholastic athletics clothes became child-

like and girls resented having to wear them. 

  Schoolboy athletic costumes compared with girls’ underwent very little 

change as observed in a review of a century’s worth of yearbooks. Changes in 

schoolboy sport clothing represented changes in textiles not changes in the na-

ture of competition. In fact, despite the hand wringing over the “evils” in sport, 

there were no significant efforts to change schoolboy games.188 With the recent 

exceptions of body tattoos and hairstyles, young male athletes over the century 

have felt little compulsion to conspicuously alter how they wore their team uni-

forms.  It is easy to identify a baseball uniform in any decade, the same for track, 

basketball and football uniforms.  Schoolboy athletic clothing reflected specificity 

in the various opportunities for athletic prowess. The ubiquitous gym romper  

 
187Germantown High School yearbook, January 1947, no page. 
188In all the yearbooks reviewed for this study the only prohibition found 

was in the June 1932 Frankford yearbook.  It was reported, “The boxing and 
wrestling tournament, for so long the feature of the sports year at Frankford, was 
discontinued last year.  The passing of a state law prohibiting such contests, and 
which had been under the capable supervision of Mr. Geiges, brought them to an 
end.” Frankford High School yearbook, June 1932, 60. 
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worn by city schoolgirls was the material culture of undifferentiated athletic op-

portunities for girls. It didn’t matter if a girl was good at one sport or another, it 

was all the same: irrelevant to the public identity of the school.  

 

Leaders Classes; The Future of the Profession 

 

 Leaders classes were another important feature of city sport culture.  

Leaders classes first appeared in the mid-1920s and the timing strongly suggests 

they were part of the comprehensive effort to redefine schoolgirl sport.  Most 

schools offered Leaders classes by the early 1930s.  The classes attracted girls 

who were considering becoming PE professionals.  As with the gym exhibitions, 

there is no evidence that boys Leaders classes existed in the city high schools.  

The 1925 Frankford yearbook described their Leaders as “upper class girls of 

superior scholarship, acting as assistants to the teachers...The superior leaders, 

most of whom expected to specialize in Physical Education, benefited by the op-

portunity for practice teaching.”189  Overbrook offered a Leaders class for “All 

girls interested in learning advanced apparatus work “ and who wanted “to learn 

to take charge of a gym class.”190  At Germantown High School the first Leaders 

 
189Frankford High School yearbook, June 1925. 
190Overbrook High School yearbook, February 1929.  
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class appeared in 1931. “This is the club where future Gym teachers begin their 

training,” explained one yearbook contributor.191  

 The classes were clearly intended to further institutionalize the goals of 

the reigning PE philosophy.  The students had to be “superior” which echoed the 

concern of PE professionals to maintain schoolgirl sport of the “high” kind.  If the 

best athletes at a school were honored and trained in the enticingly named, 

Leaders Class, then they would be less likely to venture into the “low” forms of 

sport.  They would become the next generation’s proponents of the PE philoso-

phy.  This bit of co-option was not entirely lost on the Frankford girls still smarting 

from the abolition of their successful interscholastic program.  They noted that 

the1934 class of Leaders included girls who had succeeded in the world of inter-

scholastic sport. Under the “Girls’ Leaders” entry in their yearbook that year was 

the backward-looking, subtle lament,  “Frankford High has always boasted good 

girl athletes.  The Crimson, Gold and Blue Lassies were always strong contend-

ers, and often champions...”192 The use of the past tense and reference to the 

wearing of school colors pointedly reminded the reader that such past athletic 

interscholastic glories were no longer possible. There was no other place in the 

yearbook for the class to trumpet the athletic accomplishments of its girl athletes 

but under the Leaders heading.  The boys of course had pages and pages de-

ts.  This is another example of consciously con-

 
191Germantown High School yearbook, June 1932. 
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structed professional aspect of schoolgirl sport being used by the students for 

different purposes and to reflect different values. 

 Leaders classes existed in all the high schools in this study, their purposes 

varied only slightly over time and by location.  In 1946 William Penn’s Leaders 

class was an after school club that “played lots of sports to keep physically fit.”193  

Leaders class pictures were consistently included in yearbooks more than any 

team pictures.  Those pictures documented an increase in black schoolgirl par-

ticipation in Leaders classes during the 1930s and 1940s. 

 

Sport and Race in Philadelphia High Schools 

 

  Participation on interscholastic and intramural teams, and later in Leaders 

classes was very likely shaped by racial identity.  Athletics were already a bold 

gesture for many high school girls in the 1920s, and a few African-heritage girls 

claimed for themselves all that high school had to offer, including sport.  These 

students achieved success, whether they were equally welcomed or not.194   

 African-heritage schoolgirls appeared in team pictures during the early pe-

 interscholastic teams existed, but were absent in the 

 
 

192Frankford High School yearbook, June 1934. 
193William Penn yearbook, June, 1946. 
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subsequent period when intramural teams dominated.  Programs varied from 

school to school during the first decades of schoolgirl sport.  Some schools of-

fered interscholastics longer than others.  Some never attempted interscholastics 

and developed robust intramurals, while others vacillated between the two. It was 

during the early and mid 1920s when schoolgirl sport was in flux that black girls’ 

participation on teams was most evident.  From 1936 to 1945 when city schools 

emphasized more intramurals than interscholastics, fewer African-heritage girls 

appeared in athletic team pictures, but interestingly their presence in the Leaders 

classes increased. 

 The first African-heritage schoolgirl athlete in the Philadelphia public high 

schools appears to be Louise Althea Drake.  In 1923 Louise Althea Drake, a stu-

dent at Girls High School, listed: “AA, Gym Contest ’21,’22, Track Meet ’22” be-

neath her senior picture.  Louise excelled in athletics.  This is clear because in 

order to participate in the Interscholastic Track Meet (ITM) a girl had to perform 

well in the intramural (qualifying) track meet.  The Gym Contest, in which Louise 

participated twice, was also a competition among the best junior and senior ath-

letes at GHS.  Louise was not only interested in sports, but she was also good 

enough to be selected to represent her class multiple times. Since 1922 was the 

 
 

194In 1919 2.7% of Philadelphia high schoolers were African-heritage 
according to Clara A. Hardin, The Negroes of Philadelphia, The Cultural 
Adjustment Of A Minority Group (Bryn Mawr, PA: Craft Press, Inc., 1945), 113. 
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first year of the ITM Louise’s participation indicates that she likely possessed a 

pioneering spirit.       

 Interestingly however, Captain Ball is not among her list of activities.  Per-

haps Louise was not interested in a ball game.  However, Louise continued her 

education at the University of Pennsylvania and was a member of the basketball 

and field hockey teams there.195  This raises the question whether Louise was 

somehow discouraged from participating in ball games at GHS.  Girls’ High 

School had captain ball teams as early as 1904 but not until 1925, three years  

after Louise graduated from GHS, were either basketball or field hockey-her col-

lege pursuits-available at Girls High.  Was there something unique to captain ball 

that presented a barrier to Louise?  Perhaps the physical intimacy of captain ball, 

where players were paired, one from each team, in a defined location, precluded 

a racially integrated captain ball team at GHS.  However, other athletic contests 

were racially integrated, as evidenced by Louise’s performance in the school-

wide Gym Contest and on the track team. Ten years later on October 11, 1933 a 

notice ran in the GHS school newspaper, Iris, announcing the creation of a seg-

regated swimming program.  The notice read, 

 

 
195University of Pennsylvania women’s yearbook, 1925. (verify date and 

page.) 
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A swimming club will be started for colored girls on Oct 13 at the colored 
YWCA at 16th and Catherine...the fee is $2 for 10 lessons…the other 
swimming club will meet at 18th and Arch streets YWCA.196  

 

Obviously some athletic venues were racially segregated.  Perhaps if there were 

more girls interested in captain ball a segregated team would have been formed 

in 1922. Or more likely, the climate in 1933 was not the same as in 1922.  It is 

also possible that Louise simply did not have the time to play captain ball at 

GHS.  By attending the University of Pennsylvania after graduation, we can as-

sume she was a serious student. A 1925 GHS senior complaining about the little 

time her class had devoted to athletics, wrote, 

 

When a GHS student has reached her senior year, out side pressure is 
too strong to permit her to spend much of her time in preparation for 
meets and such things, this is not true in other schools.  But it has always 
been true of our school.197 

 

Once Louise arrived in college her schedule might have permitted her the oppor-

tunity to play a team sport.  Or perhaps, the novelty of playing basketball and 

field hockey appealed to her pioneering spirit.  Louise’s example, and general US 

history, suggests that race influenced participation on certain teams and under 

certain circumstances.  

 
196Iris, October 11, 1933, 3 
197Philadelphia High School for Girls yearbook, 1925. 
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 The participation of black students on school teams could have been en-

couraged by the participation of African-Americans in sport outside of the school. 

In the early 1920s when high schools and high school sport for girls was taking 

hold, issues of race emerged as sport became more popular in the US.  For ex-

ample the earliest years of schoolgirl sport coincided with the founding, in 1920, 

of the National Negro Baseball League for men.  This was a response to the ex-

panding interest on the part of black men to play baseball professionally and the 

increasing exclusionary practices they faced.198 Such developments probably did 

not escape the attention of black schoolgirls.  A 1917 William Penn High School 

announcement indicated that adolescent girls were quite aware of events within 

professional baseball.  “The opening of baseball season is always a “howling  

success,” began the yearbook entry, “...We really have girls who attempt to imi-

tate Baker and Alexander.”  The announcement probably referred to John Frank-

lin “Home Run” Baker who played for the Philadelphia Athletics when the team 

won the World Series in 1910, 1911 and 1913 and its star pitcher Grover Cleve-

land Alexander.199  It is reasonable to assume that African-heritage adolescent 

girls were equally aware of developments in the professional baseball world, es- 

 
198Wiggins, David and Patrick Miller, eds., The Unlevel Playing Field:A 

Documentary History of African-American Experience in Sport (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2003). 

199Wikipedia contributors, “Home Run Baker,” Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Home_Run_Baker&oldid=300072063 
(accessed July 9,2009). 
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pecially ones that would appeal to their racial identity.  The Negro League may 

have suggested to city schoolgirls a general climate of expanding athletic hori-

zons.  Such examples could have inspired girls like Louise Drake.   

  In addition to the general climate of opportunity, evidence suggests that 

the African-American community supported young women’s athletic pursuits.200  

For the most part the community support focused on events outside of the school  

setting.201  Whether this general support existed among the Philadelphia high 

school going community in the early 1920s is unknown.  

 A few more examples of Africa-heritage students participating in sport at 

city high schools do exist.  These examples almost all occur during the earliest 

years of schoolgirl sport, before the elimination of interscholastic teams, and 

were documented because team pictures were included in the yearbooks.  In 

1926, three years after Louise graduated, Harriet Anderson, another black GHS 

student, was praised in her senior yearbook for her “exceptional work” in bringing  

 
200Henderson,The Negro in Sports. 
201The American Tennis Association,  ATA, founded in 1916 was the 

organization for black tennis players.  Philadelphian Ora Mae Washington won 
many ATA championships in the mid-late 1920s.  Her achievements were 
covered in the black press.  The Germantown YWCA-a black Y- later sponsored 
the Germantown Hornets and the Philadelphia Quicksteppers, women’s 
basketball teams, and later the Tribune Newspaper-a black paper-sponsored the 
Tribune Girls basketball team.  These are examples of the black community’s 
general support for non-scholastic women’s athletics.  However, by the late 
1920s and into the 1930s there was very little school sport for girls.  There is no 
evidence upon which to base an assessment of the black community’s attitudes 
towards schoolgirl sport in the early 1920s beyond the participation of the 
athletes themselves.  Cahn discusses black community support in, Cahn, 
Coming on Strong, 36–40. 
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the Interscholastic Track championship back to GHS.  Harriet exhibited a confi-

dent athletic identity when she exclaimed, “Athletics are my joy.”202 The same 

year at Germantown High School, where no African-heritage girls played basket-

ball, two of the fourteen baseball players were African-heritage students.  The 

large Germantown track team also had two black runners that year as well.  One 

of those four Germantown students was Lula Ballard.  And like Louise and Har-

riet, Lula was an exceptional athlete.  About Lula, her senior yearbook predicted, 

“We feel sure that she will star down at Temple [University] next year.”  Lula was 

also a sports fan.  Yearbook readers were informed, “By the way, if you want to 

hear all about the sports and latest games-“nuf sed”- Lula knows it all.”203 

  Lula, Harriet and Louise suggest that African-heritage girls confident in 

their abilities were likely to participate in athletics, but that was likely true of most 

of the white girls as well.  Along with Lula at Germantown High School in 1926 

were black students Louise Croston on the baseball team, Addie Croston (her 

sister?), who listed “track”  beneath her senior picture, and Louise Robinson, who 

listed A.A., captainball, volleyball and track among her activities.  

 This was not the start of a trend however.  In 1933 at Germantown there 

was only one African-heritage girl in the Leaders class and in the intramural 

hockey team picture. At Overbrook High School, in 1928, with an estimated nine 

senior class, Richie Gillespie was on the basketball 

 
202Girls High School yearbook, 1926, no page. 



   

116 
   

heritage girls in those class

                                                       

team and in the team picture, while Elizabeth Glen noted that she played basket-

ball as a “hobby.” She was not in the team picture.  Richie, along with two other 

African-heritage students also ran track for their class in inter-class competitions. 

And two black girls appeared in the field hockey picture.  That year two girls out 

of the fifty-six in the Leaders Class picture were African-heritage students.  The 

following year in 1929 and then in 1935 eight of eighty-five and eleven of thirty-

nine girls, respectively, were African-heritage girls in the Leaders class.  As op-

portunities for interscholastic games dwindled and intramural games replaced 

those playing opportunities, the participation of black schoolgirls in Leaders 

classes increased each year.   

 Although African-heritage students’ participation in Leaders classes in-

creased, no African-heritage girls appeared in any of the team pictures in 1929. 

The teams were intramural at this time and pictures of them infrequently ap-

peared in the yearbooks. There were no team pictures for Overbrook girls in 

1935 so a comparison is impossible for that year. The first African-heritage girl 

athlete at Frankford High School appeared in the front row of the 1935 Leaders 

class. That year Frankford also did not include any pictures of girls sport teams in 

its yearbook, featuring only the Leaders class picture. The Leaders class was an 

important avenue for girls to access sport, and the appearance of African-

es is noteworthy. In 1929 eight black schoolgirls were 

 
 

203Germantown High School yearbook, February 1926, no page. 
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in the Leaders classes, but no black girls appeared in the intramural team pic-

tures in any of the schools.  Since membership in the Leaders classes were less 

restrictive, while class teams entailed some level of selection, the absence of 

black girls on intramural teams suggests racial discrimination may have been at 

work.  The limited number of black girls on teams might appear to support this 

hypothesis.  For example, during the six years from 1922 to 1928, when inter-

scholastic teams were possible, eight African-heritage girl athletes were identified 

by name in the yearbooks at seven high schools. The following six years from 

1929 to 1935, when interscholastic teams disappeared and access to sport were 

less exclusive and available to more girls via membership in the Leaders class, 

twenty-three African-heritage girls appeared in the Leaders class pictures, but 

only a few in team pictures.  

  European-heritage and African-heritage schoolgirls experienced the 

changes in schoolgirl sport differently.  Leaders classes, a component of the 

overall strategy to eliminate interscholastic sports and train the next generation of 

PE instructors in the female model of competition, can be read as a limit on white 

and black schoolgirls access to interscholastic games. But because race influ-

enced schoolgirl participation in athletics, Leaders classes have another histori-

cal meaning, they provided more opportunity for black schoolgirls.   

 This evidence strongly suggests that it mattered to African-heritage 

schoolgirls where in the curriculum school sport was located.  When it was a 

highly selective extracurricular activity, as were the early interscholastic teams, a 
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few stellar black schoolgirls participated.  When intramurals and simultaneously 

Leaders classes replaced the interscholastic program, black schoolgirls, although 

not members on the intramural teams, participated more in the Leaders classes.  

The Leaders classes were an athletic opportunity that was part of the curriculum, 

i.e., graded and professionally directed, intramurals teams, in contrast, did not 

accrue academic credit.  Historian Paula Giddings speculated that black families 

may have discouraged girls’ participation in school activities that did not directly 

ensure academic success.204  This would explain why Black schoolgirl partici-

pated in Leaders classes, where they would earn credit, and not on intramural 

teams where no credit was earned. It is likely that the differences reflect choices 

black schoolgirls made as they conformed to parental standards of achievement. 

  Race of course was a consideration in high school student activities, as 

evidenced by the swimming club established for “colored” girls in 1933 at Girls 

High School.  The full extent of segregation in athletics at any of the Philadelphia 

public high schools is difficult to discern because so few pictures or references 

have been found in the yearbooks and school newspapers that can shed light on 

the practices. This was of course the beginning of the Great Migration, which 

brought many African-Americans to Philadelphia.  The school board’s practice of 

racially segregating the students and the teachers continued and expanded for 

 
204This coincides with observations made by Paula Giddings, When and 

Where I Enter, The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (New 
York: Quill William Morrow, 1996)   
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decades despite rallies and protests by the African-American community.205  It 

wasn’t until 1946 that a Black teacher first joined the faculty of a Philadelphia 

senior high school.206  As we shall see later in the century, some interesting and 

surprising patterns of participation emerge among African-heritage schoolgirls 

throughout the Philadelphia area.  The few examples suggest that interscholastic 

teams provided team membership opportunity for a few confident athletes, and 

open enrollment Leaders classes, while not providing black schoolgirls an ave-

nue onto intramural teams, offered access to training, learning and playing a va-

riety sports.  

 

Awards 

 

 The school sport culture included awards like “letters” (school letters, 

sometimes sports letters, like “T” for track), “numerals” (class numerals), cups, 

trophies and sweaters.  These had been around since the beginning of school-

boy athletics.  To those awards were added points, emblems, bracelets and 

charms in recognition of girls’ athletic achievements. 

  Prior to the 1923 Platform recommendation that all rewards be “of the 

least intrinsic value,” city girls sought after and proudly claimed the cups and tro-

 
205Vincent Franklin, The Education of Black Philadelphia:The Social and 

Educational History of a Minority Community 1900–1950 (1979), 86. 
206Franklin, The Education of Black Philadelphia, 188. 
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phies earned for championship achievements.  The 1918 class at West Philadel-

phia Girls High School (WPGHS) received a silver cup when as juniors they won 

the school’s captain ball championship. The 1921 WPGHS seniors won the cap-

tainball school championship and the silver cup each of their four years.  

 There were two perpetual trophies established during the earliest years of 

interscholastic competitions, the Frankford Father’s Association (FFA) trophy and 

the Germantown Father’s Association (GFA) trophy.  Because there were only 

two perpetual trophies awarded to girls in the Philadelphia public schools- boys 

had nine- they meant a lot to those eligible for them. The FFA was given to the 

winner of a track meet between Frankford, Kensington and Southern. The GFA 

honored the city high school winning the most league championships. It was 

similar to the Morrison Trophy for boys and the girls enjoyed the accolades it 

brought.  In 1923 Frankford schoolgirls reported,  “Because of our high standing 

in all the sports, and the number of championships we had won, we were 

awarded the Germantown Fathers’ Association trophy.”207   

 It is not coincidental that Fathers’ Associations sponsored the early 

awards that so closely mimicked schoolboy perpetual awards. These awards 

were material manifestations of what Margaret Marsh called, “masculine domes-

ticity.”208 Although Marsh claimed that “masculine domesticity” arose as men and 

 
207Frankford High School yearbook, June 1923. 
208Margaret Marsh, Suburban Lives (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press, 1990), 68,76. 
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women negotiated moving to the suburbs, the Fathers’ Associations’ awards 

suggest that men who remained in the city accepted expanded domestic roles, 

too.  According to Marsh, men who “agreed to take on increased responsibility for 

some of the day to day tasks of bringing up children and spend their time away 

from work playing with their sons and daughters...” enacted the new “masculine 

domesticity.”209  Pictures at Germantown High School of the Fathers’ Association 

meeting show hundreds of men filling the auditorium.  No minutes of the meet-

ings have been found, but the turnout and the trophies suggest that Marsh cor-

rectly identified an important way many father’s understood their role in their chil-

dren’s lives.  Clearly men were willing to involve themselves in the school lives of 

their teenage daughters.  The new athletic endeavors gave them an opportunity 

that many would have found familiar.  It was also another example of the early 

support for interscholastic schoolgirl sport. 

 However, when interscholastic competitions were eliminated and replaced 

with intramural competitions, some older forms of awards were abandoned, 

some co-opted and others were added.  Class cups and perpetual awards were 

no longer awarded as inter-class competitions were replaced by intramurals (not 

associated with a particular class) and interscholastic games were dropped.  One 

of the most enduring aspects of the Platform was its support for point systems.  

were eliminated, in the meritocratic milieu of high 

 
209Marsh, Suburban Lives, 76. 
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schools, athletic accomplishments required some kind of recognition.  To that 

end, points earned for intramural participation replaced the selection of schoolgirl 

athletes to varsity teams.  Points were not associated with talent, but in keeping 

with the Platform mandate, with participation.  Each activity and years of partici-

pation earned a specific point value and the accumulation of a certain number of 

points resulted in the awarding of emblems, numerals, letters, sweaters, charms 

and blazers.  Numerals, letters and sweaters had been awarded based upon in-

terscholastic accomplishment, they were subsumed into the new point system.  

At a number of schools, girls earned emblems that they sewed to their gym suits. 

These clearly were designed to meet the Platform’s ideal that athletic rewards 

“have the least intrinsic value.”  Reporting on the results of the 1928 interclass 

track meet held at Germantown a member of the senior class wrote, “We made 

out pretty well, altogether and, I’m glad to say, put another championship em-

blem on our gym bloomers.”  

 All the awards, numerals, letters, emblems, charms, sweaters and tro-

phies, were part of a hierarchical system of reward and a manifestation of the 

meritocratic philosophy so important to high schools. Every yearbook acknowl-

edged the recipients of whatever athletic awards the school bestowed.  For ex-

ample, sixteen girls won their letters at Germantown High School in 1926 and 

were listed by name, while at Overbrook a general statement was issued: “Many 

of our class have received letters which are awarded by the point system.”  

Sweaters were often the ultimate award.  Usually at co-ed schools sweaters were 
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awarded to the most successful boy and girl athletes.  As one Frankford year-

book writer put it, “Even to get one’s letters was wonderful-but to be presented 

with a sweater was the highest honor in athletic awards.” Frankford had five 

“sweater girls” in 1925.210   Girls on Frankford’s Varsity Track team received a “T” 

for their selected status. In order to further distinguish schoolgirl sport from 

schoolboy, girls were awarded charms (for a charm bracelet) and emblems or 

patches that could be sewn onto their gym costumes.  It is difficult to track the 

differences between schoolgirl and schoolboys awards because each school had 

its own system.  The important point is that a different award scheme existed for 

girls at most schools, whether or not the earlier awards were discontinued.  

These charms, numerals and emblems reinforced the unique way schoolgirl 

sport was valued.  

   

Schoolgirl and Schoolboy Shared Athletic Culture 

 

 Schoolgirls shared some of the characteristics of the team games culture 

with schoolboys.  Generalized class identity, the right to boast, and team pictures 

were common to both boys’ and girls’ high school sport.  

 

 
210Frankford High School yearbook, June 1925. 
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Class Identity 

 

  Philadelphia schoolgirls enthusiastically laid claim to a collective athletic 

identity; the accomplishments of an individual became the accomplishments of 

those associated with her by membership in the same class.  It is striking, but not 

unique to schoolgirls, the way athletic achievement became a potent ingredient in 

high school identity. In the first decades of the century, athletic achievement was 

closely associated with class membership.211  At Girls High School, the earliest 

record of team activity is the 1904 captainball team.  A strong sense of class 

ownership was part of the nascent athletic culture. The yearbook entry expressed 

this sense of ownership.  The 1904 team was, “organized by Miss Young, with 

sixteen of our athletes.  Edith Righter was captain...Anna Kelly guarded...Lillian 

Proudfoot, and Sara, our athlete.” Yearbooks from this era routinely included a  

class history.  Athletic accomplishments recorded in the class history were a 

source of class pride. The 1910 GHS class historian wrote, “But it was probably 

through athletics that our class attained its superiority in the affairs of the school.  

Our captain ball team has already won every game played this winter...Emilie 

Brooks captain...Jean Cross captain’s guard...[and won a] championship and sil-

 
211Class identity was initially fostered in colleges, but high schools 

followed the example see, Chudacoff, How Old Are You? 99–100. 
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ver cup.”212  Elsie Ullrich, 1911 William Penn class historian, and captain of the 

basket ball team, wrote in the yearbook, that the participation of just one of their 

classmates was enough to inspire universal class support.  

  

Each class had its Volley Ball team, and arrangements were made for a 
tournament.  The preliminary games were played in the gymnasium, the 
stairs leading to the loft being used as a grandstand.  Then came the final 
game in the Assembly Room of the Main Building.  We all turned out to 
see it, three hundred freshmen strong.  One of our most promising ath-
letes, Florence Schminke, captained one competing team.213  

 

Athletics at WPGHS held a similar place in the students’ regard. The class histo-

rian for the 1926 wrote 

 
 We all know how potent a factor athletics have become in our High 
School life, and our class was essentially an athletic one... when we won 
both captain ball and tennis championships... the height of our athletic 
glory was attained. 214   

 

These championships were not the “height of athletic glory” for the team mem-

bers alone, but for the whole class.  The same year at Germantown High School 

class pride was enhanced when the yearbook proclaimed,  “Our class has more 

varsity girls than any other class in the school’s history.  We had girls in every 

 
2121910 Girls High School of Philadelphia A5 Class Record. Girls High 

School, Philadelphia, PA: Girls High School Archives 
2131911 The Record of the Class of Nineteen Hundred and Eleven, William 

Penn High School for Girls, 41 
214The Torch 1916, West Philadelphia High School for Girls, first page 

History. 
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sport.”  Not just selections and success but losing too, became a common 

schoolgirl experience shared with the entire class.  The 1911 WP class historian 

provided a good example of shared glory and a shared mea culpa when she 

used “we” referring to the entire class in her report about the basketball team.  

She wrote “Basket ball was the most exciting, but hockey and tennis were not 

neglected.  The class basket ball team of 1911 won the cup in 1910, but on May 

8, 1911 although we played a strenuous game, we lost by a close score of 10-

7”215 Class teams and class affiliation were well established in school boy life.  

Upon arrival girls quickly assumed the same associations.  In fact, because inter-

scholastic teams replaced schoolboy inter-class teams decades before school-

girls’ inter-class teams disappeared, schoolboys moved away from class affilia- 

tion sooner than girls.  And although inter-class girls teams eventually gave way 

to intramural teams that were not strictly associated with a particular class year, 

the gym exhibitions carried on the tradition of girls from a particular class repre-

senting their entire class in an athletic competition and public performance. 

 

 
215The Record of the Class of Nineteen Hundred and Eleven, William 

Penn High School for Girls, 73 
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Bragging and Boasting 

 

 Individual accolades and boasting about competitive athletic activities was 

another pleasurable aspect of sport. Despite the professional disdain for star ath-

letes, schoolgirls trumpeted the athletic accomplishments achieved by class-

mates within their limited world of competition.  Only within the confines of school 

sport was boasting appropriate for girls.  Bragging became an accepted and mer-

ited opportunity allowed the individual winners and their class supporters.  In her 

book How Young Ladies Became Girls, historian Jane Hunter discusses the way 

academic competition liberated Victorian high school girls and helped to create 

the new girl.  Hunter claims that, “Girls’ discovery that they could compete and 

win contributed to a new attitude toward themselves and their lives.”216  Hunter’s 

analysis focused on academic experiences of schoolgirls from the middle to the  

end of the nineteenth century.  The history of schoolgirl sport extends Hunter’s 

interpretation of the way high school competition was integral to American girl-

hood. 

 Athletic competition, like academic competition, significantly contributed to 

the creation of schoolgirl identity.  Although it was unacceptable to brag and 

boast about academic accomplishments, the opposite was expected for athletic 

accomplishments.  As Hunter detailed, many girls had trouble forthrightly pro-
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claiming their academic prowess.217  But athletic achievement allowed some girls 

to revel in their successes.218  Girls like Phoebe Carpenter of Germantown High 

School who listed, baseball, volleyball, Varsity track team, basketball and AA 

Representative beneath her picture proved their interest and prowess by taking 

advantage of every athletic opportunity her school offered.219  The “Best Athlete” 

of the 1917 class of West Philadelphia Girls High School, Helen Kraemer, pro-

claimed her rarefied status, “Life without sport is not life.”220  Harriet Anderson, 

the GHS student who “provided exceptional work” to win the 1926 Interscholastic 

Track Meet (ITM) stated in her yearbooks commentary, “Athletics are my joy.”221   

Winning and accomplishing meant so much to 1929 WP graduate Ruperta Wil-

liams, who had been selected to the hockey and track teams, and played basket 

ball and other sports in the Athletic Club, that she composed a poem to the “Gym 

records” she had broken. 

 Beginning in the late 1920s there were fewer opportunities for girls to dis-

tinguish themselves in athletic competition and as a result accounts of individual 

 
 

216Hunter, How Young Ladies Became Girls, Victorian Origins of American 
Girlhood. 

217Hunter, How Young Ladies Became Girls, Victorian Origins of American 
Girlhood, 201. 

218The Platform warned against publicity because it would attract attention 
from outside of the school.  But publicity within the school community was not 
discouraged, and schoolgirls mimicked the familiar features of sport reporting in 
their campus publications and yearbooks.  

219Class Record February 1926 Germantown High School. 
220The Torch 1917, West Philadelphia Girls High School, list of bests.  
221Philadelphia Girls’ High School. Annual 1926.  
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performances dwindled.  However, because yearbook staffs almost always in-

cluded girls who understood and valued the accumulation of athletic points, the 

names of girls who received awards based on the point system were consistently 

listed in yearbooks across the city.  However only pictures of the Leaders class 

were generally included. Bragging and boasting had been reduced to having 

one’s name appear on a list.  

 

Team Pictures 

 

 Team pictures were another well established athletic ritual adopted by 

schoolgirls.  Since the invention of photography, athletic teams have had a con-

tinual relationship with the camera.  Schoolgirls posed in ways exactly similar to 

the boys’ teams: in their gyms, in studios and outside on the school steps in front 

of the schools impressive doors.  Starting in 1904, pictures of the captainball 

teams can be found in most GHS yearbooks. In 1917 the team picture was the 

penultimate reward earned by the William Penn High School Seniors. The team 

members had received their letters, and had their names put on the trophy cup, 

but it was the public display of the team picture that was the ultimate accolade. 

The triumphal yearbook entry proclaimed  

 

Our Seniors are the victors and to them belong the spoils.  They have re-
ceived the letters of William Penn; they have had their names engraved on 
the silver loving cup, which is now on display in the gymnasium balcony, 
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sports shrank while the boy

                                                       

and they have had a group picture taken, which will be framed and hung in 
the gymnasium.222 
 

School champions almost always merited a picture in the yearbook.  As team 

sports expanded, usually so too did the number of pictures.  And for the brief 

time when girls at coed schools engaged in interscholastic competition, the lay-

out of the girls sports pages was often quite similar in form, if not quantity, to the 

boys. 

 As the campaign to eliminate interscholastics proceeded, and intramurals 

replaced them, yearbook team pictures became more infrequent and pictures of 

the Leaders classes more common.  Without interscholastic teams, yearbooks, 

as records of the senior class, substituted pictures of the senior class teams.  By 

the mid-1940s however a picture of the Leaders class was often the only picture 

representing city schoolgirls’ athleticism.  Because there were no schedules or 

results from contests with other schools to report--the kind of reporting provided 

for schoolboy sport- a Leaders class picture was sufficient for the purposes of the  

yearbook.  It wasn’t unusual for the text accompanying the Leaders picture to re-

peat verbatim from year to year.  A few “action” photos of girls during intramural 

games and maybe one or two senior class team pictures sometimes accompa-

nied the Leaders class photo.  The number of yearbook pages devoted to girls’ 

s’ increased because at this time boys’ programs 

 
222William Penn High School yearbook, 1917,72. 
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were expanding.  Early examples of schoolgirl team pictures show an inclination 

to conform to the standards set by schoolboy sport.  But as schoolgirl sport di-

verged in purpose and culture from school boy sport similarity between staging, 

content and frequency of team pictures diminished. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The culture of schoolgirl sport, examined in this chapter through some of 

its enacted, sung and spoken, worn and awarded artifacts was from 1920 to 

1945 a unique part of urban girlhood for many Philadelphians.  Its uniqueness 

was enacted in the purposefully designed models of competition that eliminated 

interscholastic contests, deemphasized winning and placed a high value on the 

inclusion of as many students as possible.  For a short historical moment, girls 

assumed, along with their instructors, parents and administrators, that by enter-

ing into school sport they would follow the path established by schoolboy sport.  

Sport clothing reflected this early legacy. 

 The clothing worn by Philadelphia high school girl athletes evolved from 

the bloomers and midi-blouses originally worn for callisthenics, to include colored 

ties representing ones class, and school names or letters embroidered onto midis 

when the competition was against other schools.  The girls altered their very 

modest costumes in ways that expressed the liberation they experienced as girls 

playing school sport. They rolled their stockings and tied their scarves in innova-
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tive ways: around their bobbed hairstyles, diagonally across their chests or even 

leaving them untied.  

 Schoolgirl sport incorporated many aspects found in schoolboy sport, in-

cluding class pride, bragging rights and team pictures. It was in the team pictures 

that girls anticipated their visual message and made liberatory gestures collec-

tively.  At times it was just the obvious way they mimicked schoolboy team pic-

tures that indicated their version of liberation. The girls were pictured holding 

balls marked with school initials and class years.  Sometimes more daring ath-

letic equipment like vaulting poles were purposefully included as girls demon-

strated that sport permitted them physical experiences that in the words of one 

historian, defied  “middle-class convention and proclaim[ed] ideals of physical ac-

tivity that flew in the face of earlier shibboleths about delicacy and decorum.”223   

  These expressions of liberation were also attempts to distinguish them-

selves and their class from what to them, were mundane representations.  If 

schoolgirl sport had continued on that path, it would have celebrated individual 

athletic prowess as it accrued to the reputation of the entire schools.  But, this 

was not the case.  Precisely because sport was a potent representation of the 

liberation experienced by women and girls in society during the early 1920s, it 

became a surrogate for the tensions that accompanied women’s liberation. The 

ls would act like schoolboys unsettled many people 

 
223Guttman, Women’s Sports, 117. 
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for many different reasons.  The result was an almost universal support for a “dif-

ferent” kind of schoolgirl sport.  

 The culture of schoolgirl sport developed some unique characteristics as a 

result of the professional movement to eliminate interscholastic competitions.  

For example, city schoolgirl sport clothing did not develop beyond the gym 

romper for decades.  Since intramural games were played on campus and organ-

ized through the PE department there was no need for school uniforms.  The 

emphasis on inter-class competitions, held as part of the school day, allowed 

many girls to participate. Even those who did not participate athletically created 

songs, cheers and general enthusiastic support for the athletic events.  And with 

so few opportunities for girls to display athletic prowess the gym exhibitions 

tapped into both the desire of the individual athlete to have her moment to shine 

and the pride felt by many class members when their team not only won their 

events, but did it in an acoustic environment created by the class supporters.   

 When the premise that undergirded the unique world of city schoolgirl 

sport disappeared--that girls who chased athletic glory risked more than just a 

turned ankle--many of the unique characteristics of city schoolgirl sport also dis-

appeared.  The professional sex segregation that required only women to teach 

and coach girls in sport was no longer a radical strategy to claim professional ter-

ritory, it had become taken for granted.  By then, though, so too were the asso-

ciations between gender and sport.  It was widely assumed that boys played 

sports vigorously to win championships on behalf of their school and community, 
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while girls, it was understood, played for fun.  The few girls who desired vigorous 

competition were the “sportsminded” anomalies.  All girls wore the same outfits 

for all of their school sport experiences.  The gym romper did not resemble a 

school uniform in any way.  Its design permitted some athletic movement, while 

ensuring that stomachs and tops were not exposed.  The costumes had childlike 

overtones for young women coming of age and realizing the power of their sexu-

ality.  Some girls came to disdain the outfit and the activities and instructors as-

sociated with it. Some girls tolerated the outfits while they pursued the only ath-

letic games available to them.   

 Apart from the costume, European-heritage schoolgirls and African-

heritage schoolgirls experienced the intramural programs differently. White girls 

participated in the “just for fun” intramurals. But black schoolgirls do not show up 

in pictures of these intramural teams, although they enter the Leaders classes in 

impressive numbers.  When school sport was part of the official curriculum: with 

open enrollment and class credit, many African-American schoolgirls partici-

pated.  

 How does the history of schoolgirl sport fit in the history of urban educa-

tion in America?  When high schools served the most elite class of schoolgirls, 

school sport was closely aligned with the privileges and status ranking estab-

lished by schoolboys.  Contrary to general assumptions, the most elite girls were 

permitted the most non-gender differentiated programs.  But as high schools be-

gan to serve a broader swath of society, concerns for bourgeois standards of fe-
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male physicality prompted the creation of a world of school sport governed by 

rules designed by and especially for females.  At a time when women’s liberation 

captured the imaginations of at least some of the athletic adolescents in high 

schools, the institution became a site of a negotiated compromise between pro-

fessional women and the aspirations of schoolgirls. 

 Many historians of education claim that schools reproduce the wider soci-

ety.  The history of schoolgirl sport demonstrates that if schools do eventually re-

produce the wider society, that the changes within programs can be examined to 

understand more fully the way schools churn contentious issues into representa-

tive programs. Such an examination, when alert to racial differences, can also 

reveal the way race influences historical experiences. When Philadelphia schools 

coordinated their programming many young people were similarly affected.  This 

cultural history of schoolgirl sport recognizes the unique contribution Philadelphia 

public high schools made to urban girlhood in the first half of the twentieth-

century and offers a new perspective on the role sport played in urbanizing 

America.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE SUBURBS 1891-1945: THE INTERSCHOLASTIC MODEL -

UNINTERRUPTED 

 

 

 

Suburban schoolgirls did not experience high school sport in the same 

way as students in the city schools. The most significant difference was that 

suburban high schools developed and sustained interscholastic sport for girls 

without interruption. This chapter explores where the history of suburban 

schoolgirl sport paralleled and where it diverged from city schoolgirl sport.  The 

suburban context, like the city context, influenced the nature of schoolgirl 

competition.  Because the model of schoolgirl competition differed in the suburbs, 

the culture of suburban schoolgirl sport was different from the culture of city 

schoolgirl sport.  

The earliest suburban athletic programs that began in the late 1890s were 

very similar to the concurrent city programs. Calisthenics and gymnastic 

exercises dominated the girls’ gym classes and basketball and other sports were 

introduced as intermittent inter-class competitions. Just as in the city schools, 

suburban schoolgirls quickly incorporated competitive team games into their high 

school identities.  By the early 1920s many suburban high schools developed 
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interscholastic games along with inter-class competitions.  From that time 

forward the resemblance between the city and suburban programs faded.  In the 

city schools most administrations aligned themselves with critics of 

interscholastic competition for girls.  But in the suburbs the debate had little 

impact.  Most importantly, the professional attitude among suburban school PE 

instructors was more favorable toward inter-school games for girls.  A general 

concern for all students to participate in sport led suburban schools to offer 

intramural programs along with interscholastic teams.  Consequently, intramural 

games did not supplant interscholastic teams in the suburbs. Instead intramurals 

augmented the interscholastic programs at suburban high schools. Suburban 

high schools developed robust interscholastic schoolgirl sport. 

 

Earliest Suburban High School Girls’ Athletic Programs 

 

Suburban schoolgirls, like girls in the city, began playing team sports in 

high school physical education classes.  The earliest suburban schoolgirl athletic 

activities began in the late 1890s and were similar to the programs found in city 

schools at that time.  Calisthenics and gymnastics provided the bulk of gym work 

for suburban girls around the turn of the century.  Inter-class competitions in 

basketball, volleyball and tennis were introduced in the first decade of the new 

century. In 1898 Radnor High School in Radnor, PA included Physical Training in 
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they lost both games

                                                       

its curriculum.224  A portion of the gym time was dedicated to learning basketball.  

In 1904 class basketball teams for each of the four high school grades were 

formed and a championship held.  Track was an early favorite in the suburbs, 

and in1905 the first “Class Track Meet” was held.  Girls participated in a “100 

yard dash, a sweet potato race, the broad jump, a basketball relay, shot-put, 

carrying the colors, and a five mile run.”225  The run was canceled due to poor 

track conditions. It is not known if the track meet became an annual event.  

Seven years later the major part of gym work done by girls was still callisthenic in 

nature; swinging “Indian clubs, ...throwing balls, and dumbbell, wand and barbell 

exercises” under the supervision of a professional female PE instructor.226  But 

that soon changed when the popularity of basketball challenged old ideas about 

girls and competition.  

 Almost everywhere it was introduced, basketball displaced repetitive “drill-

work” and initiated schoolgirls into the team games culture.  The following 

account from the 1911 Radnor yearbook is very similar in tone and content to the 

1910 GHS and 1911 William Penn High School accounts of interclass games, 

 

Of the 1913 team, Miss Mather displayed great skill in goal-shooting 
during all the games, while the guards, Miss Calvert and Miss Wilson, 
rarely let the ball pass into their opponent’s basket.  The Juniors although 

 they played deserve credit for their perseverance 

 
224A Century of Spirit, R. H. S. A Century of Spirit, 168. 
225A Century of Spirit 
226  Radnor High School yearbook, 1911, no page 
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culpa for the poor showing 

                                                       

and spirit.  It is to be regretted that the senior class did not have a team 
this year, and to be hoped that the Seniors of next year will still have 
players enough to produce a good team.227 

 

 Inter-class basketball games became an annual feature at Radnor High 

School and a cup was awarded to the winning class.  Schoolgirls proclaimed 

athletic successes in their high school yearbooks just like city schoolgirls.  The 

1913 class was proud of its repeated championship; yearbook readers were told 

that their basketball prowess “again gave to the class of 1913 the cup presented 

last year by Miss Nancy Hallowell.”228  Suburban schoolgirls, like girls in the city 

schools, were enthusiastic about the opportunity to play competitive team games 

in their physical education classes.  “Basket-ball was heartily entered into every 

Monday and Thursday after the regular drill-work was finished,”229 announced the 

1913 Radnor yearbook. 

 As it had in the city schools, inter-class basketball gave suburban 

schoolgirls entree into the team games culture; athletics reinforced class identity 

and permitted bragging about success.  As a symbol of their legitimacy, girls 

indulged themselves and those reading their reports in the familiar tropes of sport 

narrative. The description of the 1913 basketball team (above) named the 

season’s outstanding individual performances for the class and offered a mea – 

of the Junior and Senior teams. And just like in the  

 
2271911 Radnor High School Yearbook. 
2281913 Radnor High School Yearbook, p. 31 
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city schools, a cup was presented to the winning class.  

 

Suburban Challenges 

 

  Suburban schoolgirls in the early years of school sport faced some 

challenges that city girls did not.  It was more difficult for girls in the suburbs to 

attract interest in their nascent athletic events than for girls in the city schools.  

As the quote from the 1911 Radnor yearbook made clear, that year’s senior class 

could not muster enough interest to form a team and enter the inter-class 

basketball tournament.  This suggests that girls’ athletics at Radnor High School 

did not hold student attention to the same degree as in the city schools.  When, 

for example, at William Penn the entire freshman class, all three hundred, lined 

the stairwells, the makeshift grandstands, to view the final game of the class 

volleyball tournament, schoolgirl sport in the more populated and gender 

segregated city high schools demonstrated its ability to draw student support for 

schoolgirl athletics.  At the coeducational suburban schools the student body’s 

attention was divided between the boys’ and the girls’ teams.  The 1911 Radnor  

“Calendar of the School Year” listed just one girls’ interclass basketball game.  

That game pitted the Juniors against the Sophomores.  The boys, however, had 

mes, as well as interscholastic ice hockey and track.  

 
 

2291913 Radnor High School Yearbook, p. 31 
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The smaller suburban classes certainly impacted the size of the crowds and 

therefore the attraction of attending a schoolgirl basketball game.  Radnor in 

1911 only had 130 students, both girls and boys, while the freshman class alone 

at William Penn reportedly had three-hundred girls.230  It is tempting to suggest 

that because suburban schoolgirl sport was located further from the dynamic 

mixture of social change and sport found in the cities, it was not influenced to the 

same degree by the libratory charge that infused city schoolgirl sport.  However, 

the size of the school and the co-ed social calendar best explains the apparent 

lack of appeal.  Suburban schoolgirls did use sport as a venue for a more 

liberated adolescence; they just did it in front of fewer classmates. 

 Vestigial Victorian notions that prohibited male spectators from attending 

schoolgirl basketball games made competing for relevance on the small, co-ed 

campus’s athletic calendar more difficult.231  At Radnor this prohibition was lifted 

in 1912. It is unclear who petitioned for the change but there is no doubt that 

Miss Thompson, the girls’ PE instructor, was the arbiter of propriety.  The girls 

reported that as basketball was proceeding nicely and games were anticipated, 

 

It was at this time that the all-absorbing question of admitting boys to the 
basket-ball games arose; after much deliberation, Miss Thompson at last 

 
230Radnor High School yearbook, 1911, 5 
231This was before the formal professional prohibition established in 1923 

and codified in the Platform. 
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School, Lower Merion High

                                                       

decided to admit the boys, and let us say that they proved themselves 
worthy of the honor.232      

 

Despite the competition for attention on a co-ed campus, the earliest Radnor 

girls’ programs developed from calisthenics into inter-class games and  

eventually, interscholastic teams in part because girls petitioned to shed gender 

based restrictions and for-what they believed to be authentic high school 

athletics.  Removing the prohibition against boys attending girls games (girls 

were not prohibited from attending boys athletic contests) demonstrated that 

suburban interscholastic sport for girls at that time shed sex-segregated policies 

and began to conform to the practices established by schoolboys’ sport.  

 Just as it had in the city, the earliest manifestations of suburban schoolgirl 

sport resembled the boys’ programs. Along with inter-class tennis in 1922, the 

Radnor girls reported that that year “marked the fourth consecutive season 

basketball has ranked as the major sport among the girls.”  A “major sport” was 

the designation given to an interscholastic team. Radnor was not the only school 

in the Philadelphia metropolitan area where schoolgirl sport was developing 

interscholastic teams because that year Radnor girls played a fifteen game 

interscholastic basketball schedule against: Haverford High School, Berwyn High 

School, Swarthmore High School, Downingtown High School, Upper Darby High 

 School, Narberth High School.  Basketball’s 

 
232Radnor High School yearbook, 1913, 31 
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popularity encouraged the Radnor schoolgirls to seek expanded athletic 

opportunities similar to those already enjoyed by the boys.  That quest began 

when all the students were allowed to attend the girls’ inter-class games and 

continued with the development of a season-long interscholastic schedule.  

Similar developments occurred in nearby suburban school districts that permitted 

Radnor to schedule a full season of basketball competition. 

 Chester High School in Chester, PA offers further evidence of some of the 

challenges and opportunities faced during the earliest development of schoolgirl 

sport outside of Philadelphia.  Chester diverged from the general city pattern of 

schoolgirl sport because the earliest instructor was not a woman.  The 

callisthenic classes in 1911 were taught by Mr. Carlton Sanford who the girls 

reported, “so kindly placed his services at the disposal of the girls of the Chester 

High School.”233  It is unknown if Mr. Sanford instructed the girls in basketball.  

But that same year the Chester girls,  “in a great endeavor towards something in 

the line of athletics, formed an athletic association.”  In their initial efforts they 

“tried various types of athletics,” recorded the class historian.  One of those initial 

efforts was basketball.  They reported, 

 

We attempted basket ball, but having no place to practice, it was not a 
great success.  There were some games between the different classes, 

k were victors every time? Why, ‘14, of course!234 

 
233Chester High School yearbook, 1914, 71 
234Chester HIgh School yearbook, 1914, 70-71. 
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Having no place to practice, the Chester girls curtailed their aspirations and 

settled for “some games between the different classes,” not games with other 

schools as the quote implied.   

  Insufficient athletic facilities affected girls more than boys. Chester boys 

at that time had extensive interscholastic programs in football, basketball, track 

and baseball. In 1914 the boys had a thirteen game football schedule, a fifteen 

game basketball schedule, a fifteen game baseball schedule and two track 

meets, despite not having a track. Chester girls’ wanted similar experiences. That 

is why in their “great endeavor towards something in the line of athletics” they 

formed an “athletic association.” Boys managed their extensive and popular 

athletic programs through an athletic association. The establishment of a girls AA 

represented a desire to follow in the same athletic path as schoolboys.  If they 

were intending to form an all together different kind of sport experience they 

would not have formed an “athletic association.”  However, they were thwarted 

when they couldn’t access a playing space.  Wherever Chester girls enjoyed 

playing “some inter-class games” during the school day, most likely outside, they 

were unable to access that space for more practices or to schedule games.  

Whatever space was available for interscholastic basketball games, it seems 

boys had access to it and the girls did not. In 1911 when the girls founded their 
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AA they were hopeful that the paltry provisions offered by the School Board were 

just the beginning of better things to come. They wrote 

  

We started with nothing; but with the aid of the School Board, who paid for 
having a hard-wood floor laid on the attic of the High School, we acquired 
what some day may be a gymnasium235   

 

Their optimism was misplaced.  Eight years later and still without a proper gym 

the senior class made a plea on behalf of the underclass girls.  

 

Gym classes have been started on the fourth floor under the supervision 
of Miss Stetser.  Most of the work was marching, dancing and club 
swinging, as no apparatus work could be done in such a gym, but we 
sincerely hope that a gym may be erected in the rear of the Eyre Building 
for the benefit of our under classmen.236  

 

They were not only hindered by inadequate indoor facilities, but they also lacked 

an outdoor space.  “Due to the fact that we have no athletic field we were unable 

to continue our track practice,” the girls lamented.237  The boys too lacked access 

to a track, but entered a relay team into the Penn Relays that year anyway.  Not 

to be deterred, the following year the girls’ track team “practiced in the corridors 

of the new building” and “arranged for a meet with Darby High.”238  Their 

when sometime around 1917 they borrowed gyms 

 
235Chester High School yearbook, 1914, 70-71 
236Chester High School yearbook, 1919, 119 
237Chester High School, 1919,119. 
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from the nearby YWCA and a church so they could participate in interscholastic 

basketball.239  In another county, similar obstacles faced Phoenixville schoolgirl 

athletes, and overcoming them directly contributed to the development of 

interscholastic sport.  Phoenixville girls reported that the ‘gym’-(it is in quotes  

because it was likely not a real gym)-they borrowed from a local church improved 

their 1929-1930 season record too. “We think that our new “gym” at First 

Presbyterian Church was a big help,” they reported.  That year their record was 

twelve wins against seven losses.240  

 A gym was all that was needed to lay the foundation for the interscholastic 

team games culture at Chester High School.  The Chester program for girls 

began with calisthenics, added inter-class basketball games, then, once access 

to a practice and play space was secured, expanded to interscholastic teams.  

The fun of competitive games proved more appealing than the salutary effects of 

repetitive callisthenic exercises and inspired the girls to imagine and work for 

interscholastic track and basketball teams for themselves.  Access to a 

gymnasium was not directly reported in the yearbook.  But the notice given to 

one star player indicated that a gymnasium had been found.  The 1919 Class 

History report recognized Dorothy Baugh for her “third successive ‘C,’ her varsity 

 
 

238Chester High School,1920, no page 
239In 1922 the girls played their games at the “YW or St. Paul’s” 

gymnasiums. 
240Phoenixville High School yearbook, 1937, 63 
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letter, in girls’ basketball.”241 We can conclude that at least from 1916 to 1919 

Dorothy Baugh practiced and played basketball somewhere, most likely a gym, in 

order to earn her varsity “C” and that similar developments in schoolgirl sport 

took place within driving distance of Chester High School because Miss Baugh’s 

third basketball season (1919) was an eleven game schedule with such 

opponents as: Darby High School, Lansdowne High School, Haddon Heights 

High School, Wilmington High School, Kennett Square High School, YWCA, 

Swarthmore High School, and Temple.242 

 

Intramurals Support Interscholastics 

 

  In the suburban schools the development of intramural teams did not 

mean the abolition of interscholastic teams, or vice versa. Intramural teams 

supported the development of interscholastic teams.  At Phoenixville High School 

in 1928 inter-class games were used to keep those underclass girls not selected 

to the varsity teams interested in the games and available for future 

interscholastic teams. The yearbook explained that from the thirty candidates for 

interscholastic basketball, 

 
241Chester High School yearbook, 1919, 109 
242The schedule only listed “Temple.”  Temple University may have had a 

team that played the Chester High School girls.  There is precedent for women’s 
college teams sometimes playing official and unofficial games against high 
school teams.  There is no Temple High School known to the researcher.  
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the Varsity and subs were chosen, in order to keep the younger girls 
interested in basketball, class teams were formed.  These teams played 
each other and created a lot of enthusiasm among the players.243  

 

Inter-class games were used the same way to introduce field hockey to 

Phoenixville girls. 

 

After a few weeks of practice, class teams were organized. After several 
inter-class games were played, Miss Rankin picked the eleven best 
players in all the four classes, together with several substitutes.244 

 

At Chester High School inter-class and interscholastic teams were similarly 

integrated in 1928.  The basketball program developed its players through three 

tiered teams, a first, a second and a freshman. However, the interscholastic 

teams quickly improved, and novice teams learned that inter-class preparation 

was not always sufficient.  For example, despite their inter-class preparation, the 

inaugural field hockey season at Upper Darby High School (1929) produced 

many losses because, as the yearbook noted, the team “had to play the most 

experienced teams in this section.”  Their season schedule included: Ridley Park, 

George School, Swarthmore, Lower Merion, Media, West Chester, Haverford, 

and Lansdowne.245  Having learned that inter-class games did not offer enough 

 
243Phoenixville High School yearbook, Purple and White, 1928 
244Phoenixville High School yearbook, Purple and White, 1931, 51 
245Upper Darby High School yearbook, 1929, 107 
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competition to produce winning teams, Upper Darby fortified their inter-class 

basketball games with a tournament and selective training.  In 1929 a basketball 

supporter explained,  

 

Class basketball has done much to develop a nucleus around which the 
Varsity team may be molded.  A class basketball tournament is staged in 
the fall and promising material is discovered during these games.  Girls  
who have won their letters in previous years are not allowed to participate 
so that new players are given every opportunity to show what they can 
do.246   

 

Suburban schoolgirl sport incorporated the desire to produce winning teams into 

its plan by including as many girls as possible.  This created a tiered athletic 

hierarchy.  In the cities the desire to produce winning school teams was 

eliminated and so innovative tweaks, like adding a tournament to improve inter-

class preparation that occurred between Upper Darby’s fall field hockey season 

and its winter basketball season, did not happen in the city schools. 

 Suburban schoolgirls, like those in the city, assumed that inter-class 

games were a sanctioned first step toward the development of interscholastic 

teams. This attitude resulted in a burst of interscholastic athletics in the early 

1920s.  This momentum was not interrupted in the suburban programs as it was 

in the city.  Suburban PE instructors encouraged the development of 

 
246Upper Darby yearbook, 1929, 113 
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interscholastic teams.  New sports were introduced via class teams with the 

intention of forming interscholastic teams. 

  Suburban schoolgirl sport programs developed interscholastic teams 

when any new team was introduced at the schools.  In 1932 the first year girls’ 

lacrosse and baseball were added at Swarthmore High School the lacrosse team 

played inter-class games and then one game with Friend’s Central School.  

Baseball, “began as interclass, then mixed class intramural then hopefully to 

have one game against Lansdowne,” reported the yearbook.247  In 1934 Radnor 

High School assembled its first field hockey team and that year its first game was 

an interscholastic contest with Lansdowne High School. The following year a 

team was formed from each of the sophomore, junior and senior classes.  These 

teams competed against each other, and they also competed against other 

schools.  At the conclusion of the year an “Honor” team was announced which 

included the best players chosen from all of the class teams.  Initially this honor 

team was just that, an honor; it was not a functioning team. However, in 1936 it 

was reported that “the honor team or varsity, played five games” with other high 

schools.  No doubt the lure of challenging other schools to a contest against their 

best players transformed the Upper Darby “honor” into a functioning 

interscholastic varsity team.  These transitions and transformations of interclass 

erscholastic varsity teams represented the general 

 
247Swarthmore High School yearbook, 1932 
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development of schoolgirl sport in the Philadelphia suburban high schools.  

Intramural and inter-class teams in suburban schools prepared schoolgirls for 

interscholastic play.   

  Suburban schoolgirl athletic programs did not exclude all aspects of the 

PE professional philosophy that was so dominant in the city of Philadelphia.  

Teaching sport in the required physical education classes and later culling the 

students to form class teams met the professional mandate as set out in the 

Platform to offer every girl a sport program.  This interpretation of the 

professional philosophy bound physical education departments across the 

region.  For example, the pioneering Swarthmore lacrosse program extended its 

assistance in 1936 to other programs.  The girls reported  

 

This year Westtown, Nether Providence, and Sacred Heart Academy are 
starting Lacrosse.  Swarthmore is going to help these schools by sending 
girls to play with their teams, rather than against them.248  

 

Lending players among schools could only have been accomplished with the 

cooperation of the physical education staffs at the different schools.  Suburban 

physical education instructors who oversaw the growing interscholastic programs 

necessarily shared a professional perspective on interscholastic sport for girls.  

Without such a common purpose a season’s worth of games could not have 

been scheduled.  The influence of the Platform showed itself in the emphasis 
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given to learning and instruction, even if it was combined with the pursuit of 

winning and the development of interscholastic teams.  I came across no similar 

example of sharing in schoolboy sport.   

  By 1929 almost all of the suburban schools offered some combination of 

intramural and interscholastic competitions. Inter-class competitions at every 

school helped establish and strengthen schoolgirl interscholastic teams in the 

suburban schools.  In contrast intramurals in the city schools were an alternative 

to interscholastic teams.  

 

The Growth of Interscholastic Competition Throughout the Suburbs 

 

 From 1922 to 1945 suburban high schools established, sustained and 

expanded interscholastic athletic contests for girls.  In 1925 Swarthmore High 

School’s field hockey team played nine schools; its basketball team faced seven 

schools and its tennis team, two.  By 1935 Swarthmore High School had 

interscholastic basketball, field hockey, tennis, lacrosse and baseball. Except for 

the inconsistent appearance of baseball and tennis, these sports were regularly 

offered to suburban schoolgirls and their schedules expanded up to 1945. Over 

time Swarthmore’s regular opponents included: Lower Merion, Cheltenham, 

intown, Abington, Darlington, George School, 

 
 

248Swarthmore High School yearbook, 1936, no page 
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Chester, Darby, Haverford, Glen-Nor, Upper Darby, Ridley Park, Media, Berwyn, 

and Lansdowne. In 1922 the Radnor high school girls played a fifteen game 

basketball schedule.249  That year they competed in three interscholastic track 

meets with Ridley, Lansdowne, Haverford and others at the Delaware County 

meet.  By 1930 Radnor had added Cheltenham and Glen-Nor to its schedules 

and field hockey and swimming to its girls’ sports. Along with tennis, Radnor 

consistently offered interscholastic basketball, track, field hockey, and swimming 

up to 1945.  In 1929 Upper Darby High School offered girls interscholastic: 

basketball, tennis, field hockey, swimming, and track.  Upper Darby’s opponents  

included: Sharon Hill, Lower Merion, Radnor, Haverford, Swarthmore, 

Lansdowne, Yeadon, Norristown, Collingdale, and Media.  From 1928 to 1945 

Phoenixville High School in Chester County maintained just interscholastic 

basketball and field hockey schedules.  The ambitious nineteen game basketball 

schedule in 1928 included high schools from: Lansdale, Pottstown, Coatesville, 

Boyertown, West Chester, Collegeville, Conshohocken and Parkesburg.  Later 

opponents included: Upper Merion, North Coventry and Royersford. These 

interscholastic schedules were evidence that communities ringing Philadelphia 

 
249Haverford, Berwyn, Swarthmore, Downingtown, Upper Darby, Lower 

Merion, Narberth, and their alumni 
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consistently committed financial resources and instructional time to the 

development of schoolgirl interscholastic sport.250 

 

Interscholastic Games, Yes; League Championships, No 

 

  Although suburban interscholastic sport for girls was not suppressed as it 

was in the city schools between 1924 and 1945, schoolgirl sport in the suburbs 

was not completely immune to the gender separatist philosophy of the Platform. 

The absence of official league and state championships in girls’ sport was an 

example of the influence of the Platform.  The Platform objected to 

championships because this might over emphasize winning and require travel.   

But suburban school teams did travel to other schools for games with the clear 

intention of winning.  Historian Susan Cahn reported that in the late 1930s under 

pressure from the PE profession, eighteen states eliminated existing state 

tournaments, making a total of thirty-six states without any state tournaments for 

schoolgirls.251  There is no comparable comprehensive study for district and 

league championships.  In the previous chapter the change of opinion of one 

Pennsylvania state administrator, Charles Keene, demonstrated the influence of 

the Platform and its advocates on Pennsylvania policy makers.  It is quite likely 

 
250For a brief discussion of the mutuality between basketball and high 

schools see Grundy, Learning to Win, 69–73. 
251Cahn, Coming on Strong, 79 
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that other state officials found it expeditious to honor the Platform’s prohibition 

against schoolgirl championships.  A prohibition on schoolgirl championships had 

the added benefit of directing more resources to schoolboy championships.  

Documented policies on schoolgirl championships have not been found.252  

However the overall similarity between suburban schoolgirl and schoolboy 

modes of competition suggest that the absence of championships was 

purposeful and coordinated.  Given that the schoolgirls themselves clearly 

believed that they were entitled to championships (discussed below), and 

expressed that belief in their yearbooks, the omission suggests coordinated 

prohibition. Officially sanctioned league and state championships eluded girls 

until well after the middle of the century.253  

 The withholding of official league championships did not prevent suburban 

schoolgirls from seeing the situation differently, or from feeling justified in 

claiming such titles.  Schoolgirls everywhere were well aware of the legitimacy 

that a league championship bestowed on athletic endeavors.  City schoolgirls 

made dubious claims to championship status, claiming to have won 

championships that did not officially exist, sometimes relying on a single contest 

 
252The Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic Association (PIAA) 

headquarters confirmed that it did not maintain records below the inter-district 
(state) level. 

253The first PIAA sanctioned girls state championship was Swimming and 
Diving in 1972.  Eight others follow in the next two years.  see www.piaa.org, 
“Our Story” 
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to justify their claim.  Suburban girls exercised similar auto-legitimacy; they 

simply called themselves champions.  

 Sometimes suburban girls forthrightly claimed championships to which 

they felt entitled.  At other times they sarcastically acknowledged their audacious 

claims.  One of the most dramatic claims came from the 1925 Swarthmore field 

hockey team.  Yearbook readers were informed that Swarthmore, “rightly claimed 

the all-Philadelphia Suburban Schools Championship, in addition to the Delaware 

County Championship this fall for the seventh consecutive year.”254  If their claim 

had not been controversial the yearbook would have read simply, “Swarthmore is 

the Champion of...”  However, the students understood that there was no 

officially designated championship.  That is why the yearbook stated that they   

“rightly claimed” the championship. They had beaten teams from Delaware, 

Montgomery and Chester counties so they simply proclaimed themselves 

champions of “all-Philadelphia Suburban Schools.” The 1929 Upper Darby 

yearbook was more pointed when it stated,  

 

Again Upper Darby has been the runner-up for the mythical girls’ 
basketball championship for this district.  We lost only two games, those 
two to Haverford, who has held the imaginary crown for two years.255 
 

 

 
254Swarthmore High School yearbook,1927, 54 
255Upper Darby High School yearbook, 1929, 113 
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Two years later the Upper Darby girls explained,  

 

The girls Basketball League of Delaware County has existed in fancy for 
some years; this year our team has achieved the championship of this 
non-existent league by conquering all opponents.256 
 

The “fancy” was not limited to basketball. The 1932 field hockey team was 

“ranked second in the mythical hockey league.”257  It is unclear if  “the Suburban 

Interscholastic Swim title” claimed by the 1931 Upper Darby swim team was real 

or “fancy.”258  In Chester County, the1935 Phoenixville High School yearbook 

tentatively reported, “P.H.S. can be proud of its girls, as they are supposedly tied 

for the Chester County championship.”259  The choice to describe the claim as 

“supposedly” suggested something other than a clearly defined championship.  

Five years later the claims were more modest, “The girls won seven games out 

of eight to become the Champions of Chester County.  The only defeat was dealt 

by Norristown, a Montgomery county team.”  The final disclaimer was added to 

clarify their league standing to anyone reading their season’s results.  Because 

no official notification of county championships could independently verify their  

 
256Upper Darby High School yearbook, 1931, 115 
257Upper Darby High School yearbook, 1932, no page 
258see footnote #19 
259Phoenixville High School yearbook, 1935, 42 



   

158 
   

schools, at the initial stages

                                                       

claim, the girls needed to clarify that the loss to Norristown did not count against 

their league standings because Norristown was from another county.  Accounts 

of schoolboy championships did not include modifiers like “supposedly” and 

“mythical” and they did not have to explain which games counted toward their 

championship season and which did not; the terms of their success were widely 

understood and well established.  Schoolgirls across the suburbs were 

endeavoring to claim similar honors, but they couldn’t without sarcasm or 

qualifications. 

 The Delaware County [Track] Meet mentioned only in the 1924 Radnor 

yearbook appeared to be the one reference to a seemingly official league 

championship for girls.  The yearbook reported, “Each year a silver cup is 

awarded to the school winning the greatest number of points, while gold, silver 

and bronze medals are awarded to girls placing first, second and third”260  These 

were the kind of valuable rewards the Platform advised against, which might 

explain in part why this is the only reference to the track awards found in any 

yearbook.   

 The similarity between city and suburban schoolgirls’ attitudes toward 

championships suggests many things. For the purposes of this study, the timing 

of these claims is the most telling aspect.  In both the city and the suburban 

 of the development of interscholastic sport, 

 
260Radnor High School yearbook, 1924, no page 
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schoolgirls immediately expressed interest in league championships.  Schoolgirls 

assumed they were entering upon a legitimate path, one already followed by 

schoolboys.  In this important aspect of school sport girls plowed ahead, with or 

without official approval, promptly aligning themselves with what they perceived 

to be authentic school behaviors and opportunities. In the city, the ban on 

interscholastic games effectively eliminated those claims from city yearbooks 

after 1924, but in the suburbs the claims continued. No direct confrontation 

between schoolgirls and administrators is documented in the yearbooks.  The 

disparity between policy and practice remained in plain sight until a more litigious 

era of equity emerged in the 1970s.  

 At this time suburban boys had the opportunity to progress from their 

season schedule to league, regional and state championships in a number of 

sports. State championships, (which the Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic 

Association (PIAA) refers to as Interdistrict Championships), for boys sports were 

established in the following years: basketball (1920), track and field (1925), 

swimming and diving (1934), Golf (1935), volleyball (1936), wrestling 

(1938),cross country (1939), tennis (1941), and after 1941, soccer (1973),football 

(1988) and lacrosse (2009). 

Dreams of Collegiate Careers 

 

 Just as city schoolgirl athletes like Millicent Todd, Lula Ballard and others 

anticipated pursuing athletics in college, so too did suburban schoolgirls entertain 
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hopes for college careers.  Recounting the program’s origins, a proud 

Swarthmore High School student wrote in 1925 that the hockey program had 

“turned out many first string players for Swarthmore College, Temple University, 

George School, Hood College, Mary Lyon School, New Haven School of 

Gymnastics, Sweet Briar and Syracuse University.”261  Yearbook readers were 

regaled with the story of Elizabeth “Polly” Pollard.  She had starred on the 1920 

championship Swarthmore High School field hockey team, and then attended 

Swarthmore College where she did the same for four years eventually becoming 

captain of the team her senior year.  The student writer described a widening 

horizon for high school athletes.  Hockey inspired the 1929 Upper Darby team as 

well. Praising a fellow teammate, an Upper Darby student wrote, “Ruth Quantin is 

the Anne Townsend of Upper Darby hockey.”  By referring to Anne Townsend, 

the well-known US hockey team player, the author implied that Upper Darby 

could produce athletes of a national caliber.  Lansdowne High School students 

lauded the former student Madge “Bunny” Hershaw for “the fame she brought to 

Lansdowne High” by her championship tennis.  Readers were told that Bunny 

continued her career at Ursinus College.262  School sport in the 1920s and 30s 

spurred many suburban girls to imagine their athletic lives after high school 

representing their college and even the nation. 

 
261Swarthmore High School yearbook, 1925, 48 
262Lansdowne High School yearbook, 1937, 82 
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 The window for sporting opportunity appeared to be widening for girls in 

the suburban high schools.  Suburban schoolgirl sport developed from its 

callisthenic beginnings to resemble interscholastic schoolboy sport quite closely. 

Although league championships, clearly the goal of schoolgirls, were not 

available to them in the first half of the century, girls claimed that they too were 

entitled to championship crowns and college athletic careers.   

 

Professional Influence on Schoolgirl Athletics in the Philadelphia Suburbs 

 

   “Low” forms of athletic contests, a primary concern in the PE professional 

literature, did not constitute the same level of threat to the suburban instructors 

as they did to the instructors at the city schools.  City student Letiza Ramella, 

reiterating her admired teacher’s philosophy, associated the formation of “high 

ideals” with the absence of “serious competition” and interscholastic contests for 

girls.  That was not an association made in the suburban schools.  There is 

evidence that the suburban professional PE instructors were aware of the debate 

about the respective merits of interscholastic games and intramural games, but in 

the suburban context the problem was conceived differently.   

 One way to review the status of the professional debate in the suburbs 

during the crucial period of early development comes from a University of 
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Pennsylvania master’s thesis.263  In 1929 Gertrude Herzog the Director of Girls’ 

Physical Education at Abington High School completed her Master’s Thesis in 

Education at the University of Pennsylvania.  Its title was,  “A Survey of the 

Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High Schools of Philadelphia, PA.”  As a 

graduate student at a leading university Herzog was exposed to the latest 

theories and debates regarding physical education.  Assisted by the progressive 

education philosophy, which aimed to fit a curriculum to the specific needs of a 

specific student population, and combined with the reigning professional 

skepticism about interscholastic games, Herzog sought to determine whether 

and why the popular interscholastic games failed to meet the needs of all high 

school girls. She stated the problem this way, 

 

In the present development of our public high schools the problem of 
proving that athletic activities are a necessary part of every school  
program has been largely supplanted by the problem of determining 
whether the athletic activities are adequate enough to meet the needs of 
the high school girl.264  

 

 
263Joanna B. Fritz, “A Comparative Study of the Members of Girls Athletic 

Teams With  Non-Athletic Students in Relation to Grades and Mental Rating in 
the Frankford High School” (Van Pelt Library: University of Pennsylvania, 1930) 
and Gertrude Herzog, “A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High  
Schools of Philadelphia, PA” (Van Pelt Library: University of Pennsylvania, 1929) 
and Ida C. Holzbaur, “A Study of the Standing Hop, Step and Jump Achievement 
of 2362 High School Girls As Affected By Age, Height and Weight” (Van Pelt 
Library: University of Pennsylvania, 1927). 

264Herzog, “A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High  
Schools of Philadelphia, PA.” 
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By asking whether the standard athletic program was able to meet the girls’ 

needs, Herzog implied that the standard boys’ model of interscholastics possibly 

did not provide the necessary programming “to meet the need of the high school 

girl.”  The number of interscholastic versus intramural programs was the basis for 

her entire analysis.  

 Herzog surveyed twenty high schools in the suburbs of Philadelphia.  She 

prefaced her study by asking if the shortfall in participation was “due to 

organization of the athletic programs.”  By “organization” she meant the open 

enrollment found in intramural games versus the selectivity characteristic of 

interscholastic competition.  She was looking for the undemocratic and un-

progressive influences of interscholastic sport to explain any shortfall in 

participation.265  “There are still many girls who never participate,” she pointed 

out in her introduction. Herzog’s research, in effect, was an attempt to measure 

the influence of the “win at all costs” philosophy on suburban girls’ programs.266  

 The professional culture into which Herzog was being educated at the 

University of Pennsylvania in 1929 accepted that interscholastics introduced 

undue emphasis on winning.  She observed that, “Interschool competition is very 

popular among the suburban high schools of Philadelphia.  The competition is 

 
265Democratic goals were conflated with elitism and exclusionary practices 

inherent in selecting the best athletes for winning teams.  For a longer discussion 
of this see, Cahn, Coming on Strong, 64–66. 

266Herzog, “A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High  
Schools of Philadelphia, PA,” 1. 
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keen and much stress is put upon the winning team...”267 Physical education 

teachers devoted to progressive education ideals believed the selection of 

interscholastic teams excluded many students who would otherwise participate 

but for their lack of talent.  The pursuit of winning teams encouraged winnowing 

the students based upon their athletic talent, thus denying some the opportunity 

to benefit from participation.  As we have seen, in the minds of some prominent 

PE professionals, winning was not supposed to be the goal of school athletics.  It 

was tainted because it forced coaches to select some girls and not others, it drew 

large crowds and it encouraged student athletes to play with injuries. The 

professional physical educator referred to this constellation of practices as 

“winning at all cost.”  For many people inside the professional PE establishment 

“winning at all cost” was code for sport run by men-who had demonstrated they 

were not able to prevent corruption and exploitation found in their athletic 

programs. Many prominent professional theorists took the position that the only 

way to curb such harmful practices was to diminish, or better yet, eliminate any  

emphasis on winning from girls’ athletics. This theory was ardently applied to the 

city girls’ athletic programs in the first third of the century.  It was not given much 

notice, outside of master’s theses, in the suburbs.   

 Suburban programs were more concerned with ameliorating rather than 

ocratic athletic selection process, which benefited a 

 

 

267Herzog, “A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High  
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few talented athletes. One historian referred to this as the “meritocracy of 

muscle.”268  From the suburban point of view the threat posed by interscholastic 

competition was its potential assault on broad student participation.  The notion 

that every student merited access to all the advantages available at their school 

animated much of the support for school activities in the small suburban districts.  

Evidence of this was provided in the1929 Radnor High School Athletic 

Association annual progress report.  An AA officer stated, “This year the number 

of activities was increased so that we now have in Radnor thirteen sports 

involving over 250 pupils, of which number, only 50 participated in more than 

two.”269  By reporting that “only 50 participated in more than two” sports, the 

officer hoped to dispel the growing criticism that the expansion of interscholastic 

athletics disproportionately benefited a few talented students who repeated on 

the selected teams.  This concern had also been expressed in the city. Recall the 

dichotomous choice posed by a GHS student: “intramural versus inter-scholastic, 

many playing versus only the best, GHS promotes the former.”270  The concerns 

were the same.  The suburban response, however, did not pose an “either-or” 

 and interscholastics.  Phoenixville High School also 

 
 
Schools of Philadelphia, PA,” 29. 

268The term “meritocracy of muscle” comes from Stephen Hardy’s 
discussion of a historiography that recognizes the limits of sport to bridge 
differences citing the necessary selection process that reinforced distinction. 
Hardy, “Sport in Urbanizing America,” 686. 

269Radnor High School yearbook, 1929 
270Iris, 4/10/1935, p. 2 
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made efforts to ensure the benefits of sport were available to boys of all talent 

levels, the 1930 yearbook reported on baseball,  

 

We also had an inter-class League this year which proved interesting.  
The League was made up of boys who were not out for the varsity team.  
It gave those who did not make the squad a chance to play...”271 

 

The extensive intramural programs that existed, alongside interscholastic teams, 

during the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s is the most persuasive evidence of the 

commitment among suburban schools to a broad application of the benefits of 

high school participation.  

 The suburban concern about the consequences of interscholastic 

competitions for girls did not have the same extinguishing effect as it did in the 

city schools.  In the co-educational suburban high schools intramurals and 

interscholastics successfully coexisted.  Of the twenty suburban schools Herzog 

surveyed, detailed data from three of them demonstrated that both intramural 

and interscholastic programs for girls boasted robust enrollments. During the 

1927-28 school year, the year Herzog conducted her survey, the intramural 

programs at Abington, Cheltenham and Upper Darby high schools provided more 

opportunities for participation than interscholastic games.  For example, one 

hundred and twenty-five girls played on intramural basketball teams and just 

about half that, sixty, played on interscholastic basketball teams.  One hundred 
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and twenty-two played intramural field hockey, while seventy-seven played 

interscholastically.  Three times as many girls swam intramurally as they did 

interscholastically, 45 and 15 respectively.  Track offered the largest number of 

girls’ intramural opportunities with two hundred and twenty-five, versus the 

seventy-five that competed interscholastically.  Baseball was completely 

intramural, but tennis was completely interscholastic.  Clearly in these three high 

schools’ intramurals and interscholastic games met the goals of the suburban 

athletic departments.  And according to Herzog similar conditions existed across 

the suburbs.  She claimed 

 

It is quite customary in the suburban high schools to have some form of 
intermural competition. This competition may be between the first, second, 
third and fourth year classes of the high school, or between the various 
physical training classes, or between various groups within the high 
school.272  

 

The other seventeen suburban schools in Herzog’s survey offered interscholastic 

and intramural contests in: basketball, hockey, track and field, baseball, tennis, 

 
 

271Phoenixville High School yearbook, 1930, 50 
272Herzog, G. 1929. A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban 

High  Schools of Philadelphia, PA, 32. Van Pelt Library: Unversity of 
Pennsylvania. 
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and swimming.  Volleyball, dodge ball and captainball were only offered as 

intramurals.273  

 Because urban circumstances informed the professional literature, the 

national debate was framed as either intramurals-“good,” versus interscholastics 

“bad.”274  Herzog, who was being educated to national standards went looking in 

the suburbs for the ill effects of interscholastic games, but what she found was 

that the suburban context altered the concerns and therefore the solutions.   

 

Why Suburban Schools? 

 

 If the city environment encouraged the adoption of the Platform’s 

prohibition against interscholastic sport for girls, what about the suburbs  

encouraged expansion of interscholastic schoolgirl sport? 

 The suburban environment was as much a product of the changes 

environment.  In the estimation of historian Margaret 

 
273Herzog, G. 1929. A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban 

High  Schools of Philadelphia, PA, 32. Van Pelt Library: University of 
Pennsylvania. 
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Marsh, families migrating from the city to the suburbs were likely fleeing the 

dangers of the city “based on an overt anxiety about the erosion of the pastoral 

landscape and under girded with subtextual fears of urban feminists, radicals, 

and immigrants...” The mostly native white and financially comfortable families 

settling the suburbs got there physically, by way of new technologies of 

transportation, and mentally by renegotiating gender roles.  In Suburban Lives, 

Marsh suggests that new gender relationships, or at least contentions around 

previously dominant homo-social gender relationships, shaped the development 

of the suburbs as much as the technological changes in transportation and 

banking.  What marked the suburbs as much as the physical development was 

the “intensely domestic” families that appeared on the suburban landscape.275  

Men and women had significant roles in these suburban households.  

Unfortunately, Marsh does not included schools in her analysis of the functions of 

these households.  Suburban schoolgirl sport history suggests that the attitudes 

 
 

274A thorough explanation for why urban circumstances informed the 
professional literature would be an interesting exploration of the relationship 
between one field of education, PE, and its relationship with higher education.  In 
general urban issues were influential because, 1, the generative theoretical 
legacy was in the play movement-a city initiative, 2, professionals rose to 
prominence and acquired an influential voice in national journals and university 
faculty in part by their employment in large city school districts, and 3, the 
discourse of fears and threats that served to create the single sex PE field, also 
provided enticing topics for research in schools that needed their master’s and 
doctoral students to generate theses and dissertations. 

275Marsh, Suburban Lives, 71. 
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that brought men and women to the suburbs--and that was mostly in families--

shaped the attitudes and school experiences they created for their children. 

 Although, according to Marsh the first wave of suburban families to places 

like Overbrook in the 1890s were from the most elite tier of society, the post-WWI 

suburban boom drew financially comfortable, but less elite families.276  From 

1920 to 1930 the suburbs grew at twice the rate of the urban core.  Automobile 

registration increased by 150% during that time suggesting the affluence of the 

suburban dwellers.277  Many of these new suburban settlers chose public high 

schools for their children’s education.  According to Kenneth Jackson, schools 

were among the first public services to be upgraded in the suburbs.  That 

suburban concern for public education marked the Philadelphia suburbs.278  The 

suburban schools were also marked by what Marsh described as a new hetero-

social milieu, they began, unlike the city schools, as truly co-educational 

institutions. 

 Public high schools mirrored a new gender attitude that Marsh says 

accompanied families to the suburbs.279  Suburban social institutions and 

activities, like country clubs, were founded upon domestic companionate gender 

resented the suburban emphasis on associations 

 
276Marsh, Suburban Lives, 132–34 
277Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the 

United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 175. 
278Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United 

States, 147. 
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designed for family socializing, and a break from the homo-social organizations 

formed in the cities during the nineteenth-century.280  A preference for co-

education reflected this renegotiated gender basis.  One way to conceptualize 

the influence of the social environment is to understand city school sport as a 

legacy of the intellectual and social theories of the playground movement, and 

suburban school sport as a part of the intellectual and social theories behind the 

establishment of country clubs. Suburban girls were expected to acquire athletic 

competence in order that they would be prepared for membership in the hetero-

social organizations of adult life.281 

 Another fundamental difference between the city and suburban context as 

it related to schoolgirl sport was the connotations of commercialism.  In the city, 

commercialism was associated with the rise of new public entertainment venues 

and the tawdry advertisements for them, often associated with the culture of 

“going out” as David Nasaw described it.  A critic at the time referred to the 

“muddy tide of commercialism, of materialism, which has swept over our 

 
 

279Marsh, Suburban Lives, 74–83. 
280Marsh, Suburban Lives, 184 
281This is further support for Gerda Lerner’s claim that American feminism 

was animated by the desire on the part of women to access the status and rank 
available to men.  The abandonment of urban homo-social organizations for 
suburban hetero-social ones is an interesting part of the story of the development 
of American feminism.  See, Gerda Lerner, “The Lady and the Mill Girl: Changes 
in the Status of Women in the Age of Jackson,” MidContinent American 
Studies 10, no. 1 (1969): 5–15. 
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country...”282 Charging entrance fees for sporting events was associated with 

crass profiteering.  But in the suburbs, commercialism was associated with 

coordinated business objectives, like the railroads and the real estate 

developers.283  It was commercialism that made the suburbs possible.  Real  

estate developers advertised their ventures through commercial means.284 To 

the extent that banking was understood as a part of commercial activity, it w

associated with home ownership.  Home ownership, as Marsh explained, was 

considered a marker of good citizenship.285 By association, commercialism 

gained positive connotations.  When associated with sport, commercial schemes 

helped pay for new uniforms and fields.  At Radnor and Chester high schools 

gymnastic exhibitions raised money for the athletic associations.  In 1924 the 

Chester girls’ gymnastic exhibition, the girls reported, “was a great success.  We 

not only entertained an audience, but we also appeased a hungry spot in the 

treasury with the sum of $94.35.”286  Seven years later the girls A.A. sponsored a 

dance to raise funds for the girls’ teams.  The report of the event makes it quite 

clear that financial success was integral to suburban sport, “Two hundred 

couples made the affair a social as well as a financial success.  The aim of the 

 
282May, The End of American Innocence, 5. 
283For discussions of the way the growth of the suburbs depended upon 

commercial real estate development see, Marsh, Suburban Lives, 92–95. 
284Marsh, Suburban Lives, 96 
285Marsh, Suburban Lives, 134, 147–49 
286Chester High School yearbook, 1914, 70-71 
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organization is to provide a greater number of activities for more girls.”287  At 

Upper Darby High School the homogeneity of the suburbs and a belief in the 

benign nature of commercial entertainment came together in the Annual Athletic 

Association’s fund raising Minstrel Show.  

 In the city, sporting events that charged an entrance fee implied large, 

unruly crowds.  If a suburban school sport event did draw a large crowd, the 

crowd was far less likely than a similar event in the city to be a heterogeneous 

mix of American society.  For example while the overall percentage of black 

residents in Philadelphia increased from 7.36 to 11.26 percent, over the same 

decade the percentage in Delaware county dropped from 9 to less than 8 

percent, while Chester (9.89-10.39) and Montgomery (4.18-4.73) counties 

experienced a half of a percent increase.288  The “invisible hand” of the market - 

which was more of a sleight of hand- ensured mostly white, European-heritage 

families could relocate to the suburbs.289  In addition, the participation of black 

 
287Chester High School yearbook, 1937, no page 
288These figures come from calculation based upon census data selected 

at http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/county.php.  This 
general overview does not reveal the percentage change in school age persons, 
which would be more relevant to this study, but it gives an overall sense of 
“racial” homogeneity in the three four counties. 

289For a discussion of the governments role in city/suburban racial 
segregation see, Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United 
States, 186–241  “This racial division between city and suburb was not just the 
result of consumer preference or the chance workings of the market.”  Hostility, 
restrictive covenants, FHA policies and zoning practice “...all effectively closed 
the suburbs to minority families.” Harvey and Barbara Brenzel Kantor, “Urban 
Education and the ‘Truly Disadvantaged’: The Historical Roots of the 
Contemporary Crisis, 1945–1990,” Teachers College 94, no. 2 (Winter 1992): 4. 
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students and their families at extra-curricular events is unclear.290  In general 

then, the exploitative fears, of adolescent girls performing in front of a large  

unfamiliar crowds in a commercially charged environment did not resonate in the 

suburban context.  

 An association with “place” accompanied the rise of the suburbs and 

became the foundation upon which residents claimed equal access to the 

benefits of high school attendance, including school sport.  As a result of the 

relative demographic homogeneity in the growing suburbs the social tensions 

found in the city did not exist in most suburbs.  Many new associations formed in 

the suburbs, like social clubs, purported to be tethered to place rather than 

class.291  The same attitude informed the support for suburban public high 

schools.  Once a family managed to reside in a neighborhood, by virtue of their 

association to that place, their school aged children were entitled to all the 

benefits offered in the public high school.  This was the attitude behind the 

extensive intramural athletic programs found in suburban high schools.  The 

renegotiated gender roles ensured that suburban girls were offered a similar  

 
290The best indicator, found in this research were the photos taken of 

entire Chester High School classes.  In these photos the dozens of black 
students were more often than not clustered together at the edges of the group.  
This is one indication that full integration did not occur at Chester, and maybe at 
other suburban schools as well. 

291Marsh, Suburban Lives, 86–88. 
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guarantee to sport as were suburban boys.292 Sex-segregated public high 

schools and sport policies were left behind in the cities.  The 1937 Lansdowne 

Yearbook sports page included an extensive interview with the Director of 

Athletics that captured the web of social attitudes that shaped much of suburban 

Philadelphia high school sport.  The Athletic Director explained, 

 

The athletic policy of Lansdowne High...sponsors as many sports as 
public funds ...as pupils interests...as practice fields will permit.  To offer 
physical opportunity to each and every pupil...to participate in some form 
of competition...either interscholastic or intramural. 
 
 
 

The Director proclaimed to all families his commitment that no child would be left 

without an athletic opportunity.  In response, the student voice proclaimed the 

superiority of their “place” over others and endorsed the many commercial 

avenues used to support the programs available in their special place  

 

What a policy!  One of the biggest and broadest in the Suburban Area. 
Uniforms...busses for transportation...equipment, et all are provided and 
financed by the sale of season tickets...by general admission at the 
gate..and, last but not least, Mr. Herber Horner's pet hobby, the Annual A. 
A. Minstrel Show. 

 

 
292Gerda Lerner’s contention that a good bit of American feminism was 

rooted in claims by upper class women to the same status and rank enjoyed by 
males of their social standing is echoed in suburban schoolgirl access to school 
sport, see Lerner, “The Lady and the Mill Girl.” 
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The benefits to boys and girls were explicitly itemized, making it clear that while 

girls deserved access to sport on the same terms as boys, priority and quantity 

went to the boys, 

 

To further the program the school board compensates nine faculty 
members who fill fourteen coaching positions...eleven different 
sports...directing a total of more than twenty-two different teams.  Boys 
sports out number girls 8 to 3  [all the girls sports are] coached by Miss 
Sally Allen, head of Health Education for Girls.  150 girls answering to 
calls for candidates...to say nothing of intensive and extensive intermural 
program in Volleyball, Soft Baseball, and other physical activities.293  
 

At Chester High School, intramural games ameliorated the “meritocracy of 

muscle.”  Readers of the 1937 yearbook were reassured that while the Varsity 

baseball team received new uniforms and “things are in line for a successful 

season,”...”meanwhile the boys who were not fortunate enough to enjoy varsity 

or junior-varsity games played intramural basketball.”294 

 This evidence indicated that across the suburbs of Philadelphia, in 

contrast to the city schools, a different constellation of problems and solutions 

existed.  Concern for broad participation was met with the co-development of 

intramural and interscholastic games. The impulse to prevent and protect 

adolescent females from over zealous interscholastic experiences simply was no 

threat in the suburban environment.  In the city, instructors chose one model over 

 
293Lansdowne High School yearbook, 1937, 80. 
294Chester High School yearbook, 1937, no page. 
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the other, favoring intramurals over interscholastics in order to protect adolescent 

females from “exploitation and exhaustion.”  Fear about gender specific threats 

and beliefs about sex-segregated solutions did not have much influence on 

suburban school policy. Co-education was the overwhelming choice in suburban 

communities; sisters and brothers had comparable access to the benefits of 

suburban high school attendance.  At Swarthmore High School in 1937 a student 

wrote that the intramural and interscholastic field hockey program put  “every 

player on a team of her ability.”295 Although a city program might make a similar 

claim, that every girl had an opportunity to play on a team, it was the suburban 

schools that articulated the opportunity by talent.  The implication was that every 

suburban girl deserved a team suited to her ability. 

  The suburban context also produced a different kind of relationship 

between early schoolgirls and their physical education instructors. In the cities, 

girl students admired their early PE instructors for their bold professional stance 

in opposition to the hegemony of male athletics. But, as discussed in Chapter 

Two, their admiration diminished after interscholastics were eliminated.  The 

vitality that marked the relationships in the 1920s and 1930s disappeared as 

physical education no longer offered a path to athletic prowess or oppositional 

female control but, by default, became a site for the expression of hetero-

ale physical attractiveness.  This left little opportunity 

 
295Swarthmore High School yearbook, The Garnet, 1937 
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for the women who were attracted to physical education as a profession to form 

bonds of alliances with the many girls mandated to take their classes.  In 

contrast, relations between schoolgirls and their suburban instructors did not 

undergo any significant changes during the first half of the century.  Suburban 

student athletes admired their PE instructors for their role in creating and guiding 

schoolgirls through a replica of the male domain.296  Suburban PE instructors 

became trusted guides.  They guided the girls through successful seasons, 

maybe even championships, and showed them how to remain socially 

acceptable while improving their competitive skills.  For example, while the 

founder of Swarthmore High School field hockey program, Doctor Peter 

Watterson, was acclaimed because “His teams from the first were most 

successful...” it was his successor who was praised for her all-around leadership.  

“Miss Allen has been the ideal coach for the girls,” the yearbook said. “She has 

insisted upon good sportsmanship, team-work and politeness on the field as well 

as accurate shooting and passing.”297  A good coach guided suburban 

schoolgirls toward athletic success and mastery--the same as the boys--along 

ation and fair play.  At Chester High School, Miss 

 
296Gerda Lerner identified the roots of American feminism in women’s 

claims to commensurate status and rank.  The city and suburban PE response to 
male hegemonic athletic structures are two sides of the same coin, each sought 
status and rank.  One-the urban- by creating alternative structures, the other-the 
suburban- by accessing the existing structure.  These alternative approaches are 
themes found throughout the struggle for woman’s rights in the US. Lerner, “The 
Lady and the Mill Girl.” 

297Swarthmore High School yearbook,1927, 48 
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Pittenger tirelessly worked to expand the sport offerings and the girls rewarded 

her with their affection.  Describing the 1936 basketball season they wrote, “Miss 

Pittenger, beloved coach of the girls, inspired the best work of which they are 

capable.”298  The longtime coach at Phoenixville High School, Catherine Rankin, 

who had steadily improved the field hockey team and led the basketball team to 

the county championship for four consecutive years held the first basketball 

banquet at her home.  She was so admired that when she missed a season while 

away on sabbatical the team invited her back to attend the basketball banquet.  

Two years later she returned and coached the girls to “become the Champions of 

Chester County” once again. 

 The Platform tenet for sport to provide healthy social interactions was 

expressed in the city schools in the gym contests and song making; “healthy 

social interactions” translated into class chauvinism and organizing skills- a 

legacy of nineteenth-century professional women’s feminism.  In the suburbs this 

tenet took on a mannerly interpretation.  Interscholastic competitions provided 

host teams with the opportunity to practice domesticity of place, i.e., to be 

hostesses.299  During half-time at field hockey games and other pauses in sport 

contests, suburban schoolgirls routinely offered their opponents refreshments.  

Usually visiting teams were presented with a tray of oranges cut into wedges that 

 
298Chester High School yearbook, 1936 
299For a discussion of how suburban life for women became focused on 

the home and home activities see, Marsh, Suburban Lives, 68. 
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tired athletes easily popped into their mouths while listening to their coaches half-

time instructions on how they could win the game at hand.  This did not occur at 

suburban boys interscholastic games.  In line with the Platform’s strong advocacy 

of women teaching girls, schoolgirls and their teachers believed that adult female 

guidance was essential for a girl to become a good athlete and a good woman.  

In the city, socialization focused on controlling the athletic pursuits of schoolgirls, 

in the suburbs this responsibility focused on balancing athletic achievement with 

bourgeois standards of politeness and hospitality.  

 

Culture of Schoolgirl Sport in the Suburban High Schools of Philadelphia 

 

 Suburban schoolgirl sport did not develop a distinctly different culture from 

suburban schoolboy sport, in contrast to city schoolgirls and schoolboys. With a 

few exceptions like oranges at half-time and the absence of league and state 

championships, students and their PE instructors together created a world of 

schoolgirl sport structured very similarly to schoolboy sport.300  Across the 

suburbs girls eagerly joined sport teams expecting to play for their schools, and 

to do it wearing a school uniform.  Their goal was to win games, even 

championships, guided by their PE teachers and coaches.  In the suburbs PE 

instructors shaped the experiences of schoolgirl athletes not by modifying the 
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model of athletic competition but by emphasizing politeness in the pursuit of a 

win.   

 The most obvious cultural characteristic of suburban schoolgirl sport, 

which city girls did not share after 1924, but all schoolboys did, was the selection 

process. Suburban high school girls and boys became veterans by climbing an 

every lengthening ladder of meritocracy.  For suburban schoolgirls the process 

began with inter-class teams and finished with a varsity interscholastic team.  

Girls were taught how to play a sport in gym classes.  Then the best players of 

each class were selected by their PE instructor for the class teams.301  The best 

players from all the classes made the varsity team.  One student described the 

competition as a positive influence when she wrote 

 

The lower classes are becoming acquainted with this new game through 
the work accomplished in gym classes.  Every year more girls will be 
applying for positions on the team, and competition will become more 

 
 

300This is not a claim of parity, just overall similarity between the models of 
competition for schoolboys and girls. 

301This is in stark contrast to the situation today.   Gym classes do not 
necessarily teach sport, especially gender specific sports since many classes are 
coeducational.  Even if the sport is introduced, whole classes and weeks are not 
given over to repeated practices for the purposes of preparing athletes for 
selection to the varsity team.  Many suburban parents introduce their daughters 
to sports through recreation associations then the girls tryout for select teams for 
which the parents pay a not inconsequential fee. Schoolgirls tryout for their 
school teams after having acquired training on non-scholastic club teams.  The 
quality of school teams today depends heavily upon the privatization of youth 
sport training.  
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intense.  All this tends to build up a finer spirit for the game and gives the 
student body a genuine interest in hockey.302  

 

 Aspects of the city schoolgirl sport culture made a brief appearance in the 

suburban schools but were quickly dropped, like junior versus senior games, 

cheering and gym exhibitions, and others like travel and snappy uniforms were 

added in order to meet the expected standards of interscholastic programs. 

 Familiar and popular class-based athletic events that were highlights of 

the city schoolgirl athletic calendar were not as important in the suburbs. The 

Junior versus Senior class contests did not have the same attraction in the 

suburban schools as in the city schools.  They were discontinued throughout the 

region by the late 1920s.  Radnor High School held some inter-class contests 

and even an all-school award for the class accumulating the most wins in a 

school year.  That award was last presented in 1924.  The excitement and 

tension around class hierarchy lost its vitality as inter-class contests became a 

proving ground for athletes’ selection to varsity, interscholastic teams.  In the 

suburban “meritocracy of muscle,” talent reflected back to the school not the 

class.303     

 
302Upper Darby yearbook, 1929, 113. 
303The term “meritocracy of muscle” comes from Stephen Hardy’s 

discussion of a historiography of sport that recognizes the limits of sport to bridge 
differences.  He cites the necessary selection process, the “meritocracy of 
muscle” for reinforcing, not ameliorating, distinctions and differences. Hardy, 
“Sport in Urbanizing America,” 686. 
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  Inter-class cheering traditions and unique songs did not have a place in 

the suburban schools because inter-class rivalries were not the pinnacle of 

athletic competition for suburban schoolgirls.  The absence of remarks about 

yelling, cheering and singing is striking compared to the ubiquitous appearance 

such comments make in the city yearbooks.  Because the structure of schoolgirl 

sport was different in the city and suburbs, so too was the acoustic environment.  

The sparse crowds and sometimes deafening silence in empty gymnasiums 

where many interscholastic suburban schoolgirl athletes performed would have 

perplexed early physical educators.  They were convinced that if girls played 

interscholastically the spectacle would attract unwelcomed hordes of gawkers.  

For many suburban schoolgirl athletes those predictions were humorously wrong. 

  Events like the gym exhibitions that had such enthusiastic longevity in the 

city schools were short-lived in the suburban schools.  Where they existed the 

gym exhibitions took on a different character in the co-ed, suburban schools; they 

were predominantly displays for entertainment not competitions.  In 1905 Radnor 

girls presented their first “Gymnastic Exhibition.”  It included  “a Japanese dance, 

an Indian Club drill, a Dumb Bell drill, and a Varsouviennes dance.  In between 

dances and drills, male clowns entertained the audience.”304  Three-hundred 

spectators attended one of the earliest Gym Exhibitions which included a 

tween ten girls” in addition to the non-competitive 

 
304A Century of Spirit 
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wand drills, swedish drill, marching, club swinging and dances.305  This was not 

inter-class competition; it was an entertaining demonstration.  Chester High 

School girls presented their first, and apparently only exhibition in 1913.  

Entertainment and fund raising were their goals.   

  At Radnor High School, after an absence of undetermined length, Radnor 

girls presented a Gym Exhibition in 1913. It was repeated for each of the 

following ten years. The last presentation in 1923 was decades before similar 

exhibitions were discontinued in city schools.306  In the city high schools these 

events provided a venue for spirited inter-class competitions and school-wide 

song making.  In the suburbs these events were performances without 

competitive consequence sometimes aimed at making a profit for the Athletic 

Associations.  Interscholastic competitive games defined suburban high school 

athletic activities and left little enthusiasm for such non-competitive, performance 

based athletic events. 307 

 Despite the Platform’s explicit disdain for games that required schoolgirls 

to travel, suburban Philadelphia girls routinely traveled for athletic 

competitions.308  Girls on the 1918 Chester High School basketball team stayed 

 
305Radnor High School yearbook, 1913, 32 
306Radnor High School yeabook, 1913, 71 
307Radnor High School was the only school in the study where boys 

offered a gymnastic show.  They offered it before the girls and it might have 
come from a Turner/German influence in the area. 

308Cahn discusses the way liberation and contention travel presented to 
women athletes see, Cahn, Coming on Strong, 101–2, 103–4. 
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overnight in Kennett Square in order to play the local high school.309  Usually 

however, the teams traveled by cars, arranged by student managers like Jean 

Shilling at Upper Darby.310  Her charges lauded her managerial efforts.  A 

yearbook contributor wrote, she “was the kind we all like.  She always saw to it 

that we had plenty of oranges and that we rode to the away games in comfort. 

(Sometimes in rumbles, too.)”311  Pat Diamond Griffin began playing 

interscholastic basketball in Clayton, NJ in the early 1930s.  When she moved to 

Philadelphia and attended William Penn High School for Girls she was greatly 

disappointed to find out that girls at William Penn only played intramurally at the 

school and had no opportunity to travel.  She recalled, “It was a terrible change.”  

Her family did not own a car, so getting to travel to other towns under the 

auspices of school sport was, in her words, “very interesting” for her at that time 

of her life. 312   

 Suburban school sport required special clothing, but the clothes were 

chosen for a variety of reasons, not modesty alone.  If city athletic clothing 

projected child-like innocence and was undifferentiated, (the clothes were not 

sport specific, for example a girl did not wear something different when she 

t she wore when she played softball), suburban 

 
309Chester High School yearbook, 1918, 118 
310Although no records currently exist on schoolgirl behaviors and 

activities in cars and on buses, it is quite likely that it was in those circumstances 
that suburban schoolgirl cheering and song making occurred. 

311Upper Darby High School yearbook, Upi-Dah, 1929, 112 
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schoolgirl athletic clothing reflected school chauvinism and greater 

differentiation.313  Assessing the general history of women’s athletic wear, one 

historian wrote,  “In the powerfully symbolic realm of women’s garb, less fabric 

meant not only fewer physical restrictions but also increased self-confidence, a 

willingness to confront the world without the shielding protection of heavy 

material.”314  In the suburban context, schoolgirl sport clothing was an ongoing 

campaign for ever more confidence and engagement with the world as uniforms 

shed more and more fabric.  Costumes in the 1890s and 1920s went from 

bloomer and sailor blouses, to long kilts and “V” neck blouses in the late 1920’s 

and 1930s.  By the late 1930s and mid-1940s most basketball teams wore shorts 

or a tunic, and many tennis and field hockey teams wore tunics.  Swimming 

teams were rarely photographed in their swim suits and track runners were 

shown in street clothes.  

 Suburban schoolgirl athletic clothing was much more varied than city 

athletic wear.  Suburban girls wore athletic clothes that were specific to the sport 

being played and intentionally distinct from their opponents. They were also 

o single manufacturer.  The uniforms varied in color, 

 
 

312Interview with Pat Griffin. 
313After the passage of Title IX girls sport clothing began to resembled 

uniforms worn by school boys in associated sports.  So for example, girls playing 
softball wore uniforms similar to those worn by boys playing baseball.  And girls 
soccer-a sport that rose to prominence in a post-Title IX environment- adopted 
uniforms very similar to boys soccer uniforms. 

314Grundy, Learning to Win, 131 
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design and styling from school to school.  This variety represented the girls’ 

access to sport on the same terms as boys, as school representatives.  In 1929 

the Upper Darby High School girls tennis team wore the familiar dark bloomers 

and dark stockings and high top sneakers of earlier schoolgirl athletes, but 

instead of a sailor blouse and tie they wore a white sweater with large crossed 

tennis racquets on the front---the same sweater worn by the boys’ tennis team!  

The field hockey team that year wore an entirely different uniform: a cotton “V” 

neck shirt, long kilt, tights with shin guards and sneakers or cleat.  For a stylish 

touch, and perhaps to impart something lost on today’s viewers, all the girls in 

the team picture wore berets.  One of the players wore a sweater with “UD” on it, 

a symbol of her high athletic status.  The following year the basketball team wore 

tunics with blouses, while the tennis team ditched their bloomers and replaced 

them with long white skirts.  At Radnor the girl athletes in 1913 wore very puffy 

pantaloons, dark tights, sailor blouses and very large bows on the backs of their 

heads. (Very similar to the girl in the John Sloan drawing of the same year.)  By 

1922 Radnor girl basketball players no longer wore the enormous pantaloons or 

the bows, instead they wore bloomer shorts and sweaters with an “R” on the 

front.  Three years later the Radnor AA approved the purchase of girls basketball 

uniforms.  The girls were pictured in their bloomers and sailor blouses with the 

black ties un-tied.  However, the new uniforms didn’t last more than a year when 

tunics made their appearance accompanied by boldly striped high socks.  
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Uniforms changed a couple more times until by 1945 the girls sported light 

colored tunics and dark blouses.   

 Chester schoolgirls’ sport clothing followed a similar path from bloomers to 

shorts to tunics.  Team pictures show small gestures of liberatory expressions 

scattered across the decades.  In 1921 and 1922 Chester girls drew attention to 

the short hairstyles every player wore, by wearing their sailor tie around their 

head.  In the 1930s and 1940s the girls revealed bare legs by rolling their socks 

over the tops of their sneakers.  When most of the players made the same 

gestures those actions captured in the team photographs should be considered 

as representative of a cultural expression.  Although each expression was multi-

layered the general thrust was that sport was an avenue for girls to engage in a 

physicality that was not customary outside of the athletic venue.  

  Sometimes it wasn’t the clothing in the team picture but other items the 

schoolgirls chose to include that were liberatory expressions. The inclusion of a 

basketball with the year written on it was a convention schoolgirls readily 

adopted.  It demonstrated their desire to mimic schoolboy sport. Other times the 

message was more confrontational of conventions.  For example the 1923 

Radnor girls’ track team posed with the long vaulting pole laid across their laps 

(Figure 3-1).  In the city the events in girls’ track meets were limited to throwing, 

running and jumping, but the suburban meets included pole vaulting.  By 

including the pole in their team picture, the girls publicized their access to such 
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daring apparatus. Two years later the AAU voted down a proposal to include 

women’s pole vault in its meets.315   

  Phoenixville high school purchased some of the most interesting 

uniforms.  Like the Radnor girls, Phoenixville girls wore bold striped socks with 

their first basketball bloomers in 1928.  The next year however, they had new 

uniforms; “V” neck short sleeve jerseys with “PHS” lettering complemented belted 

mid-thigh length shorts, with stylish, piping.  Phoenixville basketball players 

continued to wear different kinds of belted shorts for their basketball uniforms, 

and the hockey teams wore tunics and blouses, always with rolled down 

socks.316  There was a much wider variety of schoolgirl sport clothing in the 

suburban schools than in the city schools because they were team uniforms, not 

just gym-costumes.  The intention for a school team to distinguish itself through 

success in the sport was symbolized by each school’s choice of a distinctive 

uniform, in either color scheme or styling. 

 It was considered an honor to wear a school uniform, and in the co-ed 

world where boys preceded them, girls had to prove themselves worthy.  In 1925 

 purchased new uniforms for the Girls Basketball 

 

 

315Louise Mead. Tricard, American Women’s Track and Field: A History, 
1895 Through 1980 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co, 1996), 103. 

316This discussion of schoolgirl athletic wear focuses on the meaning of 
the clothing, however more could be said about the technology of the fabrics.  
For example the transition of belted shorts to elasticized shorts was very likely a 
result of the commercialization of elastic.  How and when schoolgirl uniforms 
adapted to these changes in technology, and if the changes lagged or preceded 
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Team to recognize the fact that the girls have helped “maintain the standard of 

Radnor’s sports.”317  In 1935 twelve new basketball uniforms of striped shorts, 

short-sleeved shirts and a zip-neck pullover were purchased for the Phoenixville 

basketball team.  Not every player received a new uniform, only the twelve best 

players. (Another example of meritocracy of muscle.) The names of the honored 

recipients were listed in the yearbook.  Such examples of talent-based selection 

and recognition would never have met the approval of city instructors determined 

to avoid the star system.  The new uniforms were evidence of community and 

administrative support for girls’ interscholastic sport.   

 Because yearbook sport coverage after the 1930s almost exclusively 

featured interscholastic team pictures, gym-class uniforms rarely appeared in the 

suburban yearbooks.  Only in collages of intramural games are girls pictured in 

their gym uniforms. The few Leaders-type classes that existed were not 

photographed and included in the yearbooks. In suburban yearbooks the 

‘privilege of picture’ was given to the interscholastic teams in their school 

uniforms. 

 

 Leaders Classes 

 
 
changes in boys sportswear, are interesting questions not addressed in this 
study.  
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 Classes similar to the Leaders class in city high schools appeared at 

Phoenixville High School and Radnor High School.  Beginning in 1937 

Phoenixville High School offered a “Girls Health” class.  The class met every 

Friday afternoon outside in the fall, and inside a gymnasium in the winter.  The 

class learned and played basketball, volleyball, ping pong, baseball, hockey and 

other “principle games played” under the supervision of the girls PE instructor 

Miss Rankin.  There was also a Boys’ Health class.  At Radnor High School the 

“Student Leaders” class was described as a “PE organization of upper school 

girls who are instructed in officiation [sic] at athletic events and assisting Miss 

Encke in carrying out her large PE program.”318  In 1945 there were twenty-two 

girls in the class.  Boys’ and Girls Health and the Student Leaders classes seem 

to be similar in purpose to the Leaders classes in the city high schools. Students 

interested in playing and administering school sport programs were drawn to the 

classes.  However, these classes were not the primary avenue to team sport 

participation for girls as they were in the city schools.  These classes were not 

the primary activity for the most accomplished athletes.  The varsity teams 

served that purpose for suburban schoolgirls.   

 

Awards 

 
 

317Radnor High School yearbook, 1925 
318Radnor High School yearbook, 1925 
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  In suburban high schools awards for sport reflected the transition from an 

emphasis on class teams to the overwhelmingly popular interscholastic 

competitions. Class cups awarded for inter-class championships made a brief 

appearance but quickly disappeared.  This was because soon after sport was 

introduced inter-class games did not culminate in inter-class championships, they 

became feeder programs for the interscholastic teams.  League standing 

dominated the consciousness of the suburban schoolgirl athletes and it was for 

that ‘brass ring’ the girls reached.  Letters and numerals faded too, like the class 

cups, from the recognition pages of the yearbooks decades before they did in the 

city yearbooks. Class “Numerals” lost their vital meaning because athletic 

prowess did not reflect back to the athlete’s class but was bundled with the team 

accomplishment that accrued to the reputation of the entire school.  Schools 

continued to issue school letters, but what changed was the reporting of the 

awards.   These awards reflected the general sport hierarchy, the ”meritocracy of 

muscle” that valued interscholastic teams above inter-class teams.  For example 

in 1925, the Radnor yearbook named the basketball players and swimmers who 

earned their “Rs” and their numerals.  Jo Bailey was singled out for recognition. 

“Jo is one of our star basketball forwards...she received her Basketball Numeral 

1923; Basketball Letters 1923, 1924, 1925,” reported the yearbook.  At 

Phoenixville High School in 1928 five members of the varsity basketball team 

earned their letters.  They merited individual mention, too. Similar reports lasted  
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until 1935 at Phoenixville. But this changed across the suburbs between 1925 

and 1940.  By 1931 class numerals were irrelevant at Radnor. They were 

officially eliminated under new rules for recognizing athletic performance.  The 

rules reflected the superiority of interscholastic participation and the ongoing 

concern for broad opportunity.  Stating that “practically anyone” could win a letter 

within the new scheme, the news of the system change was reported in detail 

 

The whole system of letters and numerals has been changed, with the felt 
letter giving way to the popular chenile letter, and the numerals giving way 
to a new point system, which will make it possible for practically anyone to 
win a letter through constant perseverance and hard work over a certain 
period of time.319  

 

Girls that at one time were considered unique in their athletic prowess, like Jo 

and the five Phoenixville basketball players, had become more common by the 

end of the 1930s.  The value of their efforts no longer accrued to their class, but 

to the school.   Therefore it was more efficient and to the point to take team 

pictures (which generally obscured distinctions among freshman, sophomore, 

juniors and seniors).  Outstanding performances were noted in the text of the 

season summaries. Individual recognition for letter winners gradually 

disappeared from most suburban yearbooks.  Sometimes seniors, for whom the 

yearbook was their class record, were gathered for a separate photo.  Coverage 

of the interscholastic teams and their schedules dominated the yearbook sport 



   

194 
   

                                                       

pages. This was the same for boys and girls at suburban high schools across the 

region.  

 Because all of the suburban schools in this study began as co-ed 

institutions, the yearbooks’ sports coverage presented information on both the 

boys and girls programs.  In very little time the girls programs resembled the 

boys, in model of competition if not breadth of offerings.  The presentation and 

layout of suburban yearbook sports pages reflected this similarity.  Team 

pictures, season recaps and collages were common for both.   

  

Sport And Race In Suburban High Schools  

 The population of African-Americans in suburban Philadelphia counties 

did not significantly change between 1900 and 1945.  As a result, the observable 

levels of black schoolgirl athletic participation remained consistent during the first 

half of the twentieth-century in those communities.  Five suburban high schools’ 

yearbooks were reviewed for information on athletic programs from 1900 to1945. 

Only three provided any evidence of the influence of racial identity in schoolgirl 

athletics.  Unlike the 1933 Girls’ High School notice announcing the start of a 

swimming program for “colored” girls, there were no direct references to racially 

segregated athletic programs in any of the five suburban schools.  Team pictures 

 
 

319Radnor High School yearbook, 1931 
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and student activity lists are the only clues as to how race may or may not have 

operated and shaped schoolgirl experiences.  

 Demographic statistics offer some idea of the overall proportion of the 

African-heritage population in Pennsylvania, Philadelphia and the surrounding 

suburbs.  In 1920 while about 3% of the state was African-heritage, just over 7% 

of Philadelphia was.  But in suburban Delaware and Chester counties, where 

Chester High School and Phoenixville High School were located, respectively, 

about 9% of the populations were black.  In Montgomery county, where Radnor 

High School is located, the black proportion of the population was less than half 

that, about 4%.  Between 1920 and 1930 all the counties experienced a change 

in black population.  Philadelphia’s black community grew to over 11%, while 

Delaware County’s declined to 7.8% over that decade reflecting a larger increase 

in European-heritage residents.  The black population grew in Chester and 

Montgomery counties by half a percent along with the overall population growth.  

The percentage of black residents in Philadelphia rose from 11 to 13 percent 

between 1930 and 1940.  Over that same time, Delaware county’s dropped from 

nearly 8 to 7 percent, Montgomery county’s from 4.7 to 4.2 percent and Chester 

county’s from 10.4 to 9.4.  Other historians have documented the increasing 

racial homogeneity that accompanied the growth of the suburbs.  From 1920 to 

1950 the percentage of black residents in Philadelphia grew from 7.3 to over 18. 

The increase in Philadelphia’s black population in part explains the increased 

presence of black schoolgirls in Leaders classes in the city high schools.  From 
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1930 to 1950 the percentage of African-heritage suburban residents in the three 

counties changed only slightly.  That is an important explanation for why the 

participation of black schoolgirls on suburban high school interscholastic teams 

during those decades remained consistent.  In the first half of the twentieth-

century the suburban schools offered opportunity to some black schoolgirls.  

However, in the second half of the century some of those opportunities were lost 

when small hometown high schools were closed during the state-wide push to 

consolidate school districts.  

 Yearbook team pictures demonstrate the consistent participation of 

suburban black schoolgirls on interscholastic teams.  No more than six African-

heritage schoolgirl athletes appeared in team photos at any one school in a 

single year.  The same number of black schoolgirls participated on city 

interscholastic teams during the brief time when city schools offered 

interscholastics.  

 The first example of an African-heritage girl participating in a suburban 

high school athletic program was Ethel Marie “Essie” Ford, she played basketball 

in her junior and senior years, 1928 and 1929, at Phoenixville High School.  At 

Chester High School in 1930 one African-heritage girl appeared in the basketball 

team picture. And in 1937 of the two African-heritage girls on the Chester 

basketball team, one was featured in two close-up pictures indicating her 

importance to the team.  Her role on the team is unclear because no text 
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accompanied the pictures.  Participation by African-heritage schoolgirls was not 

limited to basketball.  One of the sixteen members of the Phoenixville field 

hockey team as well as two of the eighteen basketball players in1932 were 

African-heritage girls.  Chester’s 1936 intramural baseball team included four 

black schoolgirls.  Radnor High School’s first African-heritage schoolgirl athlete 

appeared to be Stella Bothello.  Stella’s confident personality is evident over the 

two years, 1936 to 1937, when she appeared almost always front and center in 

tennis, basketball, and swimming team pictures.  She was co-captain of the 1937 

tennis team along with fellow Honor Society (European-heritage) student Virginia 

Powell.  After Stella’s graduation six other black schoolgirls participated on 

Radnor’s field hockey, basketball and tennis teams from 1938 to 1940.  Each 

year from 1940 to 1943 Phoenixville’s basketball team had one black player. 

 This evidence is similar to the early years of Philadelphia schoolgirl sport 

when interscholastic teams were available.  A few talented black schoolgirls 

appeared to have had the chance to participate and in the “meritocracy of 

muscle” rose to prominence.   

 Later in Philadelphia, black schoolgirls participated in sports that were part 

of the curriculum and not those that were extra-curricular.  Suburban sport did 

not offer Leaders classes and intramurals to the exclusion of interscholastic 

teams, therefore intramurals do not offer a lens through which to examine the 

way race operated in suburban schoolgirl sport.  Because the suburban 

yearbooks only featured interscholastic sport with team pictures, it is impossible 
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to determine if participation for black schoolgirls was different on the intramural 

and interscholastic teams. What these incidence of participation indicate is only 

that participation was possible.  The rate of participation of African-heritage 

schoolgirls on school teams in the suburban high schools does not noticeably 

change from the late 1920s to the mid-1940s. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Suburban schoolgirl sport reflected notions of gender relations different 

from those behind the creation of city schoolgirl sport.  The suburbs were created 

by and for heterosexual married households.  This new environment 

mythologized the role of companionate marriages and domesticity in the creation 

of harmonious families.  The idealized suburban life left little room for different 

sex-segregated programs or issues that might concern the professional woman, 

two vital aspects in the formation of city schoolgirl sport policies.  As a result, 

schoolgirl sport in suburban high schools developed in accordance with the way 

schoolboys played sport.  From the earliest examples to the present, schoolgirls, 

their instructors, parents and administrators replicated the major elements of 

schoolboy sport for schoolgirls.  Differences were accepted, for example girls did 

not play football and boys did not play field hockey, but it was believed that girls 

should play appropriate sports in the same way that boys did, and that meant 

interscholastically.  Interscholastic suburban sport gave residents an opportunity 
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to express their pride and association with place, and although this found greater 

expression in the pomp and circumstance of boys sports, especially football 

games, the association was not considered dangerous to girls.  Girls were not 

banned from interscholastic sport.  And compared to the city schools’ intramural 

teams, the suburban environment may have offered black schoolgirls more 

opportunity to participate on interscholastic sport teams. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CHAMPIONSHIPS AND EQUITY AND CITY AND SUBURBAN HIGH 

SCHOOL GIRLS’ SPORT, 1945-1990 

 

 

 

Situating his research within the critical historiography of education, 

William Reese wrote that his book, The Origins of the American High School, 

“depicts schools as deeply embedded in political struggles that frequently 

strengthened the power of the white middle and upper classes at the expense of 

the less fortunate.  It asks why school children not from dominant social classes 

have in the past (and by implication the present) always competed with dice 

loaded against them.”320  Origins focused on high schools in the nineteenth 

century, but research provides ample evidence that high schools have continued 

to favor some students more than others in the twentieth-century.321   

 
320William J. Reese, The Origins of the American High School (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), xvi. 
321David L Angus and Jeffrey E. Mirel, The Failed Promise of the 

American High School, 1890–1995 (New York: Teachers College Press, 1999). 
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decades.”   Certainly, hig

                                                       

In the next two chapters I explore why high schools continued to privilege 

some students over others by examining the development of schoolgirl sport in 

the city and suburbs of Philadelphia from 1945 to 1990.  Schoolgirl sport is under 

examined for its role in renewing privilege in the educational system.322  I take 

the position that although there was no master plan to limit the benefits of Title IX 

and other social changes that gave value to schoolgirl sport, the hidden hand of 

discrimination withheld from city schoolgirls and black suburban schoolgirls the 

benefits of high school sport.    Evidence strongly suggests that by 1990 

suburban white schoolgirls benefited from Title IX more than urban schoolgirls 

and black suburban schoolgirls.   “Contemporary racism,” wrote George Lipstiz, 

“is not just a residual consequence of slavery and de jure segregation but rather 

something that has been created anew in our time by many factors including 

putative race-neutral liberal social democratic reforms of the past five 

323 h schools in the last half of the twentieth-century were  

 
322A few researchers have raised the issue that not all girls have benefited 

from Title IX, see , Sara Clarke Kaplan, “White Lie: The Victory of Women’s 
Sports,” ColorLines, 1931/January 2002, 40–43; Barbara Gail Isaccs, “Anglo, 
Black, and Latin Adolescents Participation in Sports,” DAI 1985 45 (9) (1985), 
Yvonne Smith, “Women of Color in Society and Sport,” Quest 44, no. 2 
(1992): 230; Welch Suggs, “Left Behind,” Chronicle of Higher Education, 
1930/November 2001. Tami Videon, “Who Plays and Who Benefits: Gender, 
Interscholastic Athletics and Academic Outcomes,” Sociological Perspectives 45, 
no. 4 (2002): 415–44; Donald and Merrill J. Melnick Sabo, Beth E. Vanfossen, 
“High School Athletic Participation and Post Secondary Educational and 
Occupational Mobility: A Focus on Race and Gender,” Sociology of Sport 
Journal 10 (1993): 44–56. 

323George Lipsitz, “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized 
Social Democracy and the ‘White’ Problem in American Studies,” American 
Quarterly 47, no. 3 (September 1995): 371. 
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subject to many such reforms intended to democratize the benefits of high school 

attendance. Reforms often targeted racial and gender disparities.  Title IX, a 

gender-based reform, was just such a “putative race-neutral liberal social 

democratic” reform.  But it has benefited white suburban schoolgirls more than 

urban schoolgirls, and even black suburban schoolgirls have suffered its 

consequences.  This chapter examines the way previous differences between 

city and suburban sport policy set the stage for racial inequity to be created anew 

in schoolgirl sport.   

In this chapter the inherent inadequacies of Title IX’s “putative race 

neutral” reform are revealed by first examining the foundation upon which the 

benefits of Title IX were built.  In order to understand how a race-neutral policy 

like Title IX actually reproduced racial inequity, the history of high school sport 

from 1950 to1970 must first be examined.  School sport rose in prominence after 

World War Two amidst an increasingly gendered milieu.  This circumstance 

shaped similar experiences for city and suburban schoolgirls.  Girls from all 

schools reacted in an inclusive way to the new gendered activities. This 

permitted schoolgirl sport to survive what other historians have considered its 

most challenging time.  The popularity of school sport also resulted in the 

introduction of intramural programs where none had previously existed. By 1969 

however, there was little programmatic difference between city and suburban 

sport except for membership in the Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic 

Association (PIAA).  And that would prove to be significant. 
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Part 1: 1945 to 1970 

  

  Near universal high school attendance raised the popularity of school 

athletics in general from 1945 to the late 1960s and specifically affected city and 

suburban schoolgirls. In particular the embellishments of football games with 

female performance groups, like cheerleaders, drill teams and majorettes, 

reinforced the masculine hegemony of school sport.  In both the city and suburbs 

of Philadelphia this masculine hegemony was represented by a schoolboy 

monopoly of official championships.    

 High schools played a larger role in the US after 1945. City schools faced 

daunting overcrowding, and later, spurred by federal housing policies, the 

suburbs faced similar challenges.324   Nationally, the average suburban high 

school population doubled between 1950 and 1970.325  By the end of the 1950s 

more than eighty percent of teenagers attended high school nationally, making it 

a nearly universal experience. But universality had already been achieved in 

Philadelphia.  In 1960 84% of all 14 to 17 year-olds attended school, up only 1% 

from 1940 with most of the gains coming in the 16-17 year-olds.  Surrounding 

 
324David Tyack, The One Best System, A History of American Urban 

Education (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974), 270. 
325John Rury, “Educating Urban Youth: James Conant and the Changing 

Context of Metropolitan America, 1945–95,” Annual Meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association (Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 1999), 7,8. 
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Philadelphia, in Delaware, Montgomery and Chester counties, 92%, 92%, and 

86%, respectively, of all 14 to 17 year-olds were in school in 1960, up from 89%, 

85% and 81% (respectively) in 1940.  But while Philadelphia’s overall population 

grew by three to four percent, each of the three suburban counties experienced 

significant overall growth from 1940 to 1960.  Delaware and Montgomery 

counties grew by 78% and Chester County grew by 55% during that same time. 

From 1945 to 1970 all school districts faced the challenges of serving a growing 

and shifting population.326  

 

Football and Female Cheerleaders 

 

 The increase in high school attendance among teenagers accompanied 

by the rapid increase in the size of suburban communities after 1945 precipitated 

an increased interest in school sport.  Most boroughs and townships maintained 

a high school.  In Delaware County alone there were 50 boroughs and townships 

supporting 27 high schools.  In 1940 the native white population of Philadelphia 

was 71% and Delaware, Montgomery and Chester counties were all between 

84% and 86% native-white.  Two decades later, in 1960, the percentage of non-

 
326DEMOGRAPHIC Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 

Research. HISTORICAL, ECONOMIC. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university 
Consortium for Political and Social Research [producer and distributor], 197? 
[Computer file],  
(Http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/reference.html). 
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native white residents increased.   Thirty percent of Philadelphia, 24% of 

Delaware County, 23 % of Montgomery County and 14% of Chester County 

residents were “persons of foreign stock,” according to the census.  Although 

“foreign stock” (not Negro) was not clearly defined, I suggest that the percentage 

of non-native white persons is sufficient evidence to claim that an activity, like 

football, that brought together residents in support of the high school team served 

a social purpose.   In his study of the fate of the comprehensive high school John 

Rury wrote that the shifting and increasing populations around metropolitan 

areas, “meant that for large numbers of urban and suburban residents there were 

few shared public spaces and social experiences.”327  Rury’s focus was on the 

lack of shared public space in an increasingly racially divided metropolitan area 

and the impact that had on racial associations in public education.  For the 

purposes of this study, his observation can alternatively suggest that the few 

public spaces and activities that did exist within urban or suburban communities 

accomplished within communities what was missing across community divisions; 

they functioned to ameliorate differences among members of a community. For 

the white-ethnics (Italians, Poles, Slavs, Irish, etc.) the public activity of football 

games allowed them to become Radnorites, or Medians or Lansdowners, or in 

the city, Northeasterners or West Philadelphians- blurring ethnic boundaries.  

crease in the size of suburban communities occurred 

 
327Rury, “Educating Urban Youth,” 4 
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along with an increase in the population of black city residents.  Color boundaries 

developed between suburban and urban communities, and within city 

neighborhoods as well.  The black white divide predominated and contributed to 

reduce the significance of the older distinctions among white-ethnics that had 

existed in the city neighborhoods.328   

 Football games were a public activity where identities based upon 

membership in the high school community (not ethnicity or class) were invented 

and enacted.  This kind of community chauvinism arose in both city and 

suburban communities.  The social cohesion function provided by football games 

was well underway when James Coleman, who always associated athletics with 

schoolboys, observed that, “Athletic contests represent more to a community 

than a mere sports competition between schools-they are contests between 

communities.”329  Sport contests, football being the largest, helped forge 

community identity.  Yearbooks show that across the Philadelphia region football 

games provided a venue to enact this growing affinity and shared community 

identity.   

 Nothing stands out more in high school yearbooks over the past century 

ball as a large and gender-laden performance event.   

 

 

328These residential changes set the stage for the Civil Rights campaign 
that will take place north of the Mason-Dixon line.  It is a story that historian 
Thomas Sugrue states is under examined and infrequently told considering that 
by the 1960s most African-heritage US citizens lived in northern metropolitan 
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profile- was valuable as a c

                                                       

Once again, referencing the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz, if action is 

text, then a narrative of high school football events potentially says quite a lot 

about the role of high schools in American society to enact community and 

gender identities.330  For the purposes of this study the gendered contours of 

football games are examined for the challenges they posed to schoolgirl 

athletics.  Schoolgirls approached these gendered performance opportunities in 

unexpectedly inclusive ways.  

 Football adapted very well to the population increases in the communities 

and the schools.  Football teams can support very large squads.  Yearbooks 

show, beginning around 1940, football teams got larger, including the junior 

varsities.  Across the region football team photos show the athletes seated in row 

after row of the stadium bleachers.331  In addition to the impressive number of 

student participants, the football game venue also accommodated many 

spectators, hence the reason for the bleachers. Such large gatherings became 

proof to many that sport- with football as its representative with the highest 

ommunity building activity.  

 
 

 

areas. See Thomas J. Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty, The Forgotten Struggle for 
Civil Rights in the North (New York: Random House, 2008). 

329James Coleman, Adolescents and Schools (1965), 29. 
330Biersack, “Local Knowledge, Local History: Geertz and Beyond,” 76. 
331Team photos deserve their own dissertation.  In the earliest days 

photos took place in a studio, later the large impressive doors of the 
architecturally significant high schools provided the background.  When athletic 
service to school diminished and accrued more to the individual the photos were 
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 Football symbolized community cohesion in shared purpose.  Invoking 

military references, Olney High School in 1943 justified its large “Pigskin Parade” 

as community support for improving physical fitness, all in the service of country.  

The opening page to its yearbook sports section stated “Our Nation Needs Us 

Strong-Physical fitness has an A-1 priority at Olney.”  Pictures of a football game 

accompanied that banner statement. This juxtapositioning implied that football 

promoted physical fitness and national military preparedness. This was not the 

first time such claims were made. Some historians suggest that World War One 

provided football the opportunity to transition from an activity that many 

Americans considered recklessly violent to one that created physically fit 

patriots.332   Those ideas were reinvigorated after World War Two and 

accompanied the increase in high school attendance.  In contrast to the 1920s 

when college football was a spectacle that dominated the national attention, in 

1945 high schools began enlisting female students to enact the cultural meaning 

of football.  Community support was represented in high school yearbooks by 

pictures that captured exuberant female cheerleaders mid-jump and the drill 

team performing for the large crowds. 

 
 
taken on the actual field.  The larger and larger football squads were easily 
noticed over the course of the century.  

332Elliot J. Gorn, and Warren Goldstein, A Brief History of American Sports 
(USA: Hill and Wang, 1993), 177–80. 
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 Ethnic accord and community building were on the minds of many in the 

years immediately after World War II and the large crowds attending football  

games were a perfect place to build a common identity.  The students at Chester 

High School made the point explicitly in their 1945 yearbook when they wrote,  

“Our Strength Lies in Our Common Beliefs...we do not distinguish our classmates 

according to nationalities.  Rather do we measure them in terms of their 

contributions and achievements.”  When the yearbook editors provided a list of 

the students’ ethnic identities destined for the melting pot, the magnitude of the 

challenge was spelled out under the heading, “Our Melting Pot Bubbles Over.” 

The yearbook entry included:  

 

Our 35 nationalities: English, German, Hungarian, Italian, Greek, Scotch, 
Irish, Dutch, American, Slavik, Swedish, Austrian, Lithuanian, Scotch Irish, 
Canadian, African, Danish, Spanish, French, Welsh, Indian, Russian, 
Ukrainian, Polish, Burban, Jewish, Romanian, Norwegian, Mexican, 
Assyrian, Latvian, Estonian, Czechoslovakian, Finnish and Swiss.333   

 

While football games permitted students and families of different ethnic 

backgrounds to come together as fans, what is noteworthy for the purposes of 

this study were the gender segregated performance groups: cheerleaders, drill 

teams, color guards and majorettes that lent pageantry to the formation of a 

 
3331949 Chester High School yearbook, no page 
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single community identity.334  The female performance groups became rallying 

points for fans while they simultaneously reinforced rigid associations between 

gender and sport335.   

 Marching bands, the mainstay of football entertainment, remained a co-ed 

performance group, but the “band front” that emerged at this time gave a 

gendered caste to the space around a football game. At all the co-ed high 

schools during the 1930s and early 1940s, cheerleading squads included boys  

and girls. In fact, single-sex squads met with administrative disapproval at one 

school at least.  At Frankford High School in 1931 a displeased yearbook writer 

noted that, “Since girls’ cheer leading at football games has been stopped, the 

only work done by the girls’ squad is at the track meets.”336  Whatever 

reservations existed in 1931 about girls’ cheering at football games subsided 

over the next two decades.  By the late 1940s most cheerleading squads were 

exclusively female performance groups.  The change from co-ed to all-female 

cheerleading squads occurred at about the same time at most schools under 

review.   Whereas all of these schools maintained co-ed cheerleading squads 

during the 1930s, by 1950 most were all-female. Germantown High School and 

Media cheerleaders were all girls by 1944, Upper Darby by 1946, Frankford and 

 
334For an example of an historical analysis of pageantry see, Mary Ryan, 

“The American Parade”. 
335For a similar discussion about the rise of cheerleading in the context of 

women’s and girls’ sport see, Grundy, Learning to Win, 245–54. 
3361931 February, Frankford High School yearbook, 69. 
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Radnor by 1947, Olney by 1951, Overbrook by 1952, Penncrest, by at least 

1959, and Lansdowne sometime between 1937 and 1950. 

 Across the region during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s high school 

yearbooks recorded the multi-performance event that football games had 

become.  Marching bands had been a feature at the half-time breaks of football 

games since before World War II.  But during the 1940s the bands provided a 

backdrop for a new kind of entertainment: the presentation of attractive 

schoolgirls.  In 1945 the Chester yearbook staff spoke for the returning veterans, 

proclaiming the invaluable visual contribution cheerleaders made to an athletic 

event.   

 
While we have been away from home, we have attended many sports 
activities, but something was lacking.  Now we have it: it was the peppy, 
attractive cheerleaders.  Their vivacious smiles, their vim, their enthusiasm 
appeal to all spectators.  Just look at them!337 

 

In 1948 an avid spectator described the allure of the many performances that 

made up an otherwise straight forward athletic contest:  

 

An unforgettable part of every game, whether it be won or lost, is the 
gaiety found at half-time.  The marching of the band, the singing of the 
school song, and the cheerleaders racing across the field to lead the 
opposition in a cheer -all these things are part of the excitement of a 
football game.338 

 
3371945 Chester High School yearbook, 82 
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By the mid 1960s cheerleaders were not only unforgettable but indispensable--a 

game without them was unimaginable.  “Try to imagine what a football or 

basketball game would be like without the cheerleaders.  Their emotion filled 

voices and unfaltering spirit are as much a part of the action as the game 

itself,”339 commented a fan. 

 Of course, girls supporting boys at sport was not new.  The Chester 

yearbook of 1914 included the following 

 

But be it not thought that all the credit and honor were due to the male 
members of the class alone.  The girls were loyal to the class in every 
way, and they did as much if not more in helping Fifteen to gain its 
reputation as did the boys. They attended all the games and cheered 
lustily for the teams, thus helping the boys to turn almost certain defeat 
into victory.  For who would not strive on to victory when urged by such an 
innocent, merry, graceful, beautiful, and heart-breaking group of young 
ladies?  Far be it from me to be guilty of the crime of forgetting them!340  

 

There were three important differences between 1915 and later decades.  First, 

the “innocent, merry, graceful and heart-breaking” female students supporting the 

boy athletes were not a selected set of representative girls and, second, they 

were not clad in special outfits.  The girls of 1915 cheered alongside the rest of 

the male student body in their street clothes. In other words, they were not part 

formance pageantry surrounding the football game.  

 
 

3381948, Frankford yearbook, no pagination 
3391965 Radnor High School yearbook, 57 
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Third, and most importantly, the support accrued to the class of 1915, “helping 

Fifteen to gain its reputation,” not the entire school.  But in the second half of the 

twentieth century the visual spectacle of the girls’ performances were “as much a 

part of the action as the game itself” and their ”emotion filled voices” provided 

unfaltering support for the boys who represented the entire school in their 

competition against another school.  Together, the male athletes and the female 

cheerleaders represented the entire school and community.  

 Drill teams and sometimes Color Guards too, began as co-ed groups and 

like cheerleading squads eventually became almost exclusively female.  But 

majorettes, the short-skirted, military jacketed and booted baton twirlers, perhaps 

the most unique American pseudo-military gendered performance group, were 

always all-female and completed the band front. These groups: cheerleaders, 

drill team, color guards and majorettes were the most consistent student 

activities chronicled in all the yearbooks from the1930s to 1990.341 

 Football and its attendant gendered entertainment are important to the 

story of schoolgirl sport because they clarify the challenges the heightened 

gender context posed to mid-century schoolgirl athletes.  High school football in 

1915 was not the same as high school football in 1950. Football was a 

l activity for much of the teens, twenties and thirties, 

 
 

3401914 Chester High School yearbook, 60-61 
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but by the 1940s high school football had been absolved of its infamy.342  

Football became symbolic of physical fortification and community building. At the 

same time, masculinity and femininity were acted-out on the same stage where 

this community building took place.  Football players, cheerleaders, drill teams 

and majorettes enacted rigid ideals associated with femininity and masculinity, 

potent themes in the second half of the century.343  Rigid gender roles were as 

limiting for boys as they were for girls.  After all, boys were excluded from 

cheerleader squads and drill teams, and denied the opportunity to dance, stomp 

and twirl as majorettes in front of large crowds.  Previously, attractive male 

students had been appreciated on the sidelines along with female students.  At 

Olney High School in 1938 a picture of the five boys and five girls comprising the 

cheerleading squad was accompanied by the caption, “Enthusiasm is half the 

 
 

341For a similar discussion of the higher profile of these groups in North 
Carolina high schools see Grundy, Learning to Win, 246–48. 

342For one rendition of not only the changes in social attitudes toward 
American football but also how that was accomplished see, Michael Oriard, 
Reading Football, How the Popular Press Created An American Spectacle 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1993). 

343There is a large literature on the development of mid-century 
heteronormativity. Specifically with respect to schools see Chapter 5 in Jackie M. 
Blount, Fit to Teach: Same-Sex Desire, Gender, and School Work in the 
Twentieth Century (Albany, NY: Stare University of New York Press, 2005) The 
national breadth of the rise of concern to protect heteronormativity is most clearly 
made by the US government’s efforts to purge “sex perverts” from the “federal 
roles” at this time.  See, Jonathan Katz, Gay American History, Lesbians and 
Gay Men in the USA: A Documentary (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1976)  
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game-add these handsome young men and women, and the victory is almost 

won.”344   

 Historian Pamela Grundy in Learning to Win examined the rise of 

cheerleading in North Carolina and suggested that it represented the 

development of irreconcilable gendered identities: a feminization of the pageantry 

at male sporting activities, with emphasis on physical attractiveness, and a 

masculinization of all who participate in sport, for both boys and girls.345  The 

same trends as those in North Carolina described by Grundy developed in 

Philadelphia, but evidence from area high schools also suggests that schoolgirls 

did not experience bifurcated gender identities around their athleticism and 

participation in performance groups like cheerleaders, majorettes and even 

beauty queens -who were often showcased at football games. Many girls 

reconciled both types of activities and incorporated them into their school lives. 

Evidence for this comes from high school yearbooks that show the same girls 

that were cheerleaders, majorettes and May Queens were members of the sports 

teams. 

 The development of single-sex performance groups represented a 

powerful shift in the way high school girls gained attention.  Individual efforts at 

glamour (hair, make-up, clothes) had entered the youth culture decades earlier, 

 
3441938 January, Olney High School yearbook, no page 
345See Grundy, Learning to Win, 251–52 Grundy concludes that 

“masculine” and  “feminine” activities separated athletes from cheerleaders.   
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but the performance groups, observed Pamela Grundy, placed new emphasis 

“on female appearance and defined cheerleaders’ accomplishments less through 

measurable skills than through their effect on an audience.”346  These were 

powerful notions, impacting schoolgirls from many directions, and a particular 

challenge to schoolgirl athleticism because they were acted-out at a high-profile, 

representative sporting venue.  Heteronormative voyeurism had already crept 

into schoolgirl physical education activities in the city schools. (Recall the boys 

located along the fence to watch the girls play intramural field hockey-and the 

girls’ awareness that they were being watched.)  Football games gave it a 

community-wide stage.   

 Contrary to common understanding schoolgirls were not separated into 

two groups, the cheerleaders and the athletes. As long as weekly schedules 

permitted, schoolgirls resisted gendered dualism and participated in both all-

female performance groups at male sporting events and on girls’ sports teams.   

In the Philadelphia area schools, participation in band front groups did not 

preclude participation in athletics for girls, at least not in the 1940s, 1950s and 

1960s.  Many girls incorporated both into their school activities. For example the 

outstanding field hockey player Kathy Filippone was also the Upper Darby 

cheerleading captain in 1946. Blanche Hazlett, co-captain of the majorettes also 

igh School basketball team and her classmate Gwen 

 
346Grundy, Learning to Win, 247 
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Craig was a cheerleader and played both varsity field hockey and basketball.347  

(Figures 4-1, 4-2) The 1969 May Queen, Robin Davis was the treasurer of the 

Leaders Group, the MVP of the hockey team, co-captain of the lacrosse team, 

and a three-year member of the band and the chorus.  Her court included a 

cheerleader who was also the assistant editor of the yearbook, another 

classmate that was the captain of the cheerleaders, a varsity field hockey player 

and treasurer of her class, and another that was co-captain of the drill team and 

president of the Leaders Group. For schoolgirls, sexualized roles based upon 

physical attractiveness, like cheerleader, majorette or Queen, did not rule out 

participation in sport.  Many girls chose to do both.  However, these performance 

opportunities were not simply another high school accomplishment to be 

acquired on the ascending ladder of social status and meritorious rank.  They 

demonstrated the way girls negotiated their own standards of accomplishment 

within the normative demands for them to actively, in pageantry and 

performance, reinforce the gender hierarchy--where boys sports were more 

important.  While membership in one of the performance groups increased a girl 

student’s “popularity,” her popularity was directly tied to her public role as a 

supporter of boys’ sports. Schoolgirl athletic identity was never accorded the kind  

 

 
3471957 Media High School yearbook, no page  
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of public, pageantry-filled recognition boy athletes received, but that did not deter 

many girls from incorporating athletics into their accomplishments.348   

 

Interscholastics For All, Intramurals For All 

 

   The expansion of intramural programs in many high schools after World 

War II was another response to the increased number of high school students.  It 

was also supported by the residual concerns for military preparedness. 

Intramural programs were expanded for suburban boys and girls alongside 

existing interscholastic teams.349 The variety of intramural sport was remarkable, 

even to the students.  One Chester high school student commented,  

 

In addition to the “big four” of baseball, basketball, football, and track, boys 
and girls have been able to participate in many other athletic activities.  
Included are softball, volleyball, cross country, hockey, archery, tennis, 
boxing, wrestling, and horseback riding.  Never before in the history of the 

 
348By the time James Coleman wrote about the lives of teenagers in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s gender patterns were well established.  In fact when 
Coleman disparages the dominance of athletics in high schools he never 
acknowledges that female athletes existed at high schools. He equated high 
school athlete with male student and cheerleaders with female students. 
Coleman identified popularity as the focus of teenage school life at that time. 
James Coleman, The Adolescent Society, The Social Life of Teenagers and Its 
Impact on Education (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, Inc, 1961) and 
Coleman, Adolescents and Schools. 

349For a discussion of the impact of war preparedness on PE and high 
school curriculum see, Richard M Ugland, “‘Education For Victory’: The High 
School Victory Corps and Curricular Adaptation During World War II,” History of 
Education Quarterly 19, no. 4 (0435–51 1979): 442–43. 
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school have the pupils had such a wide selection of sporting events.  Let’s 
hope the trend continues.350   

 

 

Students had invoked the “never before” assessment many times in their 

yearbooks and often they were in error, but in this case it was an apt description. 

Chester High School had in fact offered only a few sports before the war.  Boys 

played interscholastic football, basketball, baseball and track, while the only 

interscholastic girls team at the time was basketball.  All the nine new sports 

were offered as intramural programs.  Upper Darby High School inaugurated its 

intramural program in the early 1940s351 and in 1963 reported two-hundred 

students were participating.352  Radnor High School, whose programs for boys 

and girls were primarily interscholastic, also added intramurals at that time.  

 The suburban commitment to interscholastic games was not sufficient to 

meet the interest in sport among the growing suburban high school population.  

Because the goal of interscholastic programs was to produce the most talented 

team in order to successfully compete against other communities, interscholastic 

teams were part of the “meritocracy of muscle” and could only accommodate a 

limited number of participants.  Many teams had a varsity and a junior varsity and 

sometimes even a third and fourth team, but it was obvious that by itself an 

 
3501945 Chester High School yearbook, 42 
3511945 Upper Darby High School, 92.. 
3521963 Upper Darby High School yearbook, no page. 
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interscholastic program could not accommodate the significant increases in 

student population.  Intramurals were expanded because team competition was 

widely believed to be an indispensable component of an American high school  

education.  The fundamental suburban attitude that all children deserved a 

program suited to their needs required an expansion of the intramural program.   

 In the suburban schools intramurals gave boys and girls who did not make 

the varsity teams the opportunity to play on a sport team.  In 1945 the reason for 

the Upper Darby intramural program was explained in the yearbook.   

 

Many Upper Darby students have a keen interest in sports, but few have 
the ability to defend the Purple and Gold on a team or have the 
opportunity to be awarded a letter by the A.A. council.  The Intramural 
Program provides a chance for these people to participate in their favorite 
sports.353 

 

Girls and boys at Upper Darby competed for school championships through the 

intramural program.  The program was consistent in its design for many years.  

Ten years after the inaugural program the yearbook offered a very similar 

explanation.  

 

The intramural sports program gave boys and girls interested in 
competitive athletics a chance to play basketball, softball, soccer, tennis, 
volleyball, and hockey...Thus, many students who were unable to 

 
3531945, Upper Darby High School yearbook, 92 
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participate in varsity and junior varsity sports obtained a chance to display 
their ability in the intramural program.354 

 

At Chester High School readers were told, 

 

Girls with a keen sense of coordination and drive find an outlet for their 
energies through varsity competition in hockey, basketball, and softball.  
For those not filling varsity berths, intramural athletics instill a sense of 
teamwork, cooperation, and responsibility which carry over into life 
situations... A sense of loyalty is developed.355 

 

 In the city schools the existing girls’ intramural programs benefitted from this 

general invigoration of purpose.  Class associations were de-emphasized while 

the programs expanded. Teams were comprised of girls from different classes 

and sometimes organized by talent, but continued to play only each other.  At 

Frankford High School, a city school, one hundred and fifty girls came out for 

intramural softball and three hundred registered for the intramural bowling 

program in 1948.  City boys and girls PE programs were still quite distinct after 

the war but it is unclear whether city boys programs included new intramural 

teams because little was ever written in the yearbooks about the inter-class or 

intramural games.  

 In the city schools interscholastic teams began to appear for girls in 

conjunction with the longstanding intramural programs.  However, the earlier 

 
3541957, Upper Darby High School yearbook, 119 
3551955 Chester High School yearbook, 62 
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preferences for intramural teams over interscholastic teams remained.  In the city 

high schools all interested girls were assigned to an intramural team first; then, 

after almost an entire season of games was played, some talented players were  

selected to be on a varsity team which would play a few interscholastic games.  

This is a subtle distinction that eventually disappeared, but for the first few years 

when interscholastic girls’ teams were reintroduced to city schools, the emphasis 

remained on the intramural program. At Frankford High School, for example, in 

1947 the field hockey program divided all the interested girls into two intramural 

teams that played each other.  From those two teams one team was selected to 

play three outside games--with Olney, Girls High and Bartram.  In comparison, 

that same year in the suburbs, Upper Darby offered full-length seasons for 

intramural and interscholastic field hockey.  The interscholastic team played an 

eight game schedule and honored the MVP at an awards dinner. The city 

programs at this time resembled the earlier suburban programs in the way 

intramurals were a proving ground for the selection to an interscholastic team.  

The suburban model after the 1930s quickly culled the better athletes for the 

interscholastic teams and offered intramurals for the less talented, but equally 

interested.  In a variety of sports across the city, the introduction of 

interscholastic teams did not catapult the best athletes to varsity status because 

often there was not a whole season’s worth of games to fill an interscholastic 

schedule.  For example, in order to accommodate the three hundred girls who 

registered for bowling at Frankford  in 1949, the yearbook explained that, “The 
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games were intermural[sic], and a final championship team was picked, and  had 

two games with Roxborough and Gratz”.356  Sometimes in city schools 

interscholastic teams were never formed.  For example,  the one hundred and 

fifty girls at Frankford interested in playing softball were divided into intramural 

teams and “the two top teams played themselves, [while] the others play[ed] 

among themselves.” Five years later when interscholastic softball was (re-

)introduced, intramurals remained the priority. The yearbook reported, “Girls from 

all grades have an equal opportunity to make the teams.  All girls were first 

assigned to a club or intramural team, [and] then players were chosen to form 

varsity and junior varsity teams to play other schools.”357  Germantown High 

School in 1948 offered only intramural teams in volleyball, hockey, swimming and 

baseball. When interscholastic volleyball became available at Germantown two 

years later, even then, winning did not immediately become their central goal.  

The 1950 yearbook reported that “enthusiasm and good sportsmanship” 

prevailed as the goal.  A student wrote   

 

Numerous [volleyball] teams are formed, and these groups play against 
each other.  Those girls showing the greatest skill, are chosen finally to 
play in the varsity team.  This group plays such schools as Wm. Penn, 
Girls, Gratz and several other high schools in a fine show of enthusiasm 
and good sportsmanship.358 

 
3561948 Frankford High School, 86. 
3571953 Frankford High School yearbook 
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 The expansion of intramural programs across the region was a response 

to the increased high school populations and it represented a general belief in 

the value of sport for all high school students.  Yet prior gender specific 

programming continued to influence the way schoolgirls in the city and suburbs 

experienced the new developments.  City girls played through an intramural 

program to get to an interscholastic team that played a few games, while 

suburban girls were selected much sooner to an interscholastic team in order to 

have time to complete a full-season’s schedule of games; those not chosen were 

consoled with intramurals. For girls in both city and suburban schools their 

athletic activities had a lower profile than the one boys enjoyed. From an 

historical perspective the differences between city and suburban girls has been 

overlooked by proponents of female sport equity focused on the inequity between 

boys and girls.  But the difference between city and suburban schoolgirls would 

have a profound effect on the fortunes of girl athletes from city and suburban 

schools. 

 

Leaders Classes In The City And Suburbs Support Intramurals 

 

 Vestigial elements of the 1920s and 1930s separatist sport philosophy 

0s and 1960s.  Leaders classes were the most 

 
 

3581950 January, Germantown High School yearbook, 37 
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important programmatic evidence of the historical difference between girls and 

boys programs.  Their disappearance marked the final shift away from 

separatism and toward mimicry.   

  First introduced in the late 1920s and 1930s, Leaders classes supported 

the intramural programs in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s.  Offered under the 

supervision of the PE department, Leaders classes in the city provided a 

leadership opportunity for excellent girl athletes.  In the suburbs they provided 

important support to the few women in charge of the extensive intramural 

programs for girls.  The Leaders class was an elective class for students 

interested in sports and PE as a profession.  At Radnor High School the 1947 

yearbook provided the following description and purpose for their Leaders’ class,  

 

The Student Leaders are a group of girls in the upper school under the 
sponsorship of Miss Encke...their responsibilities are to assist her in our 
extensive physical fitness program and to officiate in all intra-mural sports.  
The girls chosen are only those who excel in athletics, are interested in 
Physical Education, and are aggressive in officiating in games...48 girls 
assist in one class in addition to their regular periods.   

 

Leaders classes existed at Radnor high school for over twenty years; their 

purpose changed very little.  The 1963 yearbook readers were told that the 

student Leaders demonstrated, “excellence in PE, and active interest in varied 

sports and a desire to know the rules and skills.”  The 1950 Frankford yearbook 

described their Leaders class this way,  
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The club meets every Monday when the school day is over.  Class 
activities plus extra work is on the program for the girls.  Satisfactory 
grades as well as sincere interest in gym activities are necessary for 
membership in the Leaders’ Club...For the past five years the Girls’ 
Leaders Club has assisted in running the district play-day which is held 
each spring at the Memorial Stadium.359  

 

Sometimes the leaders class was the only athletic venue available to the sports 

minded girl.  At William Penn High School for Girls in 1946 the Leaders class was 

described as an “after school group that play[ed] lots of sports to keep physically 

fit.”  The girls participated in: basketball, hockey, volleyball, baseball, archery and 

dancing.360  No other sport opportunities existed at Wm. Penn at that time. 

  Leaders classes were important because there were remarkably few 

women PE instructors behind the many intramural and interscholastic programs 

offered at Philadelphia area high schools.  In 1951 Upper Darby High School 

assembled its “Coaching Staff” for a yearbook photograph.  Seventeen teachers 

dressed in their formal teaching attire posed for it.  Front and center sat the sole 

woman, the only woman PE instructor for the school. (Figure 4-3) That year the 

school offered three intramural teams and ten interscholastic teams for boys-to 

which the sixteen coaches offered their services- and three intramural and six 

interscholastic teams for girls, most with a varsity and junior varsity-all coached 

by the one PE instructor.  If other schools had gathered their coaches together 

e represented a similar workload for the women’s PE 

 
3591950, Frankford High School yearbook, 37 
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staff.  The 1951 picture clarified the practical need for the Leaders classes.  It 

also demonstrated what was observed in all yearbooks, that sport knowledge 

was generalized across the school faculty for males.  It was generally accepted 

that a male faculty member who taught English or Math might also know enough 

about basketball, cross country, soccer or football to be the school coach.  But 

knowledge of girl’s sport was more specialized; only the PE instructors were 

generally thought to have sufficient knowledge to coach the girls’ teams.  This 

construction of knowledge provided a level of employment protection to women 

PE instructors not enjoyed by other high school teachers.  It also meant that 

women PE instructors carried a significant workload.  

 The commitment to provide competitive athletics for all students waned in 

the late1960s and 1970s. There was no specific effort directed toward the 

elimination of intramural programs.  Rather it is likely intramural sports and 

Leaders classes became unintended victims of the changes sought in the high 

school curriculum. These were turbulent years for high schools and their 

curriculums received a lot of attention.  As David Angus and Jeffery Mirel show in 

The Failed Promise of the American High School, 1890-1995, criticism and 

proposals came from many different quarters, but despite the various 

 
 

3601946 William Penn High School for Girls yearbook, no page. 
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perspectives curricular differentiation was for the most part unchallenged.361  

Angus and Mirel’s argument suggests a broader theme behind many of the 

proposed reforms between 1965 and 1990.  Many critics agreed that high 

schools were failing to prepare students for their next step; for some students this 

was training in a trade, for others it was college.  This might explain the 

disappearance of intramural sport programs across the Philadelphia region  

because in that reform environment a program that did not directly connect with 

something after high school lost its justification.  Intramural programs did not 

connect with any “next step.”  This not only explains the disappearance of 

intramural sports, but also the increased emphasis given to interscholastic 

athletics.  With the wider distribution of college athletic scholarships and 

increases in the financial support colleges gave athletic programs in the 1960s 

and 1970s, the purposes of school sport narrowed to focus on interscholastic 

high school sport as preparation for college sport.  Intramural programs did not 

have any reason to exist beyond the contribution they made to high school life.  

Mandatory PE classes already fulfilled a school’s obligation for health education.   

 Intramural programs disappeared and with them Leaders classes.  In 1947 

there were one hundred Germantown Leaders, but in 1968, the year girls 

interscholastic teams were permanently reintroduced, there were just forty. That 

ere mentioned in a Germantown yearbook.  At 

 

 

361David L Angus and Jeffrey E. Mirel, The Failed Promise of the 
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Frankford high school the Leaders classes in the late 1940s through the 1950s 

consistently had about one hundred students, but by 1970 the number had 

declined to about sixty; the last year in 1981, there were only ten. Sometime 

between 1952 and 1962 Olney High School, one of the first city schools to return 

to interscholastic girls’ sport, terminated its Leaders class.  Overbrook, one of the 

last schools to return to interscholastic play, maintained a Leaders class until 

1969, the year it commenced a full interscholastic schedule.  Leaders class at the 

much smaller suburban Radnor High School had about thirty to forty girls in the 

late 1940s and less than dozen in 1966, its last year.  Upper Darby Leaders, like 

Radnor’s, disappeared sometime in the late 60s.  

 The disappearance of the Leaders classes indicated: the demise of 

intramural programs and a female specific professional rationale; the ascendancy 

of interscholastic teams; and the development of greater conformity by girls 

sports programs with boys programs across the Philadelphia region.  During the 

1940s, 1950s and 1960s organized sports were made available to as many 

students as possible.  In the 1930s women PE instructors had been the original 

advocates for broad participation. Their motto at the time was “A sport for every 

girl and every girl in a sport.”  Those early proponents, in an effort to secure their 

profession had claimed that only by suppressing interscholastic teams could 

s for girls be assured and the unsavory elements 

 
 
American High School, 1890–1995, 122–98. 
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proliferating in schoolboy sport be avoided.  This message met with a lot of 

success in the city high schools.  Across the region by the middle of the twentieth 

century the single-sex PE profession was widely accepted and the political 

environment that gave rise to the separatist goals was all but forgotten.  The 

fears that had inspired a uniquely female philosophy were no longer so pressing. 

Secure and entrenched, but in a political environment less tolerant of uniquely 

female agendas, especially ones that claimed the educational “high ground,” 

professional advocates for girls sport shed their separatist professional rationale 

and adapted their programs to resemble the boys’.362 As a result girls’ PE 

departments in the city and suburban schools sponsored both intramural and 

interscholastic teams through the late 1940s, 1950s and 1960s.  The unique 

characteristics of the city’s schoolgirl sport programs like Gym shows and 

exhibitions, and the song making and cheering almost completely disappeared 

as the hegemony of schoolboy interscholastics grew and girls programs hewed 

more and more to that singular model. By the1960s intramurals were no longer a 

part of schoolgirl life and attention focused on interscholastic varsity and junior 

varsity teams.  

 

 

362Women’s governing bodies changed and engaged new ideas.  For a 
discussion see, Ellen and Jan Felshin Gerber, Pearl Berlin, “The American 
Woman in Sport,” in The American Woman in Sport (Reading, Mass.: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Co., 1974), 77–84 and Paula Welch in, Cohen, Women In 
Sport and Bonnie J. Hultstrand, “The Growth of Collegiate Women’s Sports: The 
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The Reintroduction Of Interscholastic Schoolgirl Sport In Philadelphia High 

Schools, 1945 to 1970 

 

 Despite the dramatic differences between city and suburban schoolgirl 

sport before 1945, by 1968 there was little difference.  City schools added 

interscholastic teams to their intramural programs for girls after 1945 and when 

intramurals fell out of favor, what remained of the girls programs were almost 

exclusively interscholastic. The pace of change varied from school to school. 

Some of the city high schools like Germantown and Overbrook were slower to 

include interscholastic teams than others.  Starting in the late 1940s Germantown 

High School selected an interscholastic girls’ volleyball team from its intramural 

program.  But it wasn’t until 1971 that Germantown girls could play on a variety of 

interscholastic teams.  That year the bowling, volleyball, basketball, softball, 

badminton and tennis teams were interscholastic.  Track was added the following 

year.  Overbrook High School altered its sport programs at about the same pace. 

In 1952 the PE department offered girls intramural programs only in swimming, 

bowling, softball, cheerleading, color guard, majorettes, modern dancing club, 

gym leaders, basketball club and round robin club. A field hockey club was 

added in 1954, but for the next twelve years little changed.  According to the 

 
 
1960s,” Journal of Physical Education Recreation and Dance, March 1993, 41–
43. 
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yearbooks, it was not until 1969 that girls played on interscholastic teams.  In that 

year, the yearbook announced that the girls’ basketball and volleyball teams 

defeated all of their interscholastic opponents and finished their seasons 

undefeated.363  The Overbrook PE department still sponsored the cheerleaders, 

color guard, majorettes, bowling club, tennis club, gymnastics club, badminton, 

modern dance, Leaders, and a swimming club.  While girls played in relative 

obscurity on their clubs and on two interscholastic teams, the boys received 

twenty-four pages of the yearbook coverage devoted to their hunt for league and 

city championships.  The girls’ sports were covered in eight pages. Other schools 

like Frankford and Olney added interscholastic teams more quickly.   

 Olney High School had never completely abandoned interscholastic play 

for its girl athletes.  In 1937 it sought opponents for its field hockey team outside 

of the city and made a schedule with six schools.364 Olney girls took their 

basketball seriously as well. Yearbook readers were told, “The sport of basketball 

is particularly important to girls because it is to them as football is to boys.”365   

Even the hardships of the war did not dissuade the Olney girls from wanting to 

win.  In 1943 they reported, “Gas rationing was hard on our hockey team this 

year.  Because of the distance they would have to travel, all but two of the games 

 
363That year the volleyball schedule included: William Penn, Gratz, West 

Philly, Bartram, Bok, Olney and Lincoln. 
364Springfield, Cheltenham, Abington, the Convent of the Sacred Heart, 

and the Oak Lane Country Day School 
3651938 June, Olney High School yearbook, no page. 
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were called off; however, these were chalked up as victories for our girls.”366  In 

1945 they played more games and recorded that “the Trojanettes lost to 

Abington and Bartram, but beat PSD by one point and Frankford by two.”367  By 

1947 more schools had entered into interscholastic competition.  That year Olney 

played eight other city schools in basketball, including: Dobbins, Roxborough, 

Gratz, William Penn, Kensington, Bartram, Bok and South Philadelphia.  When it 

was merited, Olney girls appropriated “mythical championships” claiming them in 

1947 (basketball), 1948 (basketball, softball), and 1952 (volleyball). By the early 

1960s many of the same reporting tropes were used to describe the girls’ sport 

seasons, leaving out of course any mention of league championships.368  An 

Olney yearbook reported,  

 

Our girls’ basketball team brought many honors to Olney this year.  The 
team was involved in many close and exciting games.  Olney’s squad 
finished the season with a respectable record, and the prospects for next 
season are bright.369 

 

By 1964 Olney offered girls interscholastic competition in basketball, volleyball, 

hockey, softball, swimming, gymnastics, bowling, tennis.  For nearly three 

 
3661943 January, Olney High School yearbook, no page. 
3671945, Olney High School yearbook, no page. 
368My introduction to sport narrative tropes comes from, Birrell, 

“Approaching Mt. Everest.” 
3691963 June, Olney High School yearbook, 80. 



  

234 
   

claiming championship title

                                                       

decades these sports remained more or less the same, with badminton and track 

added in the 1970s. 

 Frankford High School’s history was quite similar to Olney’s.  Frankford 

girls also resisted the move against interscholastic teams in the 1930s, but unlike 

the Olney hockey team, they had not prevailed.  In 1947 hockey was 

reintroduced at Frankford with Olney’s assistance.  A varsity team was chosen 

from the intramural teams and “the advanced group had the privilege of going to 

Olney, and being instructed by two expert English coaches on the English way of 

playing the game,” the yearbook reported.370 Over the next few years, 

interscholastic basketball, softball, and hockey teams were selected from the  

intramural teams and participated in a few interscholastic games. By 1951 the 

“Basketballerinas” compiled a 6-3 record playing: St Huberts, Dobbins, Gratz, 

Bok, William Penn, South Philadelphia, Olney, Bartram and Kensington.  Their 

swimming team competed against: Haverford, Lincoln, Olney, Bartram, 

Overbrook, and Little Flower at one annual meet.  Softball was played 

interscholastically and the hockey team played a six game schedule, including 

their “traditional rival,” Olney.   

 Over the course of the following decade Frankford continued to play 

interscholastically, celebrating undefeated seasons and, like Olney, audaciously 

s when none officially existed.  In 1962 it claimed to 

 
3701947 January, Frankford High School yearbook, 110. 
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be the “League champs” in hockey and softball, and basketball in 1966.  But 

league championships did not exist for city girls.  Like the suburban schoolgirls, 

between 1945 and 1969, an undefeated season was the most city girls could 

officially achieve. Nineteen sixty-nine was the first year for official league 

championships for city girls.371 

 

Interscholastic Teams For City Girls--Where To Practice? 

 

 When city programs abolished interscholastic teams in the 1930s they 

relinquished their claim to practice spaces at coed high schools.  Practice spaces 

proved elusive when interscholastic teams were re-introduced. The city girls’ 

interscholastic teams were not only secondary to the intramural program, but 

second class on the campus.  In 1949 interscholastic basketball and field hockey 

were re-introduced at Frankford High School.  The yearbook announced that, 

“This year Frankford returned to inter-school competition with its first varsity 

hockey team in many years.”  Scores for both the first and second teams were 

reported and one game against Girls’ High, was singled out for special attention.  

“The Pioneers beat Girls’ High, 5-3 at Baldwin Field, but the second team game 

was a scoreless tie,” the yearbook reported. The Frankford girls were not only 

 
371This according to a list of league championships printed from the 2000 

Philadelphia Public School web site in the possession of the researcher, and no 
longer on the website.  
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trumpeting their victory over Girls’ High but their victory in gaining access to 

Baldwin Field.  It was where the football team also played.  This was significant 

to the girls and the reason why it was mentioned.  Football was an important part 

of high school life, its field a stage where weekly performances attracted 

community wide attention.  Years earlier, in 1933 Frankford girls had been  

categorically barred from using the new Baldwin Field.  For girls to have access 

to the same stage as the football team in the 1940s, even without the many 

spectators, was a powerful symbol of their authenticity as school athletes.   

 But not all girl athletes were lucky enough to find a playing space. Even 

though many city schoolgirls were new to interscholastic competition, they, like 

their 1920s counterparts, quickly decided that their programs should mimic those 

of their male classmates, and when their expectations were not met, they voiced 

those disappointments in their yearbooks. For example a complaint accompanied 

the report of the new varsity interscholastic Softball team in the1948 Frankford 

High School yearbook.  The yearbook was used to voice disappointment that the 

players “were hindered by the lack of playing space and by the lack of 

equipment, but they did the best they could.”  And the basketball team, also 

entering interscholastic play after a long absence suffered from, “a lack of 

adequate practice facilities and a schedule in which most of the games were 

icaps of our varsity basketball team.”372 They still 

 
372Frankford High School yearbook, 1948, no page. 
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managed a 7-2 record.   The same year (1948) the Germantown girls’ field 

hockey team complained about their lack of field.  “The girls had good material, 

but had no field to use for practice.  Due to this difficulty only one game was 

scheduled, with Olney.   Olney won by a decisive margin, but everyone tried hard 

and a good game resulted,” reported an optimist.373  Olney, which had stalwartly 

continued to play interscholastic field hockey into the late 1930s, complained in 

1938 that, “The team, however, is at a great disadvantage in having an asphalt 

practice field, for when the girls play on grass at other schools, they find it difficult 

to adjust their playing to the slower field.”374 (The problem was alleviated that 

year with the completion of the Olney athletic fields.)  The Frankford girls may 

have gained access to Baldwin Field in 1949, but in 1972 the following yearbook 

entry recorded their ongoing plight: 

  

Once again the Girls’ Hockey Team started the season by cutting grass 
and raking their own field, but the work was well worth the effort.  Most of 
the credit goes to Miss Nardone for her coaching and gardening... 375 

 

 There is no evidence to suggest that the introduction of city schoolgirl 

interscholastic teams in the 1940s and 1950s was accompanied by the intention 

to equitably apportion access to facilities.  When city schoolgirl sport (re)-entered 

it relinquished its separate domain and became the 

 
373Germantown High School yearbook, 1948, 93. 
374Olney High School yearbook, January 1938, no page. 
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secondary or tertiary concern when athletic resources were apportioned.  Across 

the city the popularity of football reinforced associations between gender and 

interscholastic school sport; boys sport mattered and was interscholastic, girls 

sport, which was only recently interscholastic, did not matter and attracted little 

attention and facilities support.   Because interscholastic girls’ teams had been 

largely eliminated, their gradual reintroduction after World War II- then mostly 

stripped of any claims to uniqueness and the protection provided by their 

separate ways- had little power to challenge the boys’ programs’ unfettered 

access to fields and gymnasiums.  Where once they had been separate and 

equity was hard to measure under the different philosophies, they became in the 

1950s, simply, second class. 

 Yearbook entries do not provide sufficient details to explain how these 

conflicts were resolved, if they were resolved, but the girls voices clearly 

registered their wish that circumstances were otherwise.  In the suburbs, the 

competition for space was not as acute, because the friction between girls’ and 

boys’ teams over field and gymnasium access had been confronted decades 

earlier and for the most part, resolved. 

 

 
 

3751972 Frankford High School yearbook, 47. 
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Interscholastic Schoolgirl Sport in the Suburbs, 1945-1970 

 

 The suburban schoolgirls continued to play interscholastically from 1945 

to 1970.  Yearbooks varied in their style and reporting, but generally the seasons’ 

results were recorded and the quality of the team assessed, either by explicitly 

reporting opponents and scores or by generalizations like, “a winning season” or 

“not so successful this year, but...” For example, the 1946 Radnor field hockey 

team played eight games, winning seven and losing one. 376  Their basketball 

team bested its eleven opponents to complete an undefeated season. The 1958 

undefeated Upper Darby basketball team gained public recognition when the 

yearbook reported, “Games were well supported by enthusiastic parents and 

students since this team was acclaimed the best in the suburbs.  For the past six 

years the girls basketball team has developed the remarkable record of only four 

losses in forty-eight games”377   In 1959 the fervor for all athletics brought ninety-

five girls out for an introduction to lacrosse.  That year’s lacrosse schedule 

included seven other suburban schools.378  Upper Darby accommodated the 

rs by creating three teams and finding opponents of 

 
376The hockey team played: The Alumni, Springfield, Agnes Irwin, 

Haverford, Upper Darby, Lansdowne, Lower Merion and Berwyn.   The 
basketball team played: Phoenixville, Berwyn, West Catholic, Chester, Marple-
Newtown, Agnes Irwin, Upper Darby, Haverford, Norristown, Lower Merion, and 
Lansdowne.  

3771958 Upper Darby yearbook, 96. 
378Harriton, Marple Newton, Plymouth Whitemarsh, Haverford, Friends 

Select (a private city school), Penncrest, and Nether Providence. 
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comparable ability for them all.  “The squad…played first teams of schools with 

newly organized lacrosse groups, while the second and third squads matched 

less experienced school teams,” reported the sports editor for the yearbook. 

Undefeated seasons always merited mention and repeat undefeated seasons 

especially so. In 1960 the Upper Darby yearbook recorded their second 

consecutive undefeated ten game field hockey season.  Over time, sports like 

lacrosse, tennis and gymnastics were added at many suburban schools.  Of 

course, not all of the suburban schools offered large interscholastic programs.  

Small high schools like Yeadon, Media and Darby/Colwyn only offered basketball 

and field hockey.   Larger high schools, like Lansdowne and Penncrest, offered 

lacrosse, tennis and gymnastics in addition to basketball and field hockey.  

 Suburban girls’ longstanding participation in interscholastic play allowed 

rivalries to develop and yearbooks accurately maintained institutional memory 

through their sport reporting. For example, according to the 1946 Upper Darby 

yearbook,  “The highlight of the entire season was the Swarthmore game, when 

our team defeated Swarthmore High for the first time since 1929 in a beautifully 

played, hard-fought game.”379  The Upper Darby yearbook reported in 1955, 

“Captained by Judy Clancy, UD boasted its first undefeated girls’ basketball 

season since 1932.”380  When “firsts” occurred the yearbook writers had an 

sult, unlike in the city schools where the interruptions 

 
3791946 Upper Darby yearbook, 72. 
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led to many mis-statements, like Germantown High School announcing at three 

different times the introduction of the new sport of field hockey.  When an event 

was recognized as a “first,” as for example when Upper Darby reported in 1955 

that its girls swimming team won the first PIAA District 1 Swimming 

Championship, it was likely an accurate designation.381  

 

 What A Championship Means, 1945-1970 

 

 Individually schoolgirls rejected an irreconcilable gender dualism-between 

sport and cheerleading- and negotiated personal paths of achievement within the 

changing landscape of gender and sport, but the heightened gender context had 

implications for the allocation of resources to schoolboy and schoolgirl sport  

programs.  Although changes occurred in schoolgirl sport, mainly by the addition 

 relative status of schoolboy and schoolgirl sport did 

 
 

 

3801955 Upper Darby High School yearbook, no page. 
381I have been unable to locate any records of the District Championships; 

the PIAA office does not have any, as per my conversation with Melissa Mertz at 
the office.  Also, swimming deviates from the general timeline of schoolgirl sport.  
It seems to be ahead of the curve as far as inter-school competitions and access 
to championships.  In part this is due to the shared access to public pools like YM 
and YWCA’s.  Pools were built earlier as part of the play movement’s motivations 
to provide urban youth with healthful activities.  These facilities early on 
established an outreach mission-different from school sports which served only 
their school population-and the larger national movements like the AAU 
simultaneously expanded, intersecting at the facilities and thereby, I suspect, 
developing collegial networks that permitted speedy changes to policy that was 
often “located” outside the strict purview of PE instructors.  The reported 
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not change in either the city or suburban high schools in any remarkable way 

between 1945 and 1969.  The standard I use to make this claim was the 

availability of championships.   

 By the late 1940s, schoolboys had access to league, district and, in the 

suburbs, PIAA state championships.  These opportunities were not open to 

schoolgirls in either the city or the suburbs until much later.382  In the suburbs 

where schoolgirl sport developed along the same lines as schoolboy sport for 

most of the century, official championships were unavailable to schoolgirls for 

decades.  The same was true for city girls. Where interscholastic teams were  

added for city girls no progress was made toward accessing league or division  

championships on the same terms as the boys. With the exception of swimming,  

these differences between city and suburban schools did not vary by sport.  

These were gender based differences; boys had championships and girls did not.  

 
 
participants in that 1955 PIAA District Swimming Championship were: Lower 
Merion, Lincoln, Bartram, Norristown, Baldwin, Haverford, Olney and Abington.   

382Swimming is an exception for a number of reasons.  Indoor pools were 
built during the 1920s boom in public playgrounds. Many students had access to 
YW and YMCA pools for practices and learning.  Swimming judges and the pools 
were part of a larger network of national competition through AAU games.  So 
despite the athletic policy at any given high school, personal associations 
developed at the intersection of the facilities, and these relationships allowed 
high school swimming programs to quickly take advantage of the earliest 
opportunity for championships. In addition, the boys and girls programs were 
closely organized in many co-ed schools, so in 1955 Upper Darby girls report 
winning the first PIAA District 1 Swimming Championship.  No comprehensive list 
for District championships exists.  
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 Championships in schoolboy sport had at least two functions: they 

encouraged the distribution of talent hierarchically, culling for the next level of 

competition, and they brought recognition because they mimicked the 

championship structures of professional sport. Since professional female sport 

was not widely regarded before the 1970s, quite the contrary, there was little 

incentive to mimic the championship hierarchy that had developed for 

schoolboys.  It was more manageable (especially for the small staff of PE 

instructors) and it required fewer resources to simply end a sport season after all 

the scheduled games had been played.  Since there was no “next level” of 

competition--college programs, if they existed, were not necessarily better than a 

good high school program and they did not recruit; there were very few 

professional options-- there was no reason for championships that would identify 

the highest performing students and teams.383  In addition, the cultural climate 

from 1945 to 1969 did not anticipate many female professionals, least of all 

professional female athletes.  After all, championships were banned by the 1923 

Platform and it was not until the 1960s that the topic was revisited by any 

professional organization.384  There was no substantive pressure by anyone to 

 
383For a timeline of the introduction of collegiate championships and the 

changing attitudes of women’s governance see, Bonnie J. Hultstrand, “The 
Growth of Collegiate Women’s Sports: The 1960s”. The Commission on 
Intercollegiate Athletics for Women, was formed in 1966 to provide and oversee 
regional and national college championships.  

384Cohen, Women In Sport, 76. 
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provide schoolgirls with championships before the late 1960s, but yearbook 

entries provide evidence of the students’ desire for championships. 

 The mid-century administrative disregard for schoolgirl championships did 

not dissuade schoolgirls from having their aspirations to play and be rewarded on 

the same terms as schoolboy athletes, as a few contrarians made clear.  As early 

as 1911, yearbooks provided girls a place to present their subversive vision of 

their athletic experiences.  Some examples of this were seen in the innovative 

ways girls wore their uniforms in team pictures and comments that drew attention 

to their hidden sport costumes.  Mid-century schoolgirls availed themselves of 

the same opportunity.  In 1947, just a couple of years after interscholastic 

basketball was re-introduced in some city high schools, Olney girls recorded that 

they “were again the mythical champions.” 385 The same year, Radnor had an 

undefeated field hockey season.  After winning all ten games, it was reported at 

the time “the girls are proudly wearing gold hockey balls, the insignia of 

championship.”386 And in 1952 Olney girls predicted another championship 

volleyball team when they wrote, “For nine years the girls have won the mythical 

city championship, and from recent results, this appears to be the tenth.”387  The 

girls of Frankford High School indirectly pressed their point in 1951 when they 

noted that their swim team “defeated all Public League contenders,” an 

 
385Olney High School yearbook, June 1937, no page. 
386Radnor High School yearbook, 1947, no page. 
387Olney High School yearbook, 1952, no page. 
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accomplishment in any boys sport that would have earned the team the league 

championship. Ten years later with two successful teams, field hockey and 

softball, they presented their desires more directly. The1962 Frankford yearbook 

claimed the hockey team was “League Champs,” in softball too! Their audacity 

was acknowledged by the quotes around ‘League Champs.’  No championship 

actually existed.  But girls gave themselves, what administrators officially 

withheld, championship rewards and legacy.   

 The absence of official championships did not prevent schoolgirls from 

maintaining rivalries and gaining recognition on their campuses.  In 1959 the 

Upper Darby field hockey team was undefeated heading in to its final game with 

perennial power and undefeated Swarthmore High School.  The impending duel 

interested more than just the girls on the team, as the yearbook reported, “For 

the first time in the history of Upper Darby, a bus transported students to the 

Swarthmore game to cheer on their team.  The girls, fought hard, tied 

Swarthmore, also undefeated, in a sensational match which concluded the 

season.”388  Notably, the season concluded without the two undefeated titans 

quarreling over the league crown because no championship was at stake.  

  Schoolgirls took themselves and their athletic contests seriously even 

without championships.  When it limited their athletic experiences, and when they 

irls refuted the, sometimes, negative associations 

 
3881959, Upper Darby High School yearbook, 100. 
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that arose between sport and gender.  Frankford girls leveled the differences 

between boys (league competition) and girls (friendly interclass contest) sport in 

the students’ lives when the yearbook claimed that sport was equally relevant to 

all the students, “Sports play one of the most important parts in the life of 

Frankford High School students, in both league competition and friendly 

interclass contests,” it said.  At Frankford the differences were diminishing in 

1947, the year girls returned to interscholastic games, and the girls made the 

point when they wrote, “However, not only the male members of Frankford are 

sportminded [sic].  This year marked the entrance of Frankford girls into 

competitive hockey and basketball.”389  Chester girls claimed sport for their 

gender too, exclaiming “From Bloomers to middy blouses to this! Year after year, 

we’ve become more and more sports minded: and girls are becoming more 

active in all kinds of sports.”390  Of course, they had been “sportminded” since 

1911, they just didn’t know it.  But the most any sports minded girl could officially 

accomplish whether in 1911 or from 1945 to 1969 was an undefeated season.   

 After four decades, city and suburban schoolgirl sport by the late 1960s 

was very similar; both emphasized interscholastic teams over intramural teams 

and both based their sport programs in the girls PE departments.  The last time 

suburban and city schoolgirl programs were so closely aligned with each other 

e progressive PE professionals intervened and  

 
3891948 January, Frankford High School yearbook, no page.  
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created distinctly different programs.  In the early 1970s when the city and  

suburban programs were once again on the same competitive tracks, 

intervention arrived, not purposefully as in 1923, but unintentionally from a 

burgeoning social movement focused on gender equity and from federal policy 

based on “liberal democratic reforms.”   

 

Part 2: Change Comes To Schoolgirl Sport, 1970-1990 

 

 The rising tide of gender scrutiny during the late 1960s and the passage of 

Title IX of The Education Amendment Act in 1972 challenged the hegemony of 

schoolboy sport and were directly responsible for invigorating schoolgirl sport up 

to 1990. Specifically, the changing social attitudes about girls and women’s 

access to male domains expanded schoolgirl championship opportunities.  But 

this had different consequences for city and suburban girls.  Because most 

suburban school districts belonged to the state school athletic association, the 

Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic Association (PIAA) suburban schoolgirls 

gained access to league championships and the highly regarded district and 

state championships.  These experiences quickly accrued value in the 

marketplace of higher education.  But city schools were not members of PIAA.391  

 
 

3901948 Chester High School yearbook, 54. 
391The School District of Philadelphia joined the PIAA in 2006. 



  

248 
   

                                                       

City championships in the most prominent sports, boys basketball and football, 

were already highly regarded.  Membership in the PIAA in the first half of the 

century offered little to enhance the status and rank of city male athletes in most 

sports.  But the same was not true of city schoolgirls.  The public league 

championship, although exciting for the participants, did not carry the same 

prestige.  For city girls the public league championship did not compensate their 

absence from the PIAA in the same way it compensated schoolboy athletes. 

 By the late 1960s and early 1970s the place of women in US society was 

widely and publicly scrutinized.  As in the 1920s, female liberation was expressed 

through access to sport.  The US Congress passed Title IX of the Education 

Amendments of 1972 in June of that year.  For schoolgirl sport, and American 

girlhood, the effects were profound.  Even though the making of adolescent girls 

into sex objects as cheerleaders and majorettes was not going to disappear from 

high schools and sporting events, the gendered power structure of school sport 

was about to change.  Drill teams, majorettes, color guard and cheerleaders 

thrived during the late 60s and early 70s, prompting one commentator to note 

that in 1970 “It seems there are more mini skirts than ever before in UD [Upper 

Darby] this year.”392   But 1972 was also the first year that an Upper Darby 

yearbook mentioned a girls’ team’s league standing and a league championship.  

 
3921970 Upper Darby High School yearbook, 59. 
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“The hockeyettes ended the season in second place” and the “undefeated 

Basketbelles clinch[ed] the CL (Central League) Title,” reported the yearbook.   

No equivocating, no qualifying and no sarcasm, just straight forward reporting of 

official league results.393   

 City schools offered girls the opportunity to pursue official league titles 

before the advent of Title IX.  Championships in tennis, softball and field hockey 

were awarded to city public high school girls’ teams for the first time in 1969.  

The following year in 1970, basketball and swimming were added.394  These 

championship opportunities reflected the new idea that had coalesced in favor of 

 
393Well not exactly straightforward.  At this time the reporting in yearbooks 

begins to include the addition of feminine vernacular suffixes: elles, ettes, etc.  
So basketbelles, hockeyettes, etc become part of the reporting as girls gain 
access to championship play.  These linguistic gender markers did not appear 
with any frequency before girls gained access to championships.  Their sudden 
appearance, across the regions, suggest the deep way gender had become 
enmeshed with high school athletic championships and prowess.  

394The Philadelphia Public School District’s web site in 2000 provided an 
historical listing of all the boys and girls and co-ed sport championships.  A 
printed copy is in the possession of the researcher.  
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girls’ and women’s athletes to pursuing “highly competitive athletic opportunities” 

conforming to the boys’ model and practices.395    

 Federal policy provided a strong wind for the sails of change.  Immediately 

following the passage of Title IX, city girls were offered more championships in 

badminton, bowling, cross country, gymnastics, track and field and volleyball.  In 

the suburbs opportunities opened up at the league, district and state levels.396   

Evaluations of gender equity influenced suburban schoolgirl access to league 

titles just like in the city, but suburban schoolgirls also had the benefit of being 

under the jurisdiction of the PIAA.   

 Clearly Title IX influenced the PIAA more than social attitudes because  no 

 (the jurisdiction of the PIAA) were available to 

 
395Universal consensus around the appropriateness of championships was 

never achieved, and tension always existed among the various “players” in girls 
and women’s sport.  The first moves by the governing bodies away from their 
progressive separatist roots occurred in 1954 after a survey revealed a favorable 
attitude toward previously disparaged sport models, like the Olympics, and then 
in 1957 with the formation of Division for Girls and Women’s Sports and their 
participation on the National Joint Committee on Extramural Sports for College 
Women (NJCESCW) to consider national championships., Finally in 1958 a 
report co-authored by the DGWS established a consensus that high skilled 
college women athletes should no longer be ignored. See, Cohen, Women In 
Sport, 76–77 and Gerber, “The American Woman in Sport,” 83. In 1968 at Estes 
Park, CO, an important meeting was held that spurred the movement for highly 
competitive women’s collegiate athletics.  See, Bonnie Hultstrand, “The Growth 
of Collegiate Women’s Sports: The 1960s,” Journal of Physical Education 
Recreation and Dance, March 1993, 42  

396Pennsylvania is divided into twelve PIAA districts. District 12 covers the 
city of Philadelphia, the Philadelphia Public School District was not a member 
until 2004.   District 1 covers the four counties bordering Philadelphia; Delaware, 
Bucks, Montgomery and Chester counties. The PIAA was founded in 1913 “by a 
group of high school principals who wanted to eliminate abuses, establish 
uniform rules, and place interscholastic athletics in the overall context of 
secondary education.” See, www.piaa.org, “Our Story.”   
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suburban schoolgirls before 1972. Eight inter-district championships were offered 

in boys sports, most dating to the 1920s, 1930s or 1940s. The PIAA offered boys 

interdistrict competitions in basketball (1920), track and field (1925), swimming 

and diving (1934), golf (1935), volleyball (1936), wrestling (1938), cross country 

(1939), tennis (1941), soccer (1973), football (1988), and lacrosse (2009).  But in 

the academic year immediately following Title IX nine inter-district championships 

became available to girls.  The PIAA offered interdistrict competitions for girls.  

They were in: swimming and diving (1972), basketball and tennis (1973), golf, 

cross country, volleyball, field hockey, track and field (1974), and softball (1975).   

Soccer was not played by girls before the 1980s and was granted a state 

championship in (1992). Lacrosse, which had been played throughout PIAA 

District 1 for decades, along with boys lacrosse, had its first state championship 

in 2009. 

  For the purposes of this analysis the important point is that the different 

histories of city and suburban schoolgirl sport were the foundation upon which 

federal policy and changing social attitudes built the expansion of sport 

championship opportunities.  In general, Title IX required that girls’ programs be 

measured against those boys programs under the same administrative control.  

This pertained to schools, districts, and in Pennsylvania, the PIAA.   

 In the city’s public schools the girls’ wagon was hitched to the boys’ and 

because the city school district was not a member of PIAA, the most the girls 

could gain in the era of expanded championships equity was an opportunity to 
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play for the Public League Championships.  Beginning in 1938 a City Title Series 

existed for schoolboys between the champion of the Public League and the 

champion of the Catholic League.  From 1938 to 1980 a City Title Series game 

was offered in as many as eleven boys sports. Coordination between the 

Archdiocese of Philadelphia and the public school district was required in order 

for a girls’ team to compete for the City Title Series.  However, Title IX did not 

initiate city girls into the City Title Series. Seven years after the passage of Title 

IX, in 1980, the girls basketball coach at University City High School sued to 

have girls admitted to the City Title Series.  The Catholic League canceled the 

series that year for all sports rather than admit the girls to the City Title Series or 

defend their exclusion in court.397   It has not been resurrected at the time of this 

study. 

 Athletic policy in the city school district was designed to enhance 

schoolboy sport, and membership in the PIAA did not offer added value.  

Unfortunately, that may not have been the best decision for schoolgirl sport.  For 

most of the twentieth-century the Public League Championship and City Title 

Series represented significant achievements in the world of Pennsylvania school 

sport.  But that standard assumed an absolute disregard for the status of girls’ 

 
397McLane, Jeff, Philadelphia Inquirer, Dec., 12, 2006 
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sport.398  A Public League or City Title was meaningful and respected outside of 

the city in many boys sports.  In fencing, cross country, track, soccer, football, 

and basketball, city boys teams were tested only in their league, but that was 

good enough for the teams to achieve state level acclaim. The 1953-54 

Overbrook boys’ basketball team attracted national attention when Wilt 

Chamberlain led it to a championship season.  Overbrook claimed the Public 

League and City Title for the next four straight years, and with it national acclaim.  

In 1979 the Overbrook boys’ basketball team was officially ranked at the top of 

their league and the best in the nation according to the yearbook.399  A few years 

later Frankford boys basketball team was ranked first in the league, the state and 

19th in the nation according to fellow students. Philadelphia city school teams 

were not the only city sport teams held in high regard.  Camden, New Jersey’s 

boys’ basketball team was ranked second in the nation that year too. 400    

 National or even state rankings did not exist for girls at the time.  Girls’ 

programs in the public league did not carry with them the same association of 

competitive accomplishment it did for the boys, nor did it compare well with the 

suburban championships.  Beginning in the 1930s the most competitive and 

holastic sport programming took place in the suburbs. 

 
398Because girls sport had removed itself from the hunt for interscholastic 

championships all of the deliberations among athletic directors necessary to the 
bracketing and administration of championships, likely took place without any 
women present. There was no pressure, subtle or otherwise, to rethink the 
championships.  
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Some notable exceptions did occur, but the overall reputation of the city leagues 

did not improve, as many suburban leagues did, after the passage of Title IX.  

From 1973 to 1990 city schoolgirl athletes were sequestered in a league that had 

value for boys outside of the league but did not provide nearly the same 

recognition for its schoolgirl athletes. 

 From 1923 to 1945 city and suburban schoolgirl athletes were separated 

by different models of competition-city girls played intramurally and suburban 

girls played interscholastically.  These differences had limited impact on their 

adult lives.  From 1945 to 1970 these programmatic differences largely 

disappeared and girls from both city and suburban schools played under similar 

conditions. City girls could compete for the Public League Championship, but not 

the City Title, and suburban girls had access to a longer ladder from league to 

state championships, potentially.  Nevertheless, high school athletic participation 

still had little value after high school graduation.  But after 1973 the political 

geography of school sport changed, and those championship differences 

separated the city girls from their suburban counterparts.   

 From 1972 to 1990 schoolgirl athletic participation could enhance a girl’s 

collegiate prospects.  Title IX, which fortified the connection between secondary 

sport and higher education, increased the value of schoolgirl athletic 

 
 

3991979 Overbrook High School yearbook, 83. 
4001982 Frankford High School yearbook, no page. 
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participation.  This change occurred at a time when access to a college 

education was increasingly more important to American girls and their families.  

But even as the fortunes of schoolgirl athletes were on the rise overall, city and 

suburban schoolgirl sport programs diverged in the economic value girls could 

extract from their high school sporting experiences.  In addition, stark differences 

in quality developed between city and suburban academic programs multiplying 

the advantages school sport delivered to suburban girls.401  

 

The Increased Value of Schoolgirl Sport 

 

 Historians of sport have often pointed to the myriad ways that financial 

motives became implicated with sport.402  Sport at different times acquired value  

in different economies.  In the late twentieth-century, as a result of Title IX, 

schoolgirl sport acquired economic value in the marketplace of higher education.  

This had a significant impact on US girlhood. In the Philadelphia area it served to 

shape two distinctly different school sport experiences. 

 Title IX forced women physical educators to grapple with a rising 

emphasis on individual freedom measured against existing male privilege. The 

 were not easy for many PE professionals.  The old 

 
401For a comprehensive but brief review of the demographic and economic 

changes facing schools in major metropolitan areas see, Rury, “Educating Urban 
Youth,” 3–6. 
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bugaboos persisted, in particular college athletic scholarships- a reward for 

individual talent.  They brought to mind the old concerns about the corrupting 

influence of commercialism on women’s sport.  Joan Hult, a prominent women 

PE leader, warned about the pending moves toward equity, and cited the same 

litany of “evils” identified decades earlier.  Athletic scholarships for a college 

education posed a direct challenge to the old “play for plays sake” legacy and 

professionals like Hult viewed them warily and advised readers of the leading PE 

journal  

 

To not give scholarships is a definite violation of the regulations, but to 
give scholarships following the men’s recruiting procedures is to 
perpetuate a pattern which is often contrary to educationally sound 
principles...we may have nothing before us which differs from today’s 
athletic headaches.403 
 

Hult expressed a concern as old as the Platform.  She saw that the new moves 

toward equity would introduce the kind of “headaches” associated with men’s 

athletics.  Hult’s 1972 “headaches” were comparable to the 1920s “evils” in sport.  

Hult and others understood they were witnessing the demise of women’s control 

of scholastic female sport, and the whole-hearted embrace of standards of equity 

t by the practices of boys’ teams.  

 
 

402Howell, “Play Pays.” 
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 The salient point for this study of schoolgirl sport is the way the measures 

of equity post-Title IX gave added value to winning in schoolgirl sport and 

affected city and suburban schoolgirl athletes differently. 

 Title IX not only expanded opportunity but it was responsible for improving 

the quality of high school athletes. Because Title IX required colleges to provide 

gender equity in the quantity of athletic opportunities, some women’s college 

athletic opportunities were, essentially, federally assured.  Additional support 

came from the expanded recruiting budgets.  These changes trickled down and 

encouraged the improvement of high school athletes.404  As a result of Title IX, 

college coaches looked for the best female athletes from high school programs, 

and schoolgirls worked to distinguish themselves for such coaches.  High 

schools endeavored to become feeder programs for college teams.  As early as 

the 1920s yearbooks provided evidence that schoolgirls dreamed of playing for a 

college team, but they were not recruited to do so.  Prior to Title IX, if schoolgirls 

were recruited at all, it was based upon the personal familiarity a college coach 

may have had with a high school coach or a general opinion about the quality of 

oss the nation Title IX gave the colleges and high 

 
 

403Joan Hult, “Coeducation Recreation Activities: Title IX Prospects and 
Problems,” Journal of Physical Education Recreation and Dance 47, no. 5 
(1976): 23. 
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schools a new stake in the formation of women’s teams.  In many ways this 

increased the demand for players and greatly expanded the formerly close-knit 

networks that had linked a handful of secondary athletes to some colleges.  For 

example Hildegarde Farquar’s University of Pennsylvania’s field hockey teams or 

Temple University’s, always desired to do well, but they did not recruit players.  

After Title IX, each year more and more high school players and coaches 

engaged in the recruiting process and as a result attempted to distinguish 

themselves by winning the most prestigious championship available.  The value 

of winning increased dramatically; winning seasons, league, district and state 

championships helped to distinguish players and programs in the recruiting 

process.  Many Philadelphia public schoolgirl athletes, sequestered within the 

Public League were shut-out of this spiraling increase in the value of successful 

schoolgirl sport.405   

 Many American families took notice of these changes in the value of 

schoolgirl sport because they realized that a college education was becoming 

letic success in high school might open the door to a 

 
 

404Most women’s collegiate programs in 1972 were governed by the AIAW 
which had prohibited most recruiting.  However, some practices were permitted, 
and when in 1980 the NCAA took over the Association for Intercollegiate 
Athletics for Women (AIAW), recruiting standards between men’s and women’s 
programs were equalized.  
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college education.  During the early 1980s less than fifty percent of high school 

graduates attended college, but by the late 1990s seventy percent did.   From 

1960 to 1990 female college enrollment increased from nearly thirty-eight percent 

to sixty-two percent. In 1989 twenty-one percent of female college students 

expected to attend graduate school.  The impressive inroads women made to 

access professional careers resulted in the overwhelming commitment women 

and girls made to their educations.406   By 1990 there were more undergraduate 

women than men. Because many colleges and universities preferred to keep 

male and female student populations as balanced as possible, the competition 

for admission to college increased for high school girls.  Students no longer 

hoped only to distinguish themselves to the college coach, but to the admissions 

department as well.  Athletic scholarships, or at least notable athletic prowess, 

could help secure a seat in the classroom.  Schoolgirls who had access to 

impressive measures of success like district and league championships could 

enhance their college applications if they advanced along the meritocracy of 

muscle available to them.  But city girls without access to those same impressive 

measures of success were at a disadvantage. 

 
 

405 This is a generalization that does not differentiate between some of the 
sports and programs at individual city high schools.  The point is that the Public 
League did not confer the same value as some of the suburban leagues for most 
sports.  Track and Field in the Public League probably had more value at times 
than any of the other sports.  

406Rury, “Educating Urban Youth,” 21. 
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 The disparity between the academic quality of city and suburban high 

schools grew at the same time that schoolgirl sport became more important to 

the college aspirant.  Observable as early as the 1950s, and first widely identified 

in James Conant’s Slums and Suburbs in 1961, American public secondary 

education divided, in terms of quality, between city and suburban districts.407  

Already in a favorable position to prepare students academically for college, 

suburban districts also offered schoolgirls an athletic program that could enhance 

their chances of admission.408  Suburban schoolgirls had a double advantage. 

The increased value of schoolgirl sport was not lost on the suburban community.   

 One measure of the rising value of schoolgirl sport was its increased 

coverage in the local newspapers.  A review of one of the larger local 

newspapers, the Delaware County Daily Times, shows that over a three-year 

period from 1971 to 1974 the sports page did not cover schoolgirl sport.409  In 

fact, there were only a few reasons for a girl or woman to appear in the sports 

pages at that time: as a cheerleader, outcast or sexual moral reprobate. With the 

exception of the cheerleaders, none of the stories about women in the sports 

section were local.  The sports editors looked far and wide for stories by which to 

cautionary tales. The first instance of serious 

 
407Tyack, The One Best System, 270. 
408The growing disparity in the academic outcomes between suburban and 

urban schools after 1945 is discussed in, Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly 
Disadvantaged’”, and  Bowen, Equity and Excellence. 
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coverage given a woman athlete was the 1973 tennis match between Billy Jean 

King and Bobby Riggs. It was reported that Ms. King was supported by a lot of 

“screaming libbers.”410  A California girl who joined her high school wrestling 

team was profiled as a caution to the readership about the kind of ill-advised 

choices girls might make when more sober restrictions on schoolgirl sport were 

removed. The title of that article was, “Girl Wants to be Schoolboy Wrestler.”411 

California also provided a cautionary tale about collegiate sport.  Judy Sweet, the 

Athletic Director at University of California, San Diego, was pictured with a 

caption that explained her newsworthiness. “All the sports at UCSD were co-

ed.”412  (-and run by a woman, Yikes!)  From Boston came the story of an 

anomaly, a woman jockey.413 And from the same city, a former airline 

stewardess appeared in the sports pages because she had accused Red Sox 

shortstop Rico Petrocelli of sexual assault. No doubt her full length picture was 

printed so that readers could properly assess the likelihood of her accusation.414

ngth pictures of the high school cheerleaders and 

 
 

409This newspaper was chosen because in its area of coverage are some 
of the oldest and most robust schoolgirl interscholastic sport teams. 

410 “King Versus Riggs Tennis Match,” Delaware County Daily Times, 21 
September 1973. 

411 “Girl Wants to be Schoolboy Wrestler,” Delaware County Daily Times, 
26 November 1973. 

412 “Where Almost All 31 Intercollegiate Sports Are co-Ed,” Delaware 
County Daily Times, 1 November 1974. 

413“Denise Boudrol Earning Believers,” Delaware County Daily Times, 22 
November 1974. 
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homecoming queen from the fall of 1973. These young women were included o

the sports page because they looked good. The sports editor captioned the 

pictures with the following a

 

When the football game gets too dull, Daily Times photographer Bert 
Hodge spends his time watching the girls...and taking pictures.  And 
judging from the results, that’s not a bad idea at all.415 

 

 

 Finally, in 1974, in a new column written by a woman reporter, the 

inaugural Pennsylvania State Field Hockey Championship for high school girls 

was the first piece of schoolgirl sport news.  The article went on to describe how 

a similar state championship had worked in Delaware the year before.  In the 

same column three former area high school girls were noted in the “Short Notes 

Section” for being named to the Northeastern College All-Star Field Hockey 

team.   It was the state championship that provided girl athletes the opportunity to 

be mentioned on the sports page.  The possibility that girls from the local area 

might be better than girls from more distant parts of the state attracted the 

attention of the sports writers and their suburban readers.  The powerful tropes of 

 
 

414 “Flight Attendant Accuses Red Sox,” Delaware County Daily Times, 1 
November 1974, 18. 

415 “The Queen,” Delaware County Daily Times, 26 November 1974, 14. 
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sport reporting were now working at the community level as they had earlier at 

the school level.  

 At first, the Delaware County Daily Times tucked its reporting on girls sport 

into the “Local Sports” columns at the end of the sports section and next to the 

advertisements for bars, taverns and “X Adults Only X” movies. This was where a 

suburban reader might learn that the National Field Hockey Tournament would 

be held in the area, or that the Delaware County Community College women’s 

tennis team had “white washed Gwynedd Mercy, 5-0” or that the Archmere 

Academy’s girls’ volleyball team had won its fifth match.416  High school, college, 

national and even women’s over-30 recreation basketball were indiscriminately 

reported in the same columns in 1976.  But change quickly came to the sports 

page and by 1980 the Daily Times had at least one sportswriter, and sometimes 

more, dedicated to covering schoolgirl sport, tracking teams up to and through 

championship brackets and interviewing accomplished players about their games 

and future college prospects. Short reports migrated out of “Local Sports” to a 

separate section all their own called “High School Round-up.” Articles about 

perfect seasons like, “L-A [Lansdowne-Aldan High School] girls lacrosse team 

guns for perfect season”417 and “Marple girls capture their 4th league title”418 

appeared next to articles about professional baseball, and other college and 

 
416Local Sports, 1976 Delaware County Daily Times, October 15 
417Delaware County Daily Times, May 14, 1980, 17. 
418Delaware County Daily Times, May 7, 1980, 20. 
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school news. Articles about important games would even continue to another 

page; brevity was no longer an excuse for under-reporting.419  By 1990 a PIAA 

boys soccer playoff stunner was reported on the same page and given the same 

space as the PIAA girls field hockey playoffs. It was the girls’ article that was 

accompanied by a picture.420  Today, this paper is widely regarded for its 

extensive coverage of schoolgirl sport.   

 The mindset that presented schoolgirls in the sports pages only as 

accoutrements to boys sporting events was quickly coming to an end. The 

significance of these changes was due not only to the increasing value of 

schoolgirl sport in the education marketplace, but also to where this re-valuation 

took place: the suburbs.  School based sport resonated with the suburban  

mentality.  Liberal individualism, the idea that with equal opportunity the 

machinations of meritocracy would sort citizens properly, was fundamental to 

both suburbanization and school sport. The potent role of government in publicly 

supported meritocracies, like school quality and its most public representative, 

school sport, remained un-acknowledged.421 In an era that scrutinized gender 

equity, suburban families quickly and without much fanfare decided that their 

daughters should participate in a privileged interscholastic “meritocracy.”   

 
4191980, Delaware County Daily Times, May 7, 18,30. 
420Delaware County Daily Times, November 1, 1990, 72. 
421For a discussion of the structural creation of the American surburbs and 

the accompanying mentality toward privatization see Jackson, Crabgrass 
Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States. 
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 The Philadelphia Inquirer in the early 1970s gave the same amount of 

attention to women’s and girls’ sport as the suburban Daily Times.  From 1971 to 

1974 a review of the sports pages found just one picture of a woman there, Mrs. 

M. Lynwood who appeared with her basset hound in a short article about the 

Twentieth Annual Rittenhouse Square Dog Show.422  By the fall of 1979 the city 

paper listed all school sport events, including girls sport, in its “Scoreboard” 

section.  Football, soccer, cross country, girls’ cross country, the PIAA District 1 

Field Hockey Playoffs and Public League field hockey games were found under 

the “Scoreboard” heading.  A national collegiate field hockey poll’s results were 

published, perhaps because Penn State was #2 and five other Pennsylvania 

colleges were ranked in the top twenty, as well as neighboring Rutgers and the 

University of Delaware.423   Athletic scholarships had become available in the 

mid-70s and by 1980 suburban schoolgirls had scooped-up many.  College 

athletic scholarships, the “powerful equation,” that Pamela Grundy identified in 

North Carolina sport history, “that so profoundly linked male athletic skill to social, 

educational, and economic opportunities,” were at work doing the same for 

schoolgirls in the Philadelphia area and the public had taken notice.424   Local 

women’s college basketball was reported in the late fall and winter, but city 

schoolgirl sport was not consistently reported.  

 
4221971, Philadelphia Inquirer, October 10, 12D. 
4231979, Philadelphia Inquirer, October 31. 
424Grundy, Learning to Win, 243–44. 
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 Sport reporting differed between the city and the suburbs. The Inquirer 

devoted a limited amount of space to city schoolgirl sport in the 1980s and this 

did not expand over the next decade.  In fact, most of the coverage of schoolgirl 

sport in the city paper was devoted to suburban schoolgirl competitions. 

Coverage of District and State playoffs carried the news of suburban schoolgirl 

sport weeks after the Public League finished its seasons.  Boys and girls’ high 

school sport in the city had to share space with the professional teams 

representing Philadelphia in a widely regarded “sports mad” city.  The suburban 

papers faced a similar commercial landscape, but obviously decided that 

schoolgirl sport was worth covering. In fact, by 1990 the Inquirer dedicated 

significant space to reporting suburban boys sport.  This might reflect the 

newspaper’s attempt to compete in a changing business environment, or 

changes in the quality of high school athletics played by boys in the suburbs. 

Most likely the expansion of city coverage of suburban sport reflected both 

changes, as well as many others related to changes in the demographics of 

Philadelphia from 1970 to 1990, like increases in the suburban population and 

wealth and decreases in the city population and wealth.  After all, Kobi Bryant 

(professional basketball player for the Los Angeles Lakers) graduated from a 

suburban Philadelphia high school on his way to a professional basketball 

career, not a city high school.   

 The city paper in 1990 had four different “Neighbors” sections to provide 

relevant news to specific communities.  The high school sport reporting for these 
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sections was impressive.  Large photos together with scoring and performance 

details accompanied interviews with the young athletes.  The most notable 

feature was the lack of coverage provided to city schoolgirls.  Even in the section 

devoted to the city, there was more coverage given to the suburban girls teams 

than to the city girls.425    

 A measure of the changing value of schoolgirl sport, newspaper sport 

coverage in the city and suburbs of Philadelphia could not have been more 

different.  Suburban readers devoured the details of schoolgirl competitions 

because schoolgirl sport in 1990 had significantly more value to them than it did 

in 1974.  The coverage of city schoolgirl sport in the city paper did not reflect 

commensurate value.  There was more coverage in 1980 and 1990 than in 1974 

to be sure, but the coverage was sporadic. Without the rhythmic drama of 

playoffs and district and state championships, features most sport fans had come 

to expect in their sport reporting, city schoolgirl sport did not receive the same 

kind of serious coverage given to suburban schoolgirls.  And in the marketplace 

of higher education, it was less likely that a city athlete who had reached the 

highest level could make her high school competitions enhance her college 

application over her suburban contemporaries who had risen to the highest level 

of success available to them.  

 
4251990, Philadelphia Inquirer, October 28. 
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Conclusion 

 

 Title IX fortified the link between secondary sport and access to higher 

education for US girls.  Between 1945 and 1970 adolescent female sport gained 

a firm hold within schools. While the popularity of schoolboy sport was 

ascending, schoolgirl sport did not challenge mid-century gender associations 

and stayed its course.426  Even though football became a prominent source of 

community identity, and football games became the place to showcase gender 

differences, schoolgirls continued to play sport and configured the new gendered 

landscape within the rewards of merit and popularity.  By schoolgirls refusing a 

bifurcated view of gender and sport schoolgirl sport survived a significant period 

of gender norming.427  Athletic opportunities were different in the city and 

suburban schools, but by the end of the 1960s many of the differences were 

 
426History provides examples of female institutions that did not stay their 

course in the face of changes, and when circumstances changed once again, 
were unable to react and provide US females access to a desired activity or 
profession.  Women’s access to medical education is a good example as 
explained by Nancy Cott.  See, Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, 221. 

427This was a more powerfully repressive environment than even the one 
in the 1920s.  In the 1920s and 30s there were many examples of women doing 
other kinds of sport, the risk was that girls would be physically harmed by 
exhaustion in these other forms of sport because they ignored their nature in 
pursuit of “athletic glory,” but there was no risk to a girl or woman of losing her 
gender. Beginning in the 1940s and 50s and escalating up to the 1970s, a girl’s 
very gender was at risk.  Because sport was associated with men and boys, a girl 
who liked sport was more like a boy than a girl. That is clear in the newspaper 
article that presented the girl who wanted to be a “schoolboy wrestler,” the 
woman jockey, and of course the highly charged gender tension around the King 
versus Riggs tennis match.  
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gone, and high schools became the most acceptable venue for female 

athleticism.  This represented the fulfillment of the quest by early PE 

campaigners for schools to monopolize adolescent female sport and reclaim it for 

middle-class aspirations.  By the early 1970s schoolgirl sport in the suburbs was 

positioned to respond to one of the most radical re-evaluations of female sport in 

society.  Title IX took the benefits of high school sport for girls beyond good 

health and character development to include privileged access to college 

admissions at a time when admission to college was becoming increasingly 

competitive for girls.  Unfortunately the prior success of the PE philosophy in the 

city schools that de-emphasized interscholastics for girls coupled with the 

overwhelming success of city boys interscholastic teams to produce future 

college and professional athletes from within their sequestered city league, kept 

city girls from the district and state accolades available to suburban schoolgirl 

athletes.  The elimination of the City Series denied city schoolgirl athletes that 

venue of athletic achievement. These circumstnaces disadvantageously 

positioned the city girls compared with suburban girls in their ability to benefit 

from Title IX.  The history of Philadelphia area schoolgirl sport is an example of 

the inadequate way one large city school bureaucracy responded to the changes 

of the 1960s and 1970s.  Education historians Harvey Kantor and Barbara 

Brenzel identified the lumbering bureaucracy of urban school districts as a 

significant encumbrance to the benefits city children might get from their schools.  

They wrote, “largely because of the persistence of bureaucratic structures of 
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decision making and organization, they [urban schools] have responded 

grudgingly and inadequately to their changed social and economic setting.”428  It 

is very unlikely that Kantor and Brenzel had schoolgirl sport in mind, but the 

history of schoolgirl sport in the Philadelphia area provides substantive evidence 

for their claim.  The history of schoolgirl sport offers a sharp lens by which to view 

the gendered consequences of the differences that developed between city and 

suburban high schools between 1945 and 1990. 

 
428Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly Disadvantaged’,” 3. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE EFFECTS OF SUBURBAN SCHOOL DISTRICT 

REORGANIZATION ON THE PARTICIPATION OF BLACK SCHOOLGIRL 

ATHLETES 

 

 

 

A gendered view of the education past that brings women’s experiences to 
the fore may well transform the ways we understand the historically 
significant. (Eisenmann, 1998).  Such a history, for example, is likely to be 
less dependent upon large interpretive frames like bureaucracy and policy 
formulation to carry the story, and more focused on the “lived life in 
schools” for both students and educators.  This kind of history, …, will be 
more dependent on “piecing together tiny little nuclear pieces” in order to 
get a sense of the whole (tape7 p.4).  This approach to the past means 
greater attention to how life and community experiences shape behaviors 
and choices and draws more upon personal life rather than viewing 
schools as separate and personally neutral institutions.429 
 

Up to this point I have examined the history of schoolgirl sport in the 

Philadelphia area along a city-suburban divide.  While revealing in many ways, 

the city-suburban analysis obscures the ways that advantageous sports 

 
429Ruben Donato and Marvin Lazerson, “New Directions in American 

Educational History: Problems and Prospects,” Educational Researcher 29, no. 8 
(1911/January 2000): 12. 
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opportunities excluded some students while including others within the city 

school district or the suburban schools.430  For example, the different levels of 

black schoolgirl participation in Leaders classes and intramural teams in 

Philadelphia high schools discussed in Chapter One provided a glimpse at such 

differences within city schools.   This chapter will examine the changes suburban 

African-heritage schoolgirls experienced as a result of suburban school district 

reorganizations and consolidations.  Along with the previous Chapter Four, this 

analysis explores how “putative race neutral policies” like school district 

consolidations and Title IX contributed to the way schools made anew racial 

inequity.  By using yearbook team pictures, this chapter offers a visual 

documentation of how the intersection of national, state and local education 

policies changed black schoolgirl participation in sport.   Yearbook team pictures 

are evidence of the “tiny little nuclear pieces” -mentioned in the opening quote-of 

the lived experience of school life.  But this study embeds those “tiny little nuclear 

pieces” within the story of  “bureaucracy and policy formation;” it does not choose 

between the two.  Lived experience and policy changes provide a gendered view 

en through the lens of schoolgirl sport.   

 

 

430Kantor and Brenzel touch on the subject of class stratification that 
emerged within city districts when magnet and other selective schools were 
introduced to slow the flight of middle-class families from the city school systems.  
In the end however, they cite Jonathan Kozol’s conclusion that magnet schools 
mimicked the dualism inherent in the city/suburban quality-divide instead of 
challenging it, so that the disadvantaged students remained neglected in the 
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The framework for this chapter--suburban experience, social stratification 

and non-academic school activities--was suggested by the work of other 

scholars.  John Ogbu and others put racial integration in suburban schools at the 

center of their research but they focused almost entirely on the academic 

experience in high schools.431  This study gives non-academic activities--in this 

case sport programs--their historical due.  John Rury once observed of late 

twentieth century high schools, ”At the same time that the institution’s role in 

curricular differentiation seems to have diminished somewhat, its role in 

augmenting social and cultural distinctions in society appears to have grown 

larger.”432  High schools are not just academic institutions; they are also social 

institutions.  Figuring out how they operate in society must take into account non-

academic programs.  This dissertation is based upon the idea exemplified in 

Paula Fass’s book Outside In that non-academic programs located in schools are 

historically relevant to the story of how schools operate in society.433  This 

chapter looks only at suburban-Philadelphia secondary schools.  Of course, as 

 
 
attempt to retain the middle-class, see Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly 
Disadvantaged’,” 13,14. 

431John Ogbu, Black American Students in an Affluent Suburb: A Study of 
Academic Disengagement (2003) Also, Beverly Daniel Tatum, “Out There 
Stranded? Black Families in White Communities,” in Black Families, Harriette 
Pipes McAdoo (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997), 214–33, Gary 
and Carole Ashkinaze Orfield, The Closing Door, Conservative Policy and Black 
Opportunity (1991). 

432Rury, “Educating Urban Youth,” 14. 
433Fass, Outside In. 
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the city school district changed in the late 1960s, 1970s and 1980s--adding high 

schools and differentiating some of them as magnet schools--race and class  

were also at work shaping schoolgirl experiences within the city’s public high 

schools. That is a project for another researcher.434     

Admittedly this chapter has a narrow scope.  Only three suburban schools 

districts are examined.  It compares the sport participation of black schoolgirls at 

two reorganized districts with the participation patterns at one district that did not 

reorganize.  I intend to show that because national and state policy makers 

avoided directly addressing the racial implications of school reorganization for 

students, their policy and planning shortcomings disrupted the patterns of 

suburban black schoolgirl athletic participation.  Team pictures are used to 

indicate the changing rates of participation of suburban black schoolgirls at the 

time each school district reorganized.  The impact of reorganization on black 

suburban schoolgirls is important.  Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 

1972 increased the value of schoolgirl sport for students who aspired to attend 

ge attendance was becoming more important to all 

 

 

434For example in 2008 the All-City  First Team girls volleyball team was 
dominated by one school, Masterman, one of the most elite magnet schools in 
the city district.  When 9 out of 11 places on an all-league team are held by one 
school, it is clear that  imbalances (of talent, coaching, resources ?) exist in the 
league.  When coaches gather and select for the all-league teams they are 
determined that their best players receive the recognition they deserve. Even on 
teams with poor records coaches advocate so that their best players are not 
obscured by under performing supporting players.   For a discussion of similar 
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American boys and girls.  But school district reorganizations reduced the number 

of suburban black schoolgirls who were in a position to take advantage of the 

higher education benefits Title IX provided to female athletes.435 

 

Previous Research on Late Twentieth Century High School Sport 

 

 In 1961 James Coleman elevated the scrutiny on school sport to national 

awareness. In The Adolescent Society: The Social Life of Teenagers and Its 

Impact on Education, Coleman claimed that the adolescents populating 

American high schools were wrongly impressed by athletic prowess over 

academic accomplishments. Sport’s only salutary effect, in Coleman’s 

estimation, occurred in working-class neighborhoods where the athletic hero 

displaced the even more disreputable  “hot rodders and delinquents.”436  His 

 
 
disparities in sport access and opportunity within the Washington, DC public high 
schools see, Kaplan, “White Lie,” 2. 

435More girls stayed in school and more attended college post-WWII. For a 
discussion of post-WWII increases in attendance rates in Metropolitan area high 
schools, especially the similarity between African-American and White girls see, 
Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly Disadvantaged’,” 11, fn 36 and the 
increase in college attendance, especially for females, due to changes in the 
economy see, Rury, “Educating Urban Youth,” 11–13. 

436Coleman, The Adolescent Society, 29. 
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criticisms ignited a new field of research mostly in defense of school sport.437  

Dissertations from the University of Pennsylvania in the 1920s demonstrated that 

high school sport as a topic of educational research was not new in 1961.438   But 

for Coleman and for many of the subsequent researchers examining the 

enhanced value of school sport, “high school athlete” was assumed to be 

synonymous with “male” student.  Like many researchers, sport historian John 

Talamini writing about high school sport in Sport And Society an Anthology 

assumed that the high school athlete was a male student.  In the following quote 

Talamini defends the contribution sport made to adolescent identity formation.  It 

is evident that the adolescent athletes he had in mind were teenage boys.  He 

wrote 

 

Athletic skill seems especially helpful to adolescents in establishing their 
sense of who they are, their sense of self-esteem.  This is not only 

 deference and sometimes even respect, or because 

 
437   Sabo, “High School Athletic Participation and Post Secondary 

Educational and Occupational Mobility: A Focus on Race and Gender”  John 
Talamini, “School Athletics: Public Policy Versus Practice,” in Sport and Society  
an Anthology, John Talamini and Charles H. Page (Boston: Little, Brown and 
Co., 1973), 168, f.n 11; John Talamini, Sport and Society an Anthology (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co, 1973); Sabo, “High School Athletic Participation and Post 
Secondary Educational and Occupational Mobility: A Focus on Race and 
Gender”, Wendy C and John C. Phillips Jerome, “The Relationship Between 
Academic Achievement and Interscholastic Participation: A Comparison of 
Canadian and American High Schools” (1971), 18–21, Richard A. Rehberg, and 
Walter E. Schafer, “Participation in Interscholastic Athletics and College 
Expectations,” The American Journal of Sociology 73, no. 6 (May 1968): 732–40. 

438Clement J. Alderfer, “The Current Practices of Organization for 
Management of Interscholastic Athletics in Pennsylvania” (Van Pelt Library: 
University of Pennsylvania, 1926). 
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successful athletes enjoy superior sexual opportunity, though they have 
both of these advantages.439  
 

 

The athletes to whom Talamini refers--those who enjoyed deference, 

respect and “superior sexual opportunity,” were undoubtedly male students.  

Although the sexual revolution was well underway by 1973 when Talamini wrote, 

American public opinion had not yet come to celebrate the “superior sexual 

opportunity” of its schoolgirl athletes or the way “superior sexual opportunity” 

contributed to teenage girls’ “sense of self-esteem.” 440  A few researchers 

included girls in the dialogue on the effects of school sport participation but the 

template had clearly been set by the Coleman criticism.441  Like him, most 

researchers focused on the effects of school sport but not access to it. The 

addition of girls to the research agenda did not change the framework of the 

research.   

 
439Talamini, Sport and Society, 183. 
440In fact, that day has yet to arrive.  On the contrary, adolescent female 

participation in school sport is often recommended for its effect on reducing 
teenage pregnancy; a code for the reduction in teenage hetero-sexual 
intercourse.  The history of schoolgirl sport demonstrates the close connection 
between bourgeois standards of deportment and the acceptance of school sport 
for America’s girls. For an example see, Robyn and Jonathan Fox Kim, “Girls 
Athletes Say no to Sex,” Scholastic Choices 14, no. 5 (February 1999): 5. 

441Eldon E. and Elmer Spreitzer Snyder, “Participation in Sport as Related 
to Educational Expectations Among High School Girls,” Sociology of 
Education 50 (1977): 47–55; Debbie Feltz, “Athletics in the Status System of 
Female Adolescents,” Review of Sport and Leisure 3 (1978): 98–108. 
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National Call For School District Consolidations And Reorganizations 

 

 In 1959 James Conant published his clarion call to reorganize US schools 

into larger districts in order to safeguard US global status. In The American High 

School Today Conant argued that the comprehensive high school was the 

appropriate institution for educating US teenagers. He suggested that graduating 

senior classes should have no fewer than one hundred students.442  He believed  

that the challenge facing US high schools in the second half of the century was 

the ability to pool enough resources to support the breadth of programming 

necessary to provide more citizens with a suitable education. Beyond the issue of 

size Conant was satisfied that “no radical alteration in the basic pattern of 

American education is necessary in order to improve...public education.”443  He 

knew this would not be easily accomplished.  He wrote, “I should like to 

record...my conviction that in many states the number one problem is the 

elimination of the small high school by district reorganization.”444  Too many 

districts were under serving their pupils with paltry resources and faced the 

prospect of “prohibitive costs” to meet his recommendations for providing a good 

education.  Reducing the number of districts through reorganization was not a 

5 and 1958 reorganization had already eliminated 

 
442James Conant, “The American High School Today,” in The American 

High School Today (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959), 37. 
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over half of the 101, 382 districts across the nation.  When Conant championed 

reorganization as the essential strategic move to insure the US top ranking in the 

world, 40,520 districts remained.445     

 Although Brown vs. The Board of Education of Topeka, KS had been 

recently decided and race was becoming more salient to the American public and 

policy makers, no part of Conant’s remedy suggested redress for racial 

imbalance. The enthusiastic reception given Conant’s report came from the 

perception that America was in competition with the USSR for supremacy. When 

the USSR launched Sputnik in 1957 it raised concerns about the adequacy of 

secondary education in the US.446  In his report Conant quelled much of the 

concern over quality and posed the challenge as one of access and delivery.  

Despite the seventeen recommendations Conant outlined, Pennsylvania policy 

makers and politicians focused on the underlying structural tenet: reorganize 

school districts to provide sufficiently large high schools. School size became the 

focus of the newest initiative to improve the quality of American secondary 

education.  Many educational historians have noted that only after Conant 

addressed the broad and hegemonic concept of “American” education did he  

 
 

443Conant, “The American High School Today,” 40. 
444Conant, “The American High School Today,” 38. 
445Table 83. Number of public school districts and public and private 

elementary and secondary schools: Selected years, 1869-70 through 2004-05, 
nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d06/tables/xls/tabn083.xls 

446Conant, “The American High School Today,” xi. 
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address the emerging social divisions within metropolitan America and analyze 

what he believed were the most pressing threats to US democracy posed there.  

In Slums and Suburbs Conant argued that America was bifurcating and that the 

high school was playing an important role in that growing division.447  Conant 

was attuned to the way race and class could inhibit productive discussions ab

educational policy changes. That is why he delayed his discussion of those 

issues.  And in fact, a review of the Pennsylvania legislative debate on improving 

education by reducing the number of school districts demonstrates that it was 

those issues of social boundaries and divisions that overwhelmed concerns for  

international competitiveness and resource allocation which delayed the 

reorganization of school districts in many of Philadelphia’s suburbs.  But the 

politicized tone of the debate in the legislature in the early 1960s was later 

overwhelmed by the more pressing economic constraints facing school districts.  

With the passage of time and growing concerns for economic efficiency, racial 

desegregation was acknowledged as a viable goal of education policy.  But it 

became the acknowledged secondary concern behind economic efficiency 

among the justifications for school district reorganizations.  And because it was 

not the priority, racial equity was not included in the planning tools school districts 

used to reorganize.  The experiences of students as a result of school 

nitored or measured.  Policy makers deferred to an 

 
447Rury, “Educating Urban Youth,” 1,3. 
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abiding belief that all students would benefit.  The changes in black schoolgirl 

athletic participation shows that all students did not benefit equally from 

reorganization. 

 

The State Legislative Debate on Reorganizing School Districts 

 

 In 1961 the Pennsylvania legislature passed Act 561.  Taking direction 

from Conant and other educational experts Act 561 mandated reorganization 

based upon the number of students in a district.  Under Act 561 districts with 

fewer than 4,000 pupils were obliged to combine with another district and merge 

high schools to attain student populations of sufficient size.  This would have 

reduced the number of Pennsylvania districts from 2,219 to 305.  It should come 

as no surprise that attempts to mandate the reorganization of Pennsylvania 

school districts in 1961 was unpopular.  Social tensions around race, class and 

place were on the rise at the time. Although much of the literature on the history 

of education emphasizes the growing racial and economic disparities between 

the city and the suburbs from 1950 to 1980, the response to Act 561 indicated 

that the migration out of the city and into the suburbs of mostly white residents 

created an atmosphere of heightened anxiety among suburban communities with 
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regard to social status and quality of schools.448  The mandatory tenets of Act 

561--forcing the closure of small districts--symbolized for the growing number of 

suburbanites a lack of community control.  This only increased the sense of 

impending social dissolution feared by many suburban residents at that time.  Act 

561 became a lightening rod of social anxiety.  One newly elected Senator--most 

likely elected because of his opponent’s association with Act 561-- the 

Republican senator from York County, Mr. Beers, described the reaction to Act 

561 in most areas of Pennsylvania, by saying, “The people in their wisdom, 

reacted violently and adversely at the polls, sending many Members of this 

Chamber and of the other Chamber to a well deserved rest from public activity, 

where they may contemplate at length the errors of Act No. 561.”449   

 In the minds of many suburban Pennsylvanians, school districts mirrored 

neighborhood boundaries. In 1960 most municipalities maintained a high school.  

A member of the 1960 Task Force of the Governor’s Committee studying state-

wide reorganization said that, at the time, “Municipal officials felt that dismantling 

 
448For a description of the national trend see the section titled “The Social 

Ecology of American Cities” in Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly 
Disadvantaged’,” 3–11 For an excellent case study examination of 
suburbanization and rising social anxiety in nearby Camden, NJ see Howard 
Gillette, Camden After the Fall, Decline and Renewal in a Post-Industrial City 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2005), Chapter 1–3  

449Legislative Journal-Senate, V1, 1963, 709. 
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the school district was tantamount to dismantling the municipality.”450   School 

district reorganization called into question many issues of identity and loyalty 

tightly associated with neighborhood boundaries, which themselves were being 

challenged by changes in society.  

  In Pennsylvania, racial, class and even possibly religious differences 

were behind much of the political rhetoric against Act 561. Pennsylvanians would 

have been acutely aware of how the district changes would include or exclude 

neighborhoods associated with race, class and religion.  Even among suburban 

black communities social divisions were well understood.  For example, while 

only about five percent of those living in the suburbs were African-American, 

black suburbanites were concentrated in a few clearly defined communities.451  

An examination of yearbooks for this study provided evidence of the 

concentrated housing patterns of black residents in two suburban communities. 

An interview with a former student offered further evidence of the residential 

racial concentrations. In one case, Nether Providence, a small municipality in 

Delaware County, maintained its own high school until it merged with a 

neighboring district in 1983.  The final 1983 Nether Providence High School 

 
450Dr. Herbert Byron, see George Edward Lundin, “School District 

Reorganization in Pennsylvania Between 1963 and 1971 and Its Effect on Racial 
Balance” (Ph.D. diss., Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh, 1973), 35. 

451 Even though anti-discrimination laws passed, coupled with rising 
number of black middle-class families increased the number of black families in 
the suburbs they remained confined to black neighborhoods, see,  Kantor, 
“Urban Education and the ’Truly Disadvantaged’,” 4. 
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yearbook included students’ home addresses along with their senior picture.  

There were 236 seniors in 1983. Sixteen of the seniors were African-heritage.   

Just five streets were listed for the home addresses for all sixteen black students.  

Almost all of those streets were part of an area known as South Media.  Mrs. 

Levesque, the former Media High School student Peggy Mason, an African-

American who had lived in North Media recounted that there were two black 

communities living near each other in designated “black” areas: South Media and 

North Media.  The students from each area attended different high schools and 

represented different social networks.452  She recalled that divisions between 

black communities required careful negotiation in her teenage wanderings.  All 

across Pennsylvania similar boundaries among nearby communities; between 

white and white, and white and black communities, were well understood and 

respected.  These were the unseen demarcations that shaped the lives of many 

Pennsylvanians.  Act 561 mandated abrogating these social and geographic 

boundaries by reorganizing school districts.  It was those changes that fueled the 

debate to repeal Act 561. 

 In July 1963 the Pennsylvania Senate debated Senate Bill 179.  It 

proposed to amend Act 561 by replacing the mandatory parts of the Act that the 

Republican Party found most objectionable.  The Republican senator from rural 

Schuylkill County, Paul L. Wagner introduced SB179.  Senator Wagner was also 



  

285 
   

                                                       

Chairman of the Senate Education Committee.  His political position on 

education was based upon a belief in the power and privilege of local control and 

a suspicion of state and federal meddling in schools.  In fact, earlier he had 

proposed a bill that would have abolished the State Council of Education by 

creating a State Board of Basic Education and a State Council of Higher 

Education, thereby stripping the power from the State Superintendent of Public 

Education and the PA Department of Education.453  Act 561 was so politically 

toxic that when Senator Wagner introduced SB179 from the floor of the Senate 

he said, “when the bills get shuffled around and are numbered, that, if possible 

you stay away from the numerals five, six, or one on this particular bill.”454 When 

approved in the summer of 1963 SB179 amended Act 561, it became Act 299.  

 In Pennsylvania, Conant’s suggestion to reorganize school districts was 

taken up as a way to do something about the twin concerns regarding access to 

a quality secondary education and the growing social divisions, but these two 

 
 

452Interview with Peggy (Levesque) Mason, March 2003, notes taken.  
453Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, Democrat 

Accuses GOP of Killing School Plan, Feb 6, 1963, Philadelphia, Temple 
University Libraries, Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 

454Wagner, Debates-Senate Journal, 1963, Feb 19, 139.  Senator 
Wagner’s caution was not mis-placed; he lost his next re-election campaign 
because he opposed a bus bill that provided public school buses to students 
attending local private schools, see Philadelphia Inquirer, August 4, 1964-
clippings Urban Archives. 
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concerns were not held in the same regard by all state legislators.455  Some 

senators, like Senator Wagner, clearly favored improving financial efficiency and 

access to a quality education.456  But Senator Wagner and others chafed under 

mandates and were reluctant to pass legislation based on  “expert” opinions that 

would disrupt traditional community boundaries.  Senator Wagner opposed 

mandates that he described as “a game of numbers by arrogant men.”457  In and 

around Philadelphia the opposing positions on Act 561 became an integral part 

of existing political animosities.  Philadelphia Senate minority leader Charles 

Weiner (D) and Senator Sesler (D), also from Philadelphia, along with 

Lackawanna County’s Robert P. Casey(D) supported Act 561, especially the 

mandates, because they thought the moment was ripe for education reform to 

balance historical social and racial injustices.  They believed that such changes 

could only be accomplished by mandates.  On the other side of the debate was 

rticular political adversaries and a part of the 

 
455Conant intended reorganization for small rural districts, of which 

Pennsylvania had plenty, but in fact it also impacted the smaller suburban 
districts immediately ringing Philadelphia. Rural school districts are the focus of 
most, if not all, of the literature on school district reorganization and 
consolidation.  I have found no examinations of school district reorganizations for 
suburban school districts.  This suggests that “suburban” as an analytical 
category has not been recognized by researchers. 

456Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, Democrat 
Accuses GOP of Killing School Plan, Feb 6, 1963, Philadelphia, Temple 
University Libraries, Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 

457Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, School 
Merger Bill Passed by State Senate-Democrats Lose Struggle to Retain Strict 
Consolidation, July 2, 1963, Philadelphia, Temple University Libraries, Urban 
Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Delaware county Republican power network known as the McClure Machine.  

Republican Senator Clarence Bell represented most parts of Delaware County. 

He charged that Senator Weiner had painted “a very rosy picture of Act 561.”458  

Unlike Senator Wagner’s principled objection to state interference, Senator Bell 

along with Senator Henry Propert (R) from Montgomery County--the wealthiest 

county in the state at the time--did not have a principled objection or concerns for 

financial savings or social divisions.  Their political maneuvers were designed to 

safeguard the access their communities already had to a “quality education.”459  

The debate fell along party lines.  Republicans supported reorganization but not 

mandates that would compel any district opposed to participation.  Democrats-- 

including the Philadelphia Senators whose single large city school district would 

not be substantially affected--supported reorganization that mandated 

reorganizations, paying little heed to local reluctance.  

 The debate to amend Act 561, by passing SB179, lasted two days and 

consumed thirty-two pages in the Legislative Journal.  Proponents of SB179 

claimed allegiance to “home rule” and their constituents’ rights to decide without 

ay to educate their communities’ children.  They 

 
458Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, Newspaper clipping collection, Democrat 

Accuses GOP of Killing School Plan, Feb 6, 1963, Philadelphia, Temple 
University Libraries, Urban Archives, Philadelphia, PA. 

459The Republican Party placed the issue of reorganization in its platform 
for the 1962 Campaign: their position was pro-reorganization but anti-Act 561.  
Many Republicans, including Lieutenant Governor Raymond Shaffer urged a 
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abjured deference to education experts who suggested that local concerns for 

traditional community boundaries should be subordinated to regional concerns 

for social justice and educational excellence.  A statement from Senator Propert 

(R)- Montgomery County- during the floor debate was typical. He said, “...we, in 

Montgomery County, are firm believers in home rule.  Our citizens are very much 

opposed to Act. No. 561...”460 Opponents to SB179, like Philadelphia Senator 

Weiner (D), declared they were for progress and “doing away with and breaking 

down as many of the barriers as we can that we have lived with for many 

years.”461  

 The debate over SB179 included all the rhetoric and anxieties being 

experienced by suburban communities across the country.  Previously profitable 

industrial cities and the first ring of suburban communities were beginning to 

experience the effects of economic and social reorganization.462  These changes 

raised the anxiety in suburban communities whose residents’ economic viability 

still relied on access to the cities, but whose social comfort was defined by 

residing outside of the city.  Although reorganization would not require suburban 

and city mergers, suburban anxieties found full expression around any 

aries to their community would be changed.  And if 

 
 
more decentralized and locally controlled approach to school district 
reorganization, see, Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” 35. 

460Legislative Journal-Senate, v1, 1963, 693. 
461Weiner, Legislative Journal-Senate, July 1, 1963,674. 
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the argument for change did not promise security from further social change, it 

was resisted.  For many suburban dwellers their residential security, in their 

minds, was a result of personal choice and sacrifice, not larger structural 

changes.463  In the debate over school district reorganization macro-perspectives 

fell short in the effort to win control over micro-social concerns for maintaining 

social and community boundaries. 

 At the height of the debate it became pointed and personal. Senator 

Weiner (D), the Senate minority leader interrogated Republican senators who 

opposed mandated reorganization about their motives and political 

allegiances.464  At one point, Senator Weiner produced maps of individual 

senatorial districts and proceeded to question the senators from those areas 

about the configuration of school districts.  He claimed that merely by looking at 

the map no obvious reasons for the boundaries existed.  He was implying that 

class and race were more influential than topography.  In one instance Senator 

Bell (R)- Delaware County, under examination from Senator Weiner (D) 

defended the separation of “river communities” from the Chester City School 

District.  Senator Weiner (D) pointed out that the communities were not 

 
 

462Gillette, Camden After the Fall, 2. 
463For a description of the way white ethnic Camden residents came to 

see neighborhood decline as a result of personal behavior unconnected to anger 
from prior social and economic injustice see Gillette, Camden After the Fall, 57–
60. 

464Legislative Journal-Senate, 1963, V1, 670-675, 691-719. 
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contiguous and required residents to drive around Chester to get to their “river 

community” schools.  Senator Bell (R) referenced historic associations to justify 

the otherwise impractical boundaries.  He said, 

 

The people living in these river communities have always gone to the 
same high schools.  In other words, there was something in common 
between them.  I do not think it is bad to drive through another school 
district, for maybe two miles, to get between parts of other school 
districts...these river districts,...have always gone to the same high 
schools.465 

 

 In the debate over the protection of districts that already met the standard 

of a “quality district,” Senator Weiner (D) suggested to Senator Wagner (R)-York- 

that these protected districts were, unfairly, “islands in the vast sea of education.”  

In defense Senator Wagner called attention to the many schools and churches 

established in Pennsylvania based on religious affiliation.  Pennsylvania, he said, 

had “more than any other State in the Union.” He tried to claim that these 

examples of private, voluntary, religious organizations gave all Pennsylvanians 

the right to discriminate in their publicly funded school districts.  He said,  

 

... it is not at all surprising that you might have a quality school 
district...that is definitely a quality district that is off here somewhere that is 
in a position where, while they think he is a nice fellow, they do not want to 
be mixed up with the Mullins or the Yatrons.  It is not feasible.  They have 

tirely.  Therefore, to that extent this district would be 

 
465Legislative Journal-Senate, V1,1963, 707. 
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kept on its own, which does not disturb me, if it is, Senator, a quality 
school district, or has the capability of being a quality school district.466 

 

 

Differences of all kinds were considered reasonable grounds to inhibit the 

consolidation of school districts for many Pennsylvanians and legislators.   

Legislators resisted education reforms that ignored such differences in the 

pursuit of broader goals of social justice and educational improvement because, 

in the words of Senator Berger (R)- Potter County-, such mandates were based 

“solely upon socialistic premise that we must spread the wealth simply because 

some districts are able to produce a better program of education than some 

others.”467  This was just the kind of “possessive” gesture sociologist George 

Lipsitz suggests was on the rise as a result of the Civil Rights movement.468  In 

this case of amending Act 561, the political process favored local control and SB 

179 passed.  Heeding Senator Wagner’s request that numbers five, six and one 

be avoided, SB179 became Act 299.  Act 299 permitted school districts to 

reorganize at their own pace and accommodate familiar “community 

 
466Wagner, Legislative Journal-Senate, July 1,1963,673. Mullin and Yatron 

were names of other Senators in the room. 
467Legislative Journal-Senate, 963, 711. 
468Lipsitz, “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness” Lipsitz would point 

out that only by ignoring the structural privileges one community had over 
another could someone claim “simply because some districts are able to produce 
a better program of education than some other”  as if all community outcomes 
were a result of the independent actions of communities, not the privileges 
bestowed upon them by virtue of their predominant race and class. 
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characteristics.”469  Act 299 repealed the mandatory component of Act 561 and 

gave “quality schools” regardless of their size the option to maintain their existing 

school district boundaries and avoid merger with another district.470  Three years 

later, in March of 1966, the reorganization bill was further amended to permit 

“indefinite extensions and to provide for withdrawal from work on Interim 

Committees”- the committees that designed the reorganization plans.  This 

essentially halted the reorganization of districts that wanted to maintain their 

existing boundaries.471   

 School district reorganization in Pennsylvania was conceived as a 

response to Cold War global tensions, it was born into the domestic Civil Rights 

milieu and it matured in the strained economic environment of the late 1970s and 

early 1980s.  That legacy was evident as the legislature struggled to shape state 

educational policy; first embracing the concept of reorganization to protect 

national ascendency, then resisting it when implementation would compel 

citizens to overlook their parochial divisions, finally succumbing in the face of 

economic restraints.  Act 299 represented that uneasy transition. Significant to 

this study was how the Senate debate demonstrated the unwillingness of 

suburban communities to directly acknowledge educational inequities closely 

ass.  When race and class were introduced into the 

 
469For an analysis that suggests reorganized districts in PA increased 

racial segregation see Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania.” 
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debate on the floor of the Pennsylvania State Senate opponents to mandated 

reorganization resisted direct discussions of them.  One member of the State 

Board of Education commenting retrospectively on the support for 

reorganizations said, “Act 299 was only intended to achieve fewer larger districts 

along certain guidelines. Although we did bring race in [to measure un-intended 

consequences of the “colorblind” act] because I brought it in that still doesn’t give 

you the power to achieve desegregation.”  When asked if Act 299 was intended 

to achieve racial or economic balance another board member responded.  “No, 

the act was intended to address educational purposes only.”472  

 Despite the political intentions behind the repeal of Act 561 and the 

implementation of local control via Act 299, the need for financial efficiency and 

the passage of time permitted the amelioration of racial divisions to become part 

of the commonly understood justifications for reorganization. When financial 

constraints compelled school district managers to choose reorganization, they 

combined the unpleasant economic realities with the laudable prospect of 

redress for racial divisions.  But Act 299, the legal foundation upon which 

reorganizations took place, represented the unwillingness to directly address 

race and class and therefore it did not incorporate these concerns into the 

 
 

470Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” 36–40. 
471Sesler, Legislative Journal-Senate, March 7, 1966, 19. 
472Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” 41. 
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planning.  Race and class issues never became part of the state’s guidelines for 

the reorganization of school districts.  For most suburban black schoolgirl 

athletes reorganization meant leaving small, neighborhood schools to attend 

larger, ostensibly better, predominantly white schools.  The unwillingness of state 

legislators to directly address racial difference was an example of what Catherine 

Marshall called  “the politics of silence and ambiguity” in policy formation.  The 

consequences for schoolgirl athletes were as Marshall predicted “to 

disadvantage girls and women in education systems.”473  Only financial and 

accounting issues were taken-up in the state guidelines for school district 

reorganization.474 

  Reorganization occurred because anxieties over social boundaries and 

protecting privilege succumbed to the financial outlook of school districts.  

Finances provided the most compelling motivation for reorganizations.  While 

state politicians debated whether reorganization was either socialism or social 

justice, school district managers responded to more practical demographic and 

financial concerns when they chose to reorganize their school districts.  

Significant population shifts taking place in metropolitan areas across the nation 

istricts to respond in some way.  From 1966 to 1977 

 
473Catherine Marshall, “Dismantling and Reconstructing Policy Analysis,” 

in Feminist Critical Policy Analysis (London: Falmer Press, 1997),8. 
474Pennsylvania Department of Public Instruction, Establishing the New 

School District: The School District Reorganization Act of 1963 (Harrisburg: PA 
Dept. of Education, 1964). 
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across the country four million white Americans left the inner city and white 

suburban communities grew by 22 million.  The suburbs attracted new residents 

from the city and the rural areas.  Five hundred thousand black Americans also 

moved to the suburbs at that time, while six million black Americans took up 

residence in the cities.475  In and around Philadelphia these changes were 

evident.  The suburbs grew with mostly white residents, concentrating black 

suburban households in a few areas, and cities became home to more black 

families and poorer families.476   

 Because school districts experienced their peak enrollments between 

1969 and 1971 projections made at that time for future declines in enrollment 

were not immediately persuasive.477  During the first calls for reorganization in 

the early 1960s, Pennsylvanians were being asked to give up “their” local high 

school when the schools were filling-up and racial and class divisions were 

becoming more salient.  Taxpayers were told future enrollment declines and 

overcapacity awaited, but those projections contradicted present circumstances.  

Especially communities with good schools did not readily appreciate calls for 

 
475Lipsitz, “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness,” 372, fn 18. 
476Kantor, “Urban Education and the ’Truly Disadvantaged’,” 3–11. 
477For documentation on peak enrollments see, Edwin Rothman, 

Summary of Demographic and Public School Enrollment Trends in Delaware 
County 1960–1980 and Projections to 1990, Report 436, Coping With Declining 
Enrollments in the ‘80s (230 S. Broad St, Phila., PA: Pennsylvania Economy 
League, 1982), 3 and for an example of community disbelief in statistics showing 
decline see, Mary Walton, “Census Shifts in Lansdowne, Fewer People and a 
Changing Face,” Philadelphia Inquirer, 9 February 1981. 
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reorganization, intended to avoid future overcapacity that might diminish their 

privileged position in the changing social and educational landscape.  The 

Pennsylvania Economy League first projected the impact of population declines 

on school districts in 1968.  But it wasn’t until the early 1980s that its further 

reporting on the matter influenced school districts.478  By then inflationary 

pressures led many to believe that by pooling tax dollars school districts could 

increase the availability of goods and services, reduce redundancies, and open 

opportunity for a better education to more students.479     

 By the 1980s, unlike in the 1960s, public opinion was open to the 

desegregation benefits that reorganization offered, but those concerns were not 

the primary focus and did not alter the way school districts planned for 

reorganization.  The prospect of financial savings and the passage of time--

nearly two decades after the height of the Civil Rights disruptions--made the 

discussion of racial segregation possible.480   Reporting on the mergers of three 

 

 

478Edgar Rosenthal, The Experience of Local School Districts in Meeting 
Problems and Opportunities, Report 445, Coping With Declining Enrollments in 
the ‘80s (230 S. Broad St, Phila., PA: Pennsylvania Economy League, 1983), iv. 

479In fact many school districts had built new buildings or built additions to 
existing buildings without eliminating older buildings so that they faced over 
capacity and the costs associated with it.  This added to the pressures of the 
early ‘80s that pushed the last hold outs to reorganize.  For statistics on 
overcapacity see, Rosenthal, The Experience of Local School Districts in Meeting 
Problems and Opportunities, 37. 

480The School District of Philadelphia was enmeshed in desegregation 
court mandates throughout the early 80s. Across the nation the strategy of 
bussing students within districts to achieve racial balances was challenged in 
courts.  These cases appeared in the Philadelphia newspapers because they 
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Delaware County school districts in 1982, nearly twenty-years after the original 

legislative debate, the Philadelphia Inquirer quoted one Southeast Delco District 

spokesman in reference to the creation of Academy Park School District from 

Collingdale, Sharon Hill and Darby High Schools, “The reorganization will racially 

desegregate the student population and with enrollment declining, allow more 

efficient use of the school buildings,” he said.  Census data forecasted significant 

population reductions for those three municipalities.481   The projected enrollment 

declines made in the 1980s were more persuasive than earlier projections 

because many communities had begun to experience the declines.  Between 

1980 and 2000 Collingdale, Sharon Hill and Darby Township lost 9.2%, 12.1% 

and 21.5% of their respective populations.482  Another district spokesperson 

commented that the merger of Lansdowne-Aldan, with Yeadon and Darby-

Colwyn to become the William Penn School District would, “desegregate classes 

and better use building space” in the district.  Readers were told, “county officials 

said mergers like these were a common method schools pursued in efforts to 

save money as enrollment falls.  The savings in the three districts are estimated 

to range from $500,000 to $1 million annually.”  Another district executive said 

 
 
were relevant to the city.  See for example Aarn Epstein, “Busing Order Upheld 
by Supreme Court,” Philadelphia Inquirer, 25 January 1983. 

481Rothman, Summary of Demographic and Public School Enrollment 
Trends in Delaware County 1960–1980 and Projections to 1990, 2. 

482Population by Municipality, 1980-2000, from Delaware County 
Government web site.  
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“the mergers were part of a nationwide trend to consolidate schools because of 

the high cost of maintaining buildings with declining enrollments.”483   The 

municipalities coming together to form the William Penn School District in 1983 

were facing projected declines just like many in the area.  Lansdowne and Aldan 

boroughs experienced a 7% decline from 1980-2000 while Colwyn and Darby 

retracted by 14% and 10.5%, respectively.  Only Yeadon did not lose population. 

It grew by .3%.484   Whereas officials involved with the creation of Act 299 in 

1963 had declared that racial integration was definitely not a goal of 

reorganization, by 1982 the amelioration of racial divisions was commonly cited 

as a laudable outcome in the search for financial efficiency.  Act 299 permitted 

municipalities to choose when they would reorganize.  Declining enrollments and 

financial insecurity motivated the decisions.  Court efforts to mandate 

desegregation across the country and in Philadelphia provided additional 

incentive to address racial imbalance through reorganization.  This however did 

not alter the guidelines that the state provided for district reorganizations.  The 

guidelines continued to only address finance and oversight.  

 Act 299 insured that the pace of change was largely left to the local 

districts.  Some like the Rose Tree Union School District and its neighbor the 

 early and amicably.  In 1967 those two districts 

 
483Suzanne Gordon, “School Mergers In Delco Leave Students Nostalgic,” 

The Philadelphia Inquirer, 1917/June 1982. 
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merged and became the Rose Tree Media School District.  Others like the 

William Penn School District, Academy Park and the Wallingford-Swarthmore 

School Districts resisted initial attempts at reorganization, delaying it until the 

early 1980s.  Shared financial responsibility for newer and larger buildings in 

almost every case was the most influential argument for reorganization.485  But 

the original guidelines for reorganization used by districts had been shaped 

earlier by their unwillingness to directly grapple with race and class.  All updates 

to the guidelines continued to focus on organizational and financial issues only.  

 Although cost cutting was the strongest motivation for merger among 

administrators and local politicians, many students from the smaller schools 

anticipated the academic benefits.  A Yeadon student, Robin Dinunzio, was 

quoted about her expectations for advanced courses.  “Because Yeadon was so 

small, we didn’t have advanced courses.  I’ll be taking advanced placement 

chemistry and English,” she said.  “I will be better prepared for college.  I want to 

get into nursing school and advanced biology will look good on my transcript.”486  

This was precisely the justification for reorganization Conant and proponents of 

Act 561 had offered in the1960s.  It took nearly two decades for local economic 

 protection of social divisions for the original Cold War 

 
 

484Population by Municipality, 1980-2000, from Delaware County 
Government web site. 

485Rosenthal,The Experience of Local School Districts in Meeting 
Problems and Opportunities, 37. 
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intention to be realized.  But the intervening decades, animated by racial discord, 

had not made an impression on the planning tools offered to school districts.  

How students experienced these changes depended upon the individual 

programs and personnel at each school.  

 It was taken for granted that offering more curricular and programmatic 

options was enough of a gesture towards improving education.  Theorists like 

Conant and state legislators did not provide specific instructions for insuring that 

the students actually benefited from the wider array of services. Although many 

students, like Robin Dinunzio, may have anticipated access to better educational 

programming there were no mechanisms designed to insure that students and 

programs connected in an equitable way.  Even the increased willingness to 

acknowledge racial divisions in education in the 1980s did not compel the 

creation of racially sensitive standards to measure and monitor student access to 

programs.487  Deferring to Conant’s faith that bigger was better and ignoring the 

actual machinations of knowledge transfer, the reorganizations echoed a 

 
 

486Gordon, “School Mergers In Delco Leave Students Nostalgic.” 
487  Suzanne Green, “School Segregation on Rise Study Shows,” 

Philadelphia Inquirer, 25 January 1983.  A similar lack of legislative attention to 
race in the reorganization of Pennsylvania school districts was found in Lundin, 
“School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” 118. 
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consistent theme in the history of US education to look for progress through 

structural reform instead of pedagogy and classroom-level experiences.488 

 

Case Studies On The Effects Of Reorganization On Schoolgirl Athletes 

 

 The remainder of this chapter will focus on the years immediately before 

and after reorganization in three suburban school districts. In the first case Rose 

Tree Union School District merged with Media School District and formed the 

Rose Tree Media School District.  The former Media Junior-Senior High School, 

became a junior high school and students that would have attended Media High 

School began attending Penncrest High School, the high school formerly for the 

Rose Tree Union District.  In the second case, Landsdowne-Aldan School District 

merged with the Yeadon School District and the Darby/Colwyn School District to  

form the William Penn School District.  The Landsdowne-Aldan Junior-Senior 

High School was renovated and renamed Pennwood High School.  Yeadon and 

Darby/Colwyn High Schools became junior high schools.  In both cases the 

smaller high schools had served the immediate neighborhood of black residents.   

 For students who had already established themselves within the 

adolescent society of the smaller high school the transition to a larger school no 

 
488Tyack, The One Best System And Knatzelson and Weir, Schooling for 

All. 
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doubt presented many challenges.  Without interviewing former students who 

experienced these changes it is impossible to make definitive statements about 

how the students experienced the transition. However, an examination of 

yearbook pictures reveals whether the new setting produced commensurate 

numbers of black schoolgirl athletes. The quantifiable effects on the participation 

of African-heritage schoolgirls in sport will be determined by a visual analysis of 

yearbook team pictures.  Yearbooks infrequently provided textual evidence of 

challenges accompanying the mergers. The textual evidence will be included 

when available. 

 The third and final case will review the history of schoolgirl sport 

participation for black girls at Phoenixville High School.  Phoenixville did not 

reorganize; it remained intact.  Black students did not have to change high 

schools.  The experiences at Phoenixville will be compared to the changes at the 

two reorganized districts.  

 The history of schoolgirl sport in these three suburban districts challenges 

the idea that reorganized districts expanded opportunity for girls and especially 

for girls who were African-American. Catherine Marshall claimed that  “liberal 

individualism embedded in law gives us gender-neutral, equal opportunity 

policies...that ...work against women.”489  George Lipsitz argued that  “race-

 
489Marshall, “Dismantling and Reconstructing Policy Analysis,” 20. 
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neutral liberal social democratic reforms” disadvantage black Americans.490  The 

history of schoolgirl sport during the reorganization of suburban school districts 

offers evidentiary support for both of these generalizations were gender and race 

intersect in black high schoolgirl athletics. 

 

First Case: Penncrest High School And Media High School 

 

 Delaware County is contiguous to and southwest of Philadelphia County. 

In 1960 Delaware County was the third most populous county in Pennsylvania. 

At that time Philadelphia County had 2,002,512 residents, Allegheny County 

1,628,587 and Delaware County 553,154.491  Although the population of 

Delaware County rose by 50,000 between 1960 and 1970 it declined over the 

following two decades.  The Rose Tree Union School District served three 

municipalities in Delaware County: Middletown, Edgemont and Upper Providence 

townships.  The Media School District served the borough of Media.  After the 

passage of Act 299 in July 1963, at a convention held that December the two 

school districts began plans to merge.  These two districts were among the few 

e local newspaper account “accepted the county plan 

 

 

490Lipsitz, “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness,” 371–71. 
491Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research. 

HISTORICAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, ECONOMIC, AND SOCIAL DATA: THE 
UNITED STATES, 1790-1970 [Computer file]. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university 
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[to reorganize in accordance with Act 299] and directed their administrators to 

begin working toward a harmonious merger.”492  Rose Tree Union School District 

and the Media School District amicably merged in 1966.  But this was unusual, 

the local newspaper reported that “massive court fights...held up reorganization 

of districts in eight of the proposed fourteen units.”493  It is unknown if records 

from the merger committees exist.  However, the quick response to the 

legislative mandate and lack of acrimony suggests that the administrators in the 

Rose Tree Union and Media school districts saw the State Board of Education as 

a resource and relied upon the documents the State Board issued to assist with 

reorganization.   

 The merger plan called for Media Junior-Senior High School to become 

only a Junior High School and the students who would have attended Media to 

enter Penncrest High School.  Nineteen-sixty six was the last senior graduating 

class at Media High School in Media, PA.  Students from this school began 

attending Penncrest High School in September 1967.  Like a number of other 

communities in the suburbs surrounding Philadelphia, Media was home to a 

small, close, well established community of African-Americans.  The town had a 

 
 
Consortium for Political and Social Research [producer and distributor], 197?. 
http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/reference.html 

492“1950s Urged By Conant Carrot, To Stick,” Delaware County Daily 
Times, 30 March 1971. 

493“Districts Reduced to 34, Reorganizing is Under Way,” Delaware 
County Daily Times, 31 August 1966. 
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main street and residential blocks and sidewalks radiating out from the town 

center.  It was then and still is the county seat and the legal professions have 

become a greater presence there over the years.  For example in 1966 Mrs. 

Levesque, formerly Miss Peggy Mason, a black student at Media High School, 

lived on a block that was according to her description in the “black section” of 

town called North Media.  Mrs. Levesque said that today only one private home 

remains on her former street. She believes all the others have been converted to 

law offices.  At the time when she was a student the neighborhood was not 

completely segregated even though it was home to many of the black families in 

the school district.  By Mrs. Levesque's account it was still overall a “white 

neighborhood.”  Mrs. Levesque fondly claims that bonds of friendship established 

in the neighborhood survive today.  The Media High School senior classes in 

1964, 1965 and 1966 had 136, 179 and 101 students, respectively.  Black 

students made up 12.5 percent of the senior class in 1964, only 5.6 percent in 

1965 and 16.8 percent in 1966.494  In 1963 21% of the borough residents were 

“non-white.”495 

 Media High School had a proud athletic tradition.  Pictured in the yearbook 

in their tidy and trendy uniforms, its 1944 band, although small, represented the 

ty. (Figure 5-1) The small African-heritage community 

 

 

494These figures come from counting the number of pictures in the 
yearbook for all seniors and  identifying those students who appear to be African-
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saw its teenagers compete on many of the sport teams.  For over two decades 

this integrated experience was captured in the high school team pictures.  The 

1944 field hockey and basketball team pictures show the participation of black 

schoolgirls. (Figure 5-2, 5-3) However the hockey picture (Figure 5-2) also 

showed that race was not innocuous.  All the cheerleaders in the back row of the 

picture appeared to be European-heritage schoolgirls.  This suggests uneven 

attitudes toward integration existed at Media at that time.  The 1949 Media 

Cheerleading squad was also all European-heritage suggesting that performance 

groups and sport teams may have been marked for different associations with 

race. (Figure 5-4) Although participation by African-heritage girls varied over the 

years (the 1949 basketball team was all white) by 1966 black schoolgirls were 

important members of the basketball and field hockey teams. The popularity of 

sport supported junior varsity teams too.  Both the varsity and junior varsity 

basketball teams included black schoolgirls. (Figure5-5, 5-6) The most athletic  

boy that year was European-heritage and the most athletic girl was African-

American.  And although Media in the 1960s only offered girls two sports, 

basketball and field hockey, yearbook pictures show that African-heritage girls 

participated and earned honors in both.  Media had a boys’ basketball team and 

 high schools it also had a girls cheerleading squad.  

 
 
heritage.   
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Unlike the racially homogeneous 1949 cheerleading squad, the 1966 Media 

cheerleading squad consisted of eight girls including two African-heritage girls. 

(Figure 5-7)  In keeping with the earlier analysis of the way schoolgirls negotiated 

their identity, Peggy Mason a star basketball and field hockey player was one of 

the two black cheerleaders.  She was named the outstanding female athlete of 

the final graduating class.  Peggy was not alone in her athletic pursuits.  The 

varsity basketball team that year included three black schoolgirls and the junior 

varsity had four.  The varsity field hockey team had four black schoolgirls and the 

junior varsity had four.  And many younger black schoolgirls anticipated their high 

school athletic participation because the Media Junior High School girls hockey 

team had nine African-heritage players in 1966.(Figure5-8)  So in the Media 

Junior-Senior High School’s final year, 1966, black schoolgirls filled fifteen senior 

high school athletic slots and at least nine at the junior high school.  

 The Rose Tree Union School District adjacent to the Media School District 

was larger and whiter and had a newer high school.  In 1963 the district’s “non-

white” population was 2.3%, compared with 21% in Media.496  In 1966 Penncrest 

offered girls four sports: field hockey, basketball, lacrosse, tennis, and four 

activities: apparatus club, majorettes, cheerleaders and drill team.  All of the 

hose opportunities were European-heritage with the 

 
 

495Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” Appendix A. 
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exception of one African-heritage varsity field hockey player.  Notably, she was 

also the only black cheerleader.  Black schoolgirls at majority white schools, in 

keeping with the findings from the previous chapter, simultaneously negotiated 

the meritocracy of muscle and the popularity of performance groups.  Penncrest 

offered boys eight sports: football, soccer, cross country, basketball, wrestling, 

tennis, baseball, golf, as well as an apparatus club. Most of the boys’ sports, like 

the girls’, had a varsity and a junior varsity team and most were comprised of 

white schoolboys.  The football team included five black students, out of forty, 

and the track team had five black male students out of fifty. (It is unclear whether 

the black football players and track runners were all the same boys.)  There were 

not many black students at Penncrest.  A review of the senior pictures in the 

yearbook confirms that there were fewer than at Media High School.  

 

Field Hockey at the New Penncrest High School 

 

 Mrs. Levesque graduated from Media in 1966 but her younger sister 

continued her education at Penncrest High School after Media High School 

closed.  Mrs. Levesque recalled that at the time she was “very scared” for her 

 
 

496Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” Appendix A. 



  

309 
   

                                                       

sister because she would be “transferring” to the “white” school.497  In order to 

accommodate the schoolgirl athletes arriving from the former Media High School 

in 1967 Penncrest High School added a 3rd and 4th team to its field hockey 

programs.  African-American student Dee Williams, a standout at Media High 

School and member of Media’s varsity field hockey team in 1966, was on the 

1967 Penncrest varsity field hockey team.  But Wanda Mason who had also been 

on the Media varsity the year before was not selected to the Penncrest varsity 

team in that first year of the merger.  She was a member of the junior varsity 

team.  The yearbook noted that Wanda distinguished herself as the high scorer 

of the junior Varsity team.  The 3rd and 4th teams (which was really just a single 

group of players) included two more black schoolgirls and elected one of them, a 

former Media player, to be their captain.  The way the team was assembled in 

the picture of the 3rd and 4th team was unusual.  The teams posed in a “V” 

around their captain, accentuating her prominence. (Figure 5-9)  The next year 

(1968) Ms. Mason, the previous year’s JV high scorer, made the varsity hockey 

team.  But no other black schoolgirls were part of the varsity or junior varsity 

teams in 1968.  Three black girls appeared in the picture for the 3rd and 4th 

team.  Between 1969 and 1974, black schoolgirls appeared only twice (1971 and 

 
497Peggy Levesque, conversation with the author, interview (Penncrest 

High School, Media, PA, 2002). 
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1974) in the varsity field hockey picture. Never did more than two black 

schoolgirls appear in the junior varsity field hockey picture.  It is clear from the  

team pictures that after the merger Penncrest did not produce the same number 

of black field hockey players as Media High School had before the merger.  

Table 5-A) 

 During the first years after the merger, attempts to make room for more 

players by adding a 3rd and 4th team, resulted in the most talented black 

athletes being distributed among the many teams.  This pattern likely diluted the 

social support black schoolgirls could offer each other during the transitional 

years.  It also most likely discouraged younger black athletes when they did not 

see talented black schoolgirls selected to the highest team available.  If both of 

these assumptions are true then younger black schoolgirls may have been put-

off by the experiences of upper class girls.  That might explain why the nine black 

schoolgirls on the 1966 Media Junior High School field hockey team disappeared 

from team photos somewhere between junior high school in Media and senior 

high school at Penncrest.  Reorganization appeared to disrupt the decades old 

tradition of black schoolgirls playing field hockey.  As late as1980 only three 

African-heritage players were on the varsity field hockey team and none were on 

the junior varsity.  
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Table 5‐A 

Field Hockey Teams # African-heritage  # European-heritage  

1944 Media Senior High School-Varsity 4 11 

   

1957 Media Senior High School-Varsity 0 13 

   

1966 Media Senior High School-Varsity 7 4 

1966 Media Senior High School -Junior Varsity 4 9 

1966 Media Junior High School Team 9 19 

   

1967 Penncrest High School-Varsity 2 14 

1967 Penncrest High School-Junior Varsity   

1967 Penncrest High School-3rd/4th Team 2 13 

   

1968 Penncrest High School-Varsity 1 Approx.14  

1968 Penncrest High School-Junior Varsity 0 Approx 15. 

1968 Penncresst High School-3rd/4th 3 Approx.12  

   

1969, 70, 71, 72, 73, 74 Penncrest High School-

Varsity 

0,0,1,0,0,1 Approx 15. each 

year 
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Basketball at Penncrest High School 

 

 The team pictures for the Penncrest basketball teams tell a similar story of 

the decline in black schoolgirl participation in the years immediately following the  

merger.  From 1962 to 1966 black schoolgirls made up between 36 and 57 

percent of the Media varsity and junior varsity basketball teams, respectively.  In 

the first year of the merger the1967 Penncrest varsity basketball team included 

two black players.  The standout former Media player Dee Williams was elected 

co-captain along with a white Penncrest player. (Figure5-10)  However, as a sign 

of the adverse effects of the merger on black student participation, no African-

heritage girls were on the 1967 junior varsity basketball team.  The following year 

only one black schoolgirl appeared in the varsity picture and none appeared on 

the junior varsity team.  The 1969 and 1970 varsity teams did not have any black 

players.  The junior varsity basketball team in 1969 had two black schoolgirls.  In 

1971 only one black schoolgirl was a member of the basketball team. (Figure 5-

11) That same student was also the only black schoolgirl on the field hockey 

team.  In 1972 and 1973 there were two black players on the varsity basketball 

team. In 1972 the junior varsity basketball team had one black student.  But in 

1973 and 1974 there weren’t any black schoolgirls in the basketball team 

pictures.  Small increases occurred over the course of the decade and in 1980 

four black schoolgirls played basketball for Penncrest, three on the varsity and 

one on the junior varsity.  Black schoolgirl basketball players never attained the 
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level of participation they had on the Media Junior-Senior High School teams. 

(Table 5-B)  The pattern of participation after the merger began to resemble early 

twentieth-century black schoolgirl participation when it appeared that only a few 

confident and talented black schoolg pated on sport teams.  irls partici

Table 5‐B 

Basketball Teams # African-heritage  # European-heritage  

1944 Media High School Varsity 6 11 

1966 Media Senior High School-Varsity 3 5 

1966 Media Senior High School -Junior Varsity 4 7 

1966 Media Junior High School Team   

   

1967 Penncrest High School-Varsity 2 7 

1967 Penncrest High School-Junior Varsity 0 13 

1967 Penncrest High School-3rd/4th Team   

1968 Penncrest High School-Varsity 1 9 approx. 

1968 Penncrest High School-Junior Varsity 0 10 approx. 

1969, 70 Penncrest High School-Varsity 0 11 

1969, 70 Penncrest High School-Junior Varsity 0 10 approx. 

1971 Penncrest High School-Varsity 1 10 

 

New Sports at Penncrest High School 
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 While the pictures of the basketball and field hockey teams demonstrated 

the declining participation of black schoolgirls, the pictures from the new sports 

tell the story of the failed promise of reorganization.  All the players on the 1967 

Penncrest lacrosse and tennis teams--sports not offered at Media High School--

appeared to be European-heritage.498  Even though the local newspaper 

reported that after the merger in 1967 girls’ lacrosse was added to Media Junior 

High School, no black girls appeared on the lacrosse teams in 1972, 1974 or 

1980.499  The same was true for the tennis team. A gymnastic team was added in 

1970 and swimming was added in 1974.  Only in 1974, four years after the team 

was introduced and seven years after the merger did an African-American 

schoolgirl join the twenty-two member gymnastic team.  Up to 1990 the 

swimming team never included a black schoolgirl swimmer.   

 James Conant and many other advocates of larger school districts 

assumed that simply by bringing more students to larger schools that access to 

better educational opportunities would occur without much planning.  This policy 

perspective ignored completely the social context of student choices.  Even 

though the introduction of more field hockey teams appeared to be a purposeful  

 
498Lacrosse and tennis were spring semester sports  and often did not 

appear in the regular yearbook, only in supplements produced later.  These 
supplements were not frequently available.  

499“Districts Reduced to 34, Reorganizing is Under Way.” 
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efforts to democratize oppo

                                                       

attempt to accommodate the former Media students it is quite likely that those 

teams had an adverse effect.  Former Media varsity and junior varsity players 

who were not selected to the Penncrest varsity or junior varsity teams were 

assigned to the third and fourth teams.  This probably discouraged future 

participation by younger black schoolgirls.  When a similarly discouraging 

outcome happened to Ms. Peggy Mason (Mrs. Levesque) at Media High School 

friends and family had rallied to encourage her not to give up.  She recounted 

being cut after her first try-out for the Media High School basketball team.500  She 

recalled how very disappointed she was at the time.  But her sister’s friends told 

her that she was better than most of the white girls who had made the team.  She 

believed them because most of the student athletes played together in the 

neighborhood and everyone’s talent was well known among their peers.  Her 

sister’s friends along with her PE teacher encouraged her to try-out again the 

following year.  She did and was selected to the team.  She attributes her school 

athletic career to that support.  

 The decline of black schoolgirl participation at Penncrest High School 

strongly suggests that the kind of supportive social networks experienced at 

Media were no longer effective at the “new” school.  The third and fourth field 

hockey teams only lasted two years.  Even if the extra teams were good faith 

rtunities they were not effective and not sustained.  

 
500Levesque,conversation with the author. 
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The reorganization of the Rose Tree Union and Media school districts echoed a 

consistent theme in the history of American education--crediting system changes 

with reformative power but ignoring personal social interactions and 

relationships.501   

 The decline in suburban black schoolgirl athletic participation in the Rose 

Tree Media School District occurred right before the impact of Title IX began to 

be felt in American high schools.  Penncrest in 1974 graduated at least three 

European-heritage schoolgirls whose access to college was facilitated by their 

athletic participation.502  By 1980 over a dozen white girls had benefited from the 

way Title IX improved their prospects to attend higher education.503   

 Finally, the Penncrest cheerleaders, majorettes and color guard from 1967 

to 1980 had even fewer African-heritage schoolgirl participants than the 

basketball and field hockey teams.  In 1972 two black girls were color guards and 

in 1980 one black schoolgirl was a cheerleader.  Most of the time the band front 

groups at Penncrest were almost completely comprised of European-heritage 

 
501Tyack, The One Best System and Knatzelson and Weir, Schooling for 

All. 
502Cheryl Proscino, 1972, went to Penn State University on an athletic 

scholarship.  Sharon Duffy received a lacrosse and field hockey scholarship to 
Penn State, Anne Dignazio received a partial basketball scholarship to 
Bloomsburg College, and Lynn Cox was admitted to West Chester State College 
in part due to her athletic ability.  .   

503 Cheryl Proscino, Lynne Cox, Sharon Duffy, Lynn Thompson, Candy 
Finn, Lisa Stauffer, Leslie Florio, Rose Burke, Jill Caldwell, Karen Emas, Ellen 
Cohill, Joan Laird, Catherine D’Ignazio, Marsha Florio, Barb Jordan, Beth 
Thompson. 
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schoolgirls.  Chapter Four established that many schoolgirls choose to participate 

in both athletic and performance groups.  It should be assumed that black  

schoolgirls were similarly motivated.  Therefore the few black girls on 

performance squads reflected the further failure of school district reorganization 

to benefit minority students.  As seen through schoolgirl sport and band front 

performance groups, district reorganization did not produce more or even the 

same opportunities for black schoolgirls as had the smaller Media High School. 

 Whereas Conant’s suggestion that bigger was better was clearly not 

sufficient to insure that more students gained access to more programming, it is 

important that this study does not repeat the error by suggesting that smaller 

schools were nicer and presented fewer obstacles to racial integration.  Racial 

discrimination certainly existed in the smaller schools.  Recalling her experiences 

at Media Junior-Senior High School Mrs. Levesque said that it “was like a private 

school: there was a lot of one on one.”  For better or worse these intimate 

associations were influential.  For example, she recalled meeting with her college 

counselor and announcing that she intended to go to college to become an 

anesthesiologist.  Her counselor responded that Mrs. Levesque “probably 

shouldn’t even go to college.”  At the small school the counselor’s opinion with 

regard to college prospects was almost the last word.  Mrs. Levesque was 

discouraged by this advice.  In connection with that recollection Mrs. Levesque 

related that teachers did not always promote the academic aspirations of black 

students.  She elaborated that point by telling a story that explained why as a 
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young person she was often confused by the kinds of advice and assessments 

offered by school personnel like her college counselor.  When she was a student 

in the junior high school the teachers seated the students according to their 

grade point average.  The student with the highest average sat in the first desk 

nearest the teacher.  The student with the next highest average was seated at 

the head of the next row, and so on.  When she was in the eighth grade the first 

three rows were headed by black schoolgirls.  She however was seated out of 

the loop right next to the teacher’s desk.  This confused her and she assumed 

she was inadequate in some way.  As it turned out, she was one of the top 

students but the teacher was not prepared to have the whole first row filled with 

African-heritage students. (And never bothered to explain this.)  Mrs. Levesque 

said she figured this out when one of her teachers questioned her freshmen year 

assignment to the commercial track and not the college track.  With the 

encouragement of that teacher she came to understand the meaning behind the 

unusual seating arrangement.  Her perception of her abilities changed and she 

changed academic tracks.  She explained that  “it was a different time then” and 

students weren’t comfortable confronting or contradicting authority.   

 But the small school and perhaps the general climate of the1960s created 

an environment that offered incidental opportunities to confront authority, 

sometimes with the help of other teachers.  An example of that occurred when 

she received her college acceptance letter.  She said that she “just happened” to 

pass by the teacher who had encouraged her to change from the commercial 
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track to the college track years earlier. That teacher was adamant that Mrs. 

Levesque take her acceptance letter and present it to her un-supportive college 

counselor, which she did.  

  In another example of the ubiquitous way race influenced her school days 

at Media High School Mrs. Levesque related a story about another popular 

school event: the homecoming court.  One day during her senior year she was 

home from school nursing a facial injury caused by an errant field hockey ball 

when she received a call from the Dean of the school.  The day before, balloting 

for the homecoming court had been completed.  The committee that counted the 

ballots was made up of faculty and students.  The committee had made the 

unprecedented decision to reduce the number of girls in the homecoming court 

from seven to five.  Mrs. Levesque and her close friend and teammate Ellie, also 

African-American, had been candidates for the court.  But they had been left out.  

All of the five girls who were chosen were white.  Mrs. Levesque recalled, “The 

boys new exactly who they were voting for and they wanted to know what was 

going on...my white friends knew it immediately [that the black girls had been 

excluded] and did most of the fussing.”  The Dean called Mrs. Levesque at home 

to say that the court would have seven girls and that she and Ellie were 

members.  Mrs. Levesque believed that the close-knit environment made it 

possible for the fuss made by the students and a few sympathetic administrators, 

like the Dean, to overcome racial prejudice.  Mrs. Levesque described small 

home town high school life as very much influenced by racist social attitudes.  
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But the bonds of friendship and the indignation of students and faculty, who felt 

they had full membership in the school community, provided mutual support and 

they were able to counteract racial prejudice and hegemonic attitudes.  It was 

that web of support that was broken when Media High School closed.  

 

Second Case: Lansdowne-Aldan High School, Yeadon High School and 

Darby/Colwyn High School 

 

 Act 299 passed in July of 1963. By the start of school in September 1967 

only eight of the forty-two districts targeted for reorganization had been 

reorganized.  The Lansdowne-Aldan School District (which maintained a single 

high school, Lansdowne-Aldan High school) initially agreed to merge with 

Yeadon School District (which maintained a single high school, Yeadon High 

School). But in 1965 the Lansdowne-Aldan community joined the ranks of the 

resistant when the county plan changed to include a third district, Darby/Colwyn, 

in the reorganization plan.504  Lansdowne-Aldan rode the appeals process along 

with other districts all the way to the State Supreme Court.  But in the early 

1980s, facing drastic reductions in student enrollment and legal requirements to 

address racial desegregation Lansdowne-Aldan School District merged with the 

Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn districts to form the William Penn School District.  
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Declining enrollments spurred the ultimate reorganization.  In 1982 The 

Pennsylvania Economy League projected that total enrollment for the three 

districts would decline by 37% by the end of the 1980s.  From the 1971 peak of 

6,819 students the three districts were expected to have 4,283 students by 

1990.505  In 1982 the three districts included: ten elementary schools, three junior 

high schools and three senior high schools.  The racial balance of the three junior 

high schools reflected the racial distribution in the three districts.  Darby/Colwyn 

Jr. High was approximately 80% white and 20% black.  Yeadon Jr High was 

nearly 40% white and 60% black and Lansdowne Junior High was more than 

90% white and less than 10% black.506 (Table 5-C) The three districts came 

together in 1983 to form the William Penn School District.  The new district 

maintained one high school.  The new Pennwood High School was housed in the 

renovated former Lansdowne-Aldan Senior High School.  Students from Yeadon 

and Darby/Colwyn Senior High Schools began attending the newly named and 

renovated Pennwood High School in September 1983. 

 
 

504“1950s Urged By Conant Carrot, To Stick.” 
505Rothman, Summary of Demographic and Public School Enrollment 

Trends in Delaware County 1960–1980 and Projections to 1990, 2. 
506Gordon, “School Mergers In Delco Leave Students Nostalgic.” 
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Table 5‐C 

Borough- 1982 % Population-Black % Population-White 

Yeadon 60 40 

Darby Colwyn 20 80 

Lansdowne Aldan <10 >90 

 

 

Black Schoolgirl Athletic Participation at Yeadon High School Before 

Reorganization 

 

  Long before the merger, schoolgirls at Yeadon High School participated 

in the few sport teams available to them.  They played field hockey in the fall and 

basketball in the winter. (Softball was sometimes available according to the 

yearbooks. Yeadon had softball teams in 1968 and 1972, but there is no record 

of a team in 1971).  African-heritage and European-heritage girls played together 

on these teams.  Pictures of the 1971 Yeadon field hockey team show eight 

African-heritage girls on an eleven member squad confidently posed on the gym 

bleachers. (Figure 5-12) The eighteen member junior varsity field hockey team 

was comprised of eleven white players and seven black players.  Of the nine 

varsity players on the 1971 Yeadon basketball team six were African-heritage. As 

impressive as the participation rate was, the posture of the teammates is even 
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more reflective of the way the girls experienced team membership.  They look 

happy and confident. (Figure 5-13) On the junior varsity basketball team black 

girls out numbered the white players seven to five. All told, in 1971 Yeadon’s 

African-heritage schoolgirls filled twenty-eight athletic slots.  Yeadon High School 

also had a football team and a boys’ basketball team and so they had a girls’ 

cheerleading squad.  The co-captains of the 1971 Yeadon Varsity girls’ 

cheerleading squad were African-heritage students. (Figure 5-14)  Seven of the 

eleven varsity cheerleaders were black students.  And like the Media Junior-

Senior High School, younger grades at Yeadon prepared girls for high school 

participation.  For example, six of the ten junior varsity cheerleaders were black 

schoolgirls.  Racial balance and integration was clearly represented in these 

pictures of the popular and prestigious performance groups.  One white student 

and one black captained the junior varsity cheerleading squad.  Even the color 

guard and majorettes at Yeadon offered black schoolgirls plenty of opportunity 

for participation.  Black schoolgirls were four of the six rifle toting 1971 Color 

Guard.  Six of the ten Majorettes were black students. (Figure 5-15)  Yeadon 

African-heritage schoolgirls claimed a significant proportion of the slots on the 

athletic teams and gendered performance groups in 1971.  Participation levels 

continued to be high up to 1981, the schools last year, when half of the eighteen 

field hockey players were African-heritage schoolgirls as were three of the five 

varsity basketball players.  
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Lansdowne-Aldan High School Before Reorganization 

 

 As a comparison, in 1971 at Lansdowne-Aldan High School all forty-one 

varsity and junior varsity girls’ basketball players and all thirty-nine field hockey 

players were European-heritage. (Table 5-D)  The school teams reflected the 

three municipalities that supported the Lansdowne-Aldan High School.  In 1971 

97% of the three municipalities were comprised of white residents.507  Schoolgirl 

sport in the lower grades also reflected the community homogeneity.  All thirty-

nine students on the Lansdowne-Aldan Junior High School field hockey team 

appeared to be European-heritage. (Figure 5-16)  Some black students did 

attend Lansdowne-Aldan. Two African-heritage cheerleaders belonged to the ten 

member 1971 varsity cheerleading squad.  

 In 1981 small changes in the overall population resulted in slight increases 

in the number of black schoolgirls on Lansdowne-Aldan athletic teams.  The 

Lansdowne-Aldan girls’ lacrosse team included one black player and the 

basketball team had three black students.  However, all of the participants on the 

cheerleading squad, as well as the tennis and field hockey teams were 

European-heritage.  The following year, the year before the merger with Yeadon 

and Darby/Colwyn, team pictures for Lansdowne-Aldan showed a similar 

 
507See, Gordon, “School Mergers In Delco Leave Students Nostalgic” and 

Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” Appendix A. 
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distribution of European-heritage athletes.  In 1982 only white schoolgirls were 

on the field hockey and girls tennis teams.  Two black students were on the girls’ 

basketball team, and there was one black student among the thirty-four players 

on the varsity and junior varsity softball squads.  Only one African-heritage girl 

appeared in the picture of the small co-ed track team that year.(Table 5-D) 
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Table 5‐D 

 

 

Yeadon Teams 

# African-

Heritage 

Players 

# European-

Heritage 

Players 

Total Players 

1968 Field Hockey-Varsity 9 2 11 

1968 Basketball 4 2 6 

1968 Softball 7 10 17 

1971, 72, 79 Field Hockey-Varsity 8, 10, 7 3, 2,9 11, 12,18 

1971 Field Hockey-Junior Varsity 7 11 18 

1970, 71, 72, 79 Basketball-Varsity 8, 6, 4,4 6, 3, 4,2 14, 9, 8,6 

1970, 1971 Basketball-Junior Varsity 7, 7 7, 5 14, 11 

1972 Softball 2 15 17 

1981 Field Hockey 9 9 18 

1981 Basketball 3 5 8 

    

Darby Colwyn Teams    

1981 Field Hockey-Varsity & JV 8 19 27 

1981 Basketball- Varsity & JV 6 8 14 

 

 



  

327 
   

Table 5‐D (Continued) 

Lansdowne Aldan Teams    

1962, 1963 Basketball 3,2 Approx.7,8   

1963 Lacrosse-first year 2 Approx.14   

    

1968, 1971 Field Hockey-Varsity & JV 1, 0 26, 39 27, 39 

1968, 1971 Basketball-Varsity & JV 3, 0 22, 41 25, 41 

1968 Lacrosse-Varsity and JV 2 36 38 

1971 Field Hockey Junior High School 0 39 39 

    

1981, 1982 Field Hockey 0,0 Approx. 25, 

26 

25, 26 

1981, 1982 Basketball 3, 2 Approx. 15, 

18 

18, 20 

1981 Lacrosse 1, 1 Approx. 18 18 

1981 , 1982 Tennis 0, 0 Approx. 8, 8 8,8 

1982 Softball-Varsity 1 34 35 

1982 Softball-Junior Varsity 1 34 35 

1982 Track 1 6 7 
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Black Schoolgirl Athletic Participation at Darby-Colwyn High School Before 

Reorganization 

 

 At Darby-Colwyn in 1981, (the only year for which a yearbook was 

available) close to twenty percent of the junior and senior high school students 

were African-American.  But black schoolgirls were over represented on the sport 

teams. That year there were twenty-seven girls on the varsity and JV hockey 

teams including eight (approx 30%) African-heritage girls.  The one basketball 

team had fourteen players including six (approx. 40%) black schoolgirl athletes.  

Black schoolgirls at Darby-Colwyn High School enjoyed robust levels of 

participation on the only two athletic teams available to them in the year 

immediately prior to reorganization. 

 

Black Schoolgirl Participation At The New Pennwood High School 

 

 In 1982 Darby-Colwyn and Yeadon high schools closed as high schools 

and students that would have attended those schools began attending the former 

Lansdowne-Aldan High School, it had been renovated and newly named 

Pennwood High School.  Many students like Yeadon student Robin Dinunzio, the 

aspiring nurse quoted in the Philadelphia Inquirer in Chapter Four who was 

looking forward to taking advanced placement Chemistry and English in order to 

get into a nursing program, hoped the new Pennwood High School would offer 
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opportunities unavailable at their smaller neighborhood high school.  The first 

Pennwood yearbook provided evidence that the new opportunities presented 

challenges to inclusion and participation.  For example, the yearbook reported 

that the boys’ wrestling team presented the coach with more candidates than he 

was used to.  

 

“You mean we have a wrestling team?” was something heard all over the 
school this year.  Students from Darby Colwyn and Yeadon never had 
wrestling teams before, and this made it tough for Coach Rich 
Koshegerian.508 

 

The wrestling team was not the only group grappling to accommodate the 

merged student populations.  The cheerleading squad was also challenged.  In 

order to include students from all the communities a very large squad was 

created.  Although skill played a role in the selection of cheerleaders the hetero-

normative assumptions behind girl cheerleaders supporting “their” football 

players presented significant issues that did not arise in the selection of any of 

the sports team.  Yeadon girls would have wanted to support “their” boys and the 

same was likely true for the Lansdowne-Aldan and Darby/Colwyn former 

schoolgirls.  The 1983 Pennwood all-female cheerleading squad accommodated 

the circumstances by selecting two co-captains.  One co-captain was African-

heritage and a former Yeadon girl and one was European-heritage and a former 
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Education.  Yearbooks offe

                                                       

Lansdowne-Aldan girl.  These two girls led a large squad of twenty-four girls.  

Leadership was just one of the many challenges.  Size was another.  The 

yearbook reported, “The anticipation of the first game helped them overcome 

some problems of organization that came from having so many girls in the 

squad.”509  Yearbook entries for other sports indicated that the challenges of 

integrating the different populations continued for a number of years.  The 1986 

basketball season was not completed and the coach reported it came to an 

“abrupt end.”  The coach was quoted as saying “It was just too hard to get hold of 

the gym.”  But a close reading leads one to suspect that more was at issue than 

access to facilities.  It was also reported in the yearbook that all but one of the 

managers left the team before the season was over.  The following year (1987) 

the volleyball coach (who was also the basketball coach) described the volleyball 

season and complained, “Another problem was not knowing who would show up 

for the games and practices.”  The basketball team, she said, was “the most 

inconsistent team she has ever coached.”  While the examples of the wrestling 

team and cheerleading squad demonstrated attempts to promote the new 

opportunities and respect former school affiliations these were the kind of 

challenges not addressed in the guidelines provided by the State Board of 

r a glimpse of the struggles and tensions students and 

 
 

508Penn Wood High School Yearbook, 1983, 146. 
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teachers faced during the first years of reorganization.  Sport and performance 

groups were important focal points within the high school adolescent culture and 

for the community.  The disruptions caused by reorganization were significant at 

the time.  Without interviews however, the import of the events cannot be fully 

understood. 

 Just like the merger between Media and Penncrest high schools, the first 

year or two after Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn were closed the black athletes from 

the smaller high schools appeared to play the sports that had been offered at 

their former schools.510  For former Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn students those 

sports were field hockey and basketball.  One-third, (five of the fifteen) players on 

the 1983 Pennwood varsity field hockey team were African-heritage and close to 

one-third (five of the eighteen) junior varsity hockey players.  Almost half of the 

girls on the varsity basketball team (seven of sixteen) were African-heritage the 

first year of the merger.  The upperclass girls who had established their athletic 

identities at their former schools transitioned well to the new school teams in 

sports with which they were familiar.  But the younger girls from the smaller high 

schools who had not yet established their athletic credentials faced a different 

 
 

509Penn Wood High School yearbook, 1983, 152. 
510Because there were so few black students in Lansdowne (3-4%) and 

Aldan (1%), but 32% of Yeadon and 15% of Darby and because tracking 
individuals was impractical, for the purposes of making generalizations about 
change over time, the black schoolgirls on sport teams are assumed to be from 
the smaller schools.  
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environment. For example, while almost half of the varsity basketball team were 

African-American students the first year, only two of the seven junior varsity 

players were black students.  By 1985 only three of the eleven varsity basketball 

players were black girls and there was no record of a junior varsity that year.  

The field hockey teams showed similar signs that black schoolgirls’ participation 

was waning.  In 1985, the third season after the merger, participation by black 

schoolgirl athletes declined from one-third to one-fifth on the varsity squad and 

from one-third to one-eighth on the junior varsity.  The trend was not encouraging 

for minority students from the smaller high schools.(Table 5-E) 
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Table 5‐E 

Pennwood Teams Black Members White Members 

Basketball   

1983-Varsity, JV 7,2 16,5 

1984-Varstiy, JV 5, 5 7, 5 

1985-Varsity, JV 2, 2 6,5 

1986- Varsity, JV 3,3 7,5 

1987-Varsity, JV 2, 5 3, 4 

1988   

1990-Varsity only 4 4 

   

Field Hockey   

1983 5,5 10,13 

1984-Varsity, JV 4, 3 13, x 

1985-Varsity, JV 3,3 12,15 

1986-Varsity, JV 3, 2 12, 14 

1987-Varsity, JV 4, 4 12, 11 

1988-Varsity, JV 6,6 9, 8 

1990- Varsity, JV 3,2 12, 12 
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Table 5‐E (Continued) 

Volleyball   

1983-Varsity, JV 0,2 12,10 

1984-Varsity, JV 1,2 10,11 

1985   

1986-Varsity, JV 1, 4 11, 7 

1987-Varsity only 3 11 

1988   

1990-Varsity, JV 11, 4 14, 3 

   

Tennis   

1983 1  

1984 2 7 

1985 (AH coach) 5 11  

1986 3 10 

1987   

1988 1 20 

1990 1 12 
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Table 5‐E (Continued) 

Gymnastics   

1983 1 11 

1984 3 10 

1985 0 15 

1986 0 13 

1987 1 10 

1988   

1990   

   

Track   

1983   

1984 Boys only  

1985-Girls Cross Country 7 3 

          -Indoor Track 2 4 

1986-Girls’ Cross Country 4 4 

         -Indoor Track 4 4 

1987-Girls Cross Country 5 5 

          -Indoor Track No team picture, only ac-

tion shots. Many AH 
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Table 5‐E (Continued) 

1988   

1990-Girls Cross Country 3 1 

          -Indoor Track 16 1 

Lacrosse   

1983   

1984   

1985 0 19 

   

Softball   

1985-Varsity, JV 3,0 13, approx.10 

 

 

New Sports at Pennwood High School 

 

 The sports new to the Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn students did not offer 

the level of opportunity envisioned by the proponents of larger schools.  The 

former Lansdowne-Aldan high school fielded girls’ lacrosse teams. Yeadon and 

Darby-Colwyn did not.  The 1985 nineteen member Pennwood lacrosse team did 

not have any black players.  The varsity softball team had three black students 

on the sixteen member squad but none on the smaller junior varsity.  
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programs.  The dwindling n

                                                       

 Added in 1983, volleyball, tennis, and gymnastics were novel opportunities 

for all Pennwood students.  Cross country, outdoor and indoor track were added 

over the next couple of years. Although three African-heritage girls were pictured 

in 1984 as members of the gymnastics team none appeared in the team pictures 

for the two subsequent years. The tennis team however offered opportunity 

where none had been before. Black schoolgirl participation on the tennis team 

grew from two in 1984 to five in 1985.  It declined to three the following year. 

Volleyball had just one black student in the 1983 team picture.  Three of the 

twenty-three volleyball players in 1984 were black students and the following 

year in 1985 two of the twenty-one players were. Although the numbers were 

small for these new sports they show that some black schoolgirls chose to 

participate in unfamiliar sports when those sports were not previously  “claimed” 

by students indigenous to the merged high school.  But the opportunities were 

uneven.  The decline in black participation in basketball and field hockey, the 

staple sports previously available in all three communities before the merger, 

was not off-set by the few girls taking advantage of the new offerings.511  In the 

year before reorganization (1983) black schoolgirls filled forty-three athletic slots 

at Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn, in 1985 they held only twenty-six slots at 

Pennwood High School. And that included seven slots in the new track 

umbers of black schoolgirls on junior varsity teams 

 
511 In tennis, gymnastics and volleyball 



  

338 
   

indicates that younger students, like those from the Media community, might 

have been discouraged from what they heard from or saw of the upper class 

girls’ experiences.  

 The only sports that offered black girls significant new opportunity were 

cross country and indoor track.  Introduced in 1985, three years after the merger, 

these sports attracted significant numbers of black schoolgirls.   Although the 

teams were always quite small with no more than ten in any year, black students 

were well represented.  On the cross country track team African-heritage 

schoolgirls held seven of ten places in 1985, four of eight spots in 1986 and five 

of ten in 1987.  The four runners comprising the indoor track relay team (the only 

track runners pictured in the yearbook suggesting they were the entire girls 

indoor track program) represented an increase from the two black schoolgirls that 

were members in the first two years.  It is not unusual for team pictures to 

document an increase among black schoolgirls on the track teams when athletic 

opportunity on other teams was fraught with stress for African-American 

schoolgirls.  Although competitive track and field events were often limited to 

fewer athletes than, say, in a field hockey game, track had the added attraction of 

being essentially socially blind.  Unlike team sports that require a certain amount 

of social accord, euphemistically called “teamwork,” participation and success in 

track was almost entirely dependent upon a single standard of evaluation: time.  

The stopwatch is brutally--and for athletes finding it hard to fit onto other sport 

teams, blessedly--objective and unconcerned with the social attributes of the 
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varsity basketball team sho

                                                       

athlete. Whether an athlete was too loud or rubbed a teammate the wrong way 

paled by comparison to her speed.  Team sport opportunities continued to be 

uneven for black schoolgirls at Pennwood and as a result the small track teams, 

introduced two years after the merger, flourished.  In 1990 the program was at its 

biggest and most successful.  The yearbook reported, “This year’s team worked 

hard and over half of the girls qualified for the state meet at Lehigh University.  

This was a very motivated team that worked hard for everything that they 

accomplished.”512   

 Between 1980 and 1990 all the municipalities in the new William Penn 

School District, except Yeadon, experienced a decline in population.  Consistent 

with the general history of first-ring suburbs, the largest declines occurred in the 

“whitest” municipalities.513  In general, the proportion of black students attending 

Pennwood in 1990 was significantly greater than in 1983.  Despite the increase 

in African-Americans overall within the district the staple sports of basketball and 

field hockey continued to have few black members.  Three of the fifteen varsity 

field hockey players were black schoolgirls in 1990 and the junior varsity had 

twelve white girls and only two black athletes.  However, the small, eight member 

wed signs of change.  It was half white students and 

 
512Penn Wood High School yearbook,1990, 136. 
513Aldan (-2.6%), Colwyn (-8.37%), Darby (-3.2%), East Lansdowne (-4%), 

Lansdowne (-1.5%) and Yeadon (+2.1%).  These percentages were calculated 
from the Population by Municipality, 1980-2000 report found on the Delaware 
County Government web site  



  

340 
   

half black.  Notably there was no junior varsity team that year.  The 1990 Penn 

Wood tennis team included one black player and the gymnastic team seems to 

have disbanded.  The volleyball team rebounded from three black players out of 

fourteen to a robust fifteen of thirty-two varsity and junior varsity players in 1990. 

The indoor track team also grew in popularity expanding to seventeen girls. 

Sixteen members of the track team were black athletes.  The overwhelming 

presence of black schoolgirls in two sports (volleyball and track) and their very 

low presence in other sports (field hockey, lacrosse, basketball, gymnastics, 

tennis) from a community that yearbooks showed had a history of playing 

basketball, field hockey and sometimes softball indicates that black schoolgirls 

had fewer athletic opportunities at the merged high school.  It also seriously 

challenges the suggestion that some sports are more or less “traditional” to black 

students than others.  History demonstrates that schoolgirl athletes had diverse 

preferences that were influenced by the context of sport opportunities.  

 Cheerleading was the only activity that consistently offered black 

Pennwood students the opportunity for participation.  The cheerleading squad 

shrank between 1983, the first year of the merger when it had twenty-four girls, to 

seven members in1990.  Six of the remaining seven cheerleaders were black 

schoolgirls. 

 The decline in black schoolgirls’ participation in field hockey between 1983 

and 1990 occurred at the same time that the opportunity for schoolgirls, 

particularly field hockey players in the Philadelphia suburbs, to translate athletic 
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talent into access to higher education rose.  The first national collegiate field 

hockey championship was in 1975.  It was sponsored by the Association for 

Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW).  From 1975 to 1982, when the NCAA 

took over the AIAW, Pennsylvania colleges dominated the national championship 

tournament.  The first PIAA state tournament for field hockey was in 1974, and 

Philadelphia suburban area schools were well represented in the tournament.  

Congress re-issued Title IX guidelines in 1983 putting aside the Reagan 

administration’s challenge and thereby invigorating college recruitment of 

schoolgirl athletes.  Winning became more important and valuable in that sport.  

In 1982 Lansdowne-Aldan won its League and its star field hockey player 

received an athletic scholarship to attend Temple University.  The 1983 team, the 

year of the reorganization, was motivated to continue its success and build a 

talented and harmonious team.  Whatever challenges the merger presented the 

field hockey team successfully overcame.  The Pennwood field hockey team won 

its league championship again in 1983.  A member of the team provided an 

account for the yearbook, she wrote, 

 

Although the girls barely knew each other in the beginning of the season 
by the end of it you would have never known that they had just met two 
months before.  Despite the fact that the team only went as far as the 
quarterfinals in the PIAA District Playoffs, it was an achievement of  which 

.514  

 
5141983 Penn Wood Yearbook, 136. 
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Sonya Church who wrote that yearbook account of the hockey season was a 

member of the team.  She was also African-American so her account of team  

unity is important to this study.  That year four players were named to the Del-Val 

All-Star (first) team and Sonya was one of the two black athletes so honored. 

These were the kind of accolades schoolgirl athletes could use in their transition 

to higher education.  There is no direct evidence that Sonya used her field 

hockey success to augment her applications to college.  However, today Sonya 

Church holds the college record for the most goalie saves in one game as a 

member of the Dickinson College field hockey team.  She was honored with the 

McAndrews Award “the most prestigious award presented to a Dickinson College 

athlete.”515  Pennwood High School claimed their league title for the next five 

consecutive years, but the participation of black schoolgirls waned and only once 

in the next four years were there more than three black athletes on the field 

hockey team.  This reduced the likelihood that another black schoolgirl would 

continue onto college as an athlete from Pennwood.  In 1988 six African-heritage 

school girls claimed spots on both the varsity and junior varsity field hockey 

teams.  At that time the former 1982 Pennwood High School star and Temple 

scholarship athlete, Kathleen Barrett, returned from a successful college career 

to coach at her high school alma mater.  Perhaps it was the new, young and 

 
515See, 

http://cfserv.dickinson.edu/sports/mcandrews/womensawardwinners.html.   
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dynamic coach that attracted more interest from the girls.  But by 1990 only three 

black girls remained on the varsity team.  Field hockey facilitated the transition to 

higher education for a number of Pennwood students.516 However, each year the 

likelihood decreased that African-American schoolgirls from Pennwood would be 

among those benefiting from Title IX.   

 The first Pennwood High School basketball team after the merger like the 

first field hockey team showed signs of successfully incorporating students from 

the former schools. The 1983 team included three white athletes and seven black 

athletes. (Figure 5-17) The team achieved success in their competitions and 

made it to the first round of the PIAA District playoffs.  Student athlete and 

yearbook contributor Sonya Church, writing for the yearbook, reported that they 

lost to “a very tall team from Boyertown.”517   And the volleyball team in its 

inaugural year also claimed the league title by besting its three league 

opponents.  But each year the participation of black school girls decreased.  

Without directed and sustained attention to maintain participation among the 

three merged student populations in the years immediately following the 

consolidation, team successes were not sufficient to insure the participation of 

black schoolgirl athletes in the new school environment.  Each year it was less 

thletes would parlay their athletic participation into 

 

 

516 Kathleen Barrett (Geiger) Lansdowne-Aldan ‘82-Temple University, 
Sonya Church Penn Wood ‘83, Dickinson College, Kathy Large Penn Wood ‘84-
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access to higher education.  The consolidation of the school districts disrupted 

the patterns of participation demonstrated by the 1971-1981 Yeadon and the  

1981 Darby/Colwyn sport teams.  Unaltered, those patterns would have favorably 

positioned many more black suburban schoolgirls to benefit from Title IX than the 

Pennwood High School environment ultimately provided.  

 

 Third Case: Phoenixville High School 

 

 Phoenixville High School in the Phoenixville School District in Chester 

County did not experience a reorganization or merger. Census data from 1920 to 

1960 show that Chester County was approximately half the size of Delaware and 

Montgomery Counties.  However, the size of the African-American population in 

Chester County, while nearly the same as the African-American population in 

Montgomery County, was but half that of Delaware County.  Phoenixville School 

District drew from three municipalities:  East Pikeland Township, Phoenixville 

Borough and Schuylkill Township.  Between 1963 and 1971 the “non-white” 

population in the school district decreased from eight to six percent while the 

overall population grew from 2,899 to 4,892.518  A decade later when other 

 
 
Old Dominion University,  and Jill Pearsall Penn Wood ‘93-Penn State..  

5171983, Penn Wood Yearbook, 145 
518Lundin, “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania,” Appendix A. 
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counties faced sharp declines in enrollment and over capacity of school buildings 

and thus pressure to consolidate, the Phoenixville school district did not 

experience such sharp declines and therefore did not face the same pressure to 

consolidate.   The 1982 Pennsylvania Economy League’s report titled Coping 

with Declining Enrollments in the ‘80s projected that Chester County would 

experience a loss of students but the drop was not expected to be as drastic as it 

was for Delaware, Montgomery and Philadelphia counties.  For example from 

1971 to 1990 Delaware County was projected to lose over 50,000 students, 

Montgomery County was expected to lose 57,000, each nearly 50%, but Chester 

County was expected to lose only sixteen thousand students, about 25%.519  

 A review of the Phoenixville yearbooks from 1928 through 1990 showed 

African-heritage teenagers consistently appearing on various high school sports 

teams.  The first black schoolgirl athlete at Phoenixville was Ethel “Essie” Marie 

Ford.  She graduated in 1929.  Ms. Ford played basketball in her junior and 

senior years.  In 1932 two black girls played on the basketball team and one was 

also a field hockey player.  From 1940 to 1945 a black athlete appeared in at 

least one of the girls’ team pictures: basketball, field hockey or softball. Although 

no African-heritage girls were in the team pictures in the early 1950s one black 

student was on the eleven member 1954 cheerleading squad.  In 1959 and 1962  

 
519Rothman, Summary of Demographic and Public School Enrollment 

Trends in Delaware County 1960–1980 and Projections to 1990, 3. 
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two black girls were on the field hockey team.   The consistent presence of at 

least one or two black girls on the sport teams and the cheerleading squad 

indicates that black schoolgirl athletes at Phoenixville High School experienced a 

moderate level of acceptance and recognition.  But these students were rarely 

singled out as captains or featured front in center in the pictures.  This indicates 

that the black schoolgirls who did participate were not uncommonly talented, in  

contrast to the pattern of early twentieth-century black schoolgirls.  Interpreting 

the arrangement of athletes in the pictures suggests they were more likely 

average athletes.  This implies a relaxed racially integrated milieu.  When the 

minority players are only star athletes, that implies that average black athletes 

could be discouraged from participating; average white players would be 

preferred. 

 Yearbook team pictures provided evidence of the integration of black 

schoolgirl athletes at Phoenixville High School during the1960s when sporting 

opportunities for girls began to expand.  In the fall of 1963 ten black schoolgirls 

were members of the field hockey program, four on the varsity and six on the 

junior varsity. The team picture of the varsity basketball team that winter showed 

four black female athletes.  The junior varsity basketball team picture showed 

one black student.  Black schoolgirls were not inhibited from participating in new 

sports either.  In the spring of 1963 four African-heritage schoolgirls were 

members of the fourteen player inaugural lacrosse team.  Two years later, four 

black schoolgirls are seen in the lacrosse team picture.  The players are not 
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clustered together.  One black schoolgirl is happily kneeling front and center. 

(Figure5-18)  When championship opportunities expanded in the 1960s, black 

Phoenixville girl athletes were able to take advantage of the added value winning 

brought to talented athletes.  Phoenixville High school girls’ sport teams officially 

began to play for league honors in 1963.  The school participated in the first 

annual All-Chesmont Field Hockey Tournament.  Two of its players claimed 

spots on the All-Chesmont First Team and two on the Second Team.  African-

heritage athletes Sheila Ford-Bey and Siss Travis-Bey were named to first and 

second All-Star teams respectively.520  From 1928 to 1990 many of the black 

female athletes at Phoenixville shared surnames.  This suggests that many of the 

black schoolgirls playing at Phoenixville High School were part of a family of 

athletes.  This kind of family legacy and kinship network contributed to the social 

capital available to minority students at majority white high schools. It is a familiar 

feature at many schools.  It is quite likely that this kind of social network at 

Phoenixville was an example of a similar social support system glimpsed in 

Media between Peggy and her sister Wanda Mason.  At Media High School and 

Yeadon High School the social networks were disrupted by consolidation, but 

enixville.  Those kinds of changes and consistencies 

 
520It is unknown whether Sheila Ford-Bey was related to Ethel “Essie” 

Ford the first African-heritage schoolgirl at Phoenixville High School or to her 
contemporary Siss Travis-Bey.  If that is the case, it would be further evidence of 
the kind found at Media High School, where social networks among minority 
students support schoolgirl athletic participation. 
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are difficult to measure, but are historically relevant to the experiences of the 

schoolgirls.  For example, Mrs. Levesque, the former Peggy Mason, had feared 

for her sister who would continue her athletic school career at the “white” 

Penncrest High School because she felt her sister was entering unsafe social 

waters. After all, she would not be there and the entirely new environment 

eliminated the stock of good will and experiences she could pass on to her sister. 

The absence of similar disruptions at Phoenixville High School and the benefits 

that accrued to future generations like the Ford-Beys, is evidence of what some 

black suburban schoolgirls might have been denied when their schools were 

closed during the reorganizations that swept the Philadelphia suburbs between 

1963 and 1983.  In 1965 half of the fourteen field hockey players at Phoenixville 

were African-heritage and that year the yearbook reported that the school 

“placed more girls on the All-Star team than any other school.” One of those all-

stars was Sissy Travis-Bey who had been the previous years’ Second Team All-

League player.  The same year black student Gwen Thornton was co-captain of 

the1965 basketball team.  The following spring she was a member of the girls 

lacrosse team along with three other black classmates.   

 From the late 1960s to the mid-1970s very few African-heritage girls 

appeared in the Phoenixville team pictures.  This may reflect the life-cycle of the 

black families in the community because by 1975 three African-heritage girls 

were playing hockey and one of them was a Ford-Bey.  During the late 1970s 

and early 1980s Phoenixville’s female athletes were competing for league and 
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district championships in field hockey, basketball, cross country, tennis, track and 

lacrosse.  A few African-heritage schoolgirls participated on most teams.  In 1985 

and 1987 Amina and Amora Thornton, (perhaps a relative of 1965 basketball 

captain and lacrosse player Gwen Thornton) and one other black student were 

members of the field hockey teams. Amora was named to the 1987 all-star All-

PAC-8 team.  After graduation Amina Thornton played at Temple University on a 

lacrosse and field hockey scholarship. In 1990 the Phoenixville lacrosse team 

had four African-heritage members; more than Penncrest High School—situated 

in Delaware County with twice the proportion of black residents.  

 Consolidations among suburban school districts inhibited black suburban 

schoolgirls from fully benefiting from new opportunities.  At Phoenixville High 

School evidence suggests that black schoolgirls participated in the new 

opportunities when they came along.  When black schoolgirls from the former 

Media High School were given their first opportunity to play on a high school 

lacrosse team it was bundled with all the social changes accompanying the 

merger with Penncrest High School.  Lacrosse was first introduced to many black 

athletes from the Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn communities after their high schools 

closed and merged with the former Lansdowne-Aldan students.  In both the 

Media High School and Yeadon/Darby/Colwyn High Schools very few black girls 

took advantage of the opportunity to play lacrosse.  But at Phoenixville where 

black families had an uninterrupted history of sport participation the inaugural 

1963 lacrosse team included four black schoolgirls among the fourteen. The case 
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of Phoenixville High School suggests that continuity provided a social context 

that helped black schoolgirls take advantage of the opportunities presented by 

new sports and by the revaluation of schoolgirls sport participation that resulted 

from Title IX.  

  

 

Conclusion 

 

 Although many of the Philadelphia suburban communities were 

established in the first part of the century, and the suburban lifestyle is frequently 

a nostalgic conception based on the anomalous 1950s, the three decades from 

1960 to 1990 built many social divisions into the sprawling metropolitan region.521  

Racial divisions especially became the most marked characteristics of American 

metropolitan life.522  While this claim that city and suburban communities were 

more racially and economically segregated after 1950 is not original, the 

pernicious way that race shaped life for students within suburban communities is 

 
521For a chronicle of the residential patterns before 1950 and how they 

were transformed by industrial decline and the way suburbanization became a 
“natural’ development story for many who left the cities see, Gillette, Camden 
After the Fall. 

522”No group in the history of the United States has ever experienced the 
sustained high level of residential segregation that has been imposed on the 
blacks in large American cities for the past fifty years.” Douglas S. and Nancy A. 
Denton Massey, American Apartheid, Segregation and the Making of the 
Underclass (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993), 4. 



  

351 
   

an untold story.  This chapter does not fully explain how race worked to include 

some suburban schoolgirls in sport and exclude others.  It does, however, 

demonstrate that changes in the patterns of black schoolgirl participation 

accompanied school district reorganization.  It also suggests that the 

unwillingness of state policy makers to address race prevented school district 

reorganization from achieving its stated goals to democratize access to school 

activities and opportunities. In combination with the analysis of championship 

opportunities in Chapter Four, the decades after World War II did not offer black 

schoolgirls in the metropolitan Philadelphia area the same level of benefits as 

white schoolgirls in the region. 

 The similarity in the outcomes for black schoolgirl athletes in both of the 

reorganized districts studied here, strongly suggests that the lack of policy tools 

for addressing race was a significant shortcoming in suburban school district 

reorganizations.  Whether or not the districts chose to merge like Rose Tree 

Union and Media, or resisted for as long as possible, like Lansdowne-Aldan, 

Yeadon and Darby/Colwyn, the outcome for black school girl athletes was the 

same.  The larger, majority white high schools did not reproduce black schoolgirl 

athletic participation at the same levels that existed before district reorganization.  

Opportunities were lost because the tools provided to assist with school district 

reorganization neglected to address race related issues.  In contrast, black 

schoolgirl athletes at Phoenixville--where no reorganization took place--

benefitted from an uninterrupted legacy of athletic participation and the 
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associated social network located within the black community. Even though, like 

Media High School, Phoenixville High School was likely touched by racial 

prejudice, the history of schoolgirl sport at Phoenixville where both talented and 

average black students participated in schoolgirl sport is a different story with 

different outcomes for the students.  When Title IX impacted the opportunities for 

high school athletes, African-American schoolgirls in Phoenixville were in a 

position to take advantage of the changing value of schoolgirl athletics and 

leveraged their talent to gain access to higher education.   

 Later research suggests that the Phoenixville experience was less 

significant than those at consolidated schools where the likelihood of black 

schoolgirls on certain sport teams diminished and the participation of others 

increased, thus creating racial associations for different sports. For many 

Americans it seems those associations were taken for granted by the 1980s.  For 

example black women athletes interviewed by Tina Sloan Green complained that 

although they were athletes in many different sports, more often than not people 

assumed that because they were black they either ran track or played 

basketball.523 Sociologists Thomas Holt and Kimberly Crenshaw, separately, 

provide ways to examine the history of seemingly ahistorical racial associations.  

Broadly speaking each suggested that the historical construction of racialized 

 
523Tina Sloan Green, Black Women in Sport (Reston, VA: AAHPERD, 

1981). 
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experiences can be best examined by historians at the intersection of macro-

structural systems and micro-social interactions, or as stated in the introduction 

to this chapter,  “tiny little nuclear pieces” embedded within the story of 

“bureaucracy and policy formation.”  For Crenshaw “material outcomes” of 

dominating systems provide the evidence of racialized experiences and for Holt 

“everydayness” is the bridge of evidence between the macro and micro 

experiences.524  In the case of schoolgirl sport in the suburbs of Philadelphia, the 

increased value of participation--as it related to access to higher education--was 

the material outcome that eluded many black suburban schoolgirls as a result of 

school district reorganizations.  Sport participation was at the time of school 

district reorganizations an “everyday” activity. Through1990 it became even more 

widely experienced by many white suburban schoolgirls, but fewer than possible 

black suburban schoolgirls.   Holt and Crenshaw’s guidance does not stop at 

identifying the limiting nature of racialized experiences, they call on historians to 

read the mediated record--between the macro and micro influences--for evidence 

of the “relationship between individual agency and structural frameworks.”525  

Although, as Holt recognizes, the “gestures of resistance and consent are not 

 
524Thomas Holt, “Marking:  Race, Race-Making and the Writing of History,” 

The American Historical Review 100, no. 1 (February 1995): 12 And for 
Crenshaw see, William F Tate IV, “Critical Race Theory and Education: History, 
Theory and Implications,” Review of Research in Education 22 (1997): 230–32. 

525Holt, “Marking,” 8. 
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always easy to disentangle.”526  For black athletes interested in school sport but 

finding themselves in different, majority white high schools, their migration out of 

sports black schoolgirls had previously played while attending smaller, 

neighborhood schools, and into track, or volleyball in one case, appears to be 

evidence of just such gestures of individual agency in response to structural 

changes.  The association reported by Green’s interviewees in the 1980s 

between black women athletes and track and basketball in the minds of many  

Americans was a result of historical changes that resulted in the creation of  

“whiteness” and “blackness” of certain sports for women and girls.  The changes 

that took place in the suburbs of Philadelphia that made the racialized 

relationship according to Holt’s criteria seem “naturalized, ...self-evident, and 

thus seemingly beyond audible challenge,” and not unfamiliar today, was a part 

of the historical construction of race and sport.527   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
526Holt, “Marking,” 33 fn 13. 
527Holt, “Marking,” 12. 
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FINAL CONCLUSION: IT LOOKS SO NATURAL 

 

 

 

With a high school junior in our house we receive solicitations for college 

and other post-secondary options through the mail daily.  The US military, along 

with colleges and universities, recruits high school students using glossy mailers. 

It shouldn’t have surprised me that when these solicitations came to my 

suburban mail pile I would meet the smiling eyes of a fresh-faced girl athlete. On 

the front of one envelope the National Guard logo sat above a banner that read 

“FREE MOVIE TICKETS OFFER, FOR YOU AND A FRIEND INSIDE.” But it was 

the back of that envelope that struck me.  A smiling white girl stood on what was 

clearly an athletic field, holding a soccer ball.  The text read “ATTENDING 

COLLEGE? STARTING A CAREER? IT JUST GOT EASIER.” (Figure 7-1) 

This was clearly a campaign to recruit suburban schoolgirls.  Even the 

national military now recognizes the powerful association between schoolgirl 

sports and post-secondary schooling in the Philadelphia suburbs.  It is equally 

clear that this visual would not resonate with a black schoolgirl in the Philadelphia 

public schools, or her mother.  The message would likely fall short not only 

because of the race of the girl chosen for the outside of the envelope, but 

because the choice of an athletic venue is less familiar to a city girl.   
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Most persons viewing the National Guard’s recruiting solicitation would not 

recognize the multiple layers of history that make the visual depiction of a white 

girl, with college aspirations, standing on an athletic field cradling a soccer ball 

seem so natural.  And of course, these kinds of bundled images make the most 

invidious contemporary division in American society, the stark imbalance 

between city and suburban school experiences, invisible. The underlying purpose 

of this dissertation was to make those assumptions and those divisions into 

critical points of inquiry.   

In order to reveal what feminist theorists call the seams of construction, 

the construction itself needs to be understood.  To that end this dissertation 

presented the historical roots and development of high school girls’ sport.  First, 

this research shows that schoolgirl sport began and developed differently than 

schoolboy sport.  Even though other historians noted this for college sport, high 

school sport had been largely ignored.  Using yearbook entries, produced almost 

exclusively by the girls who participated in school sport, we learned that from 

their earliest opportunity to participate in sport, and when given leeway, 

schoolgirls used sport to express their vision of a girlhood liberated from some of 

the contemporary standards of female comportment.  Many current forms of 

expressions, like schoolgirl athletes revealing their specific sport underclothing, in 

fact, are not historically unique.  Girls have always used sport clothing to their 

own purposes.  At the same time, many girls did not challenge existing standards 
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of accomplishment and strove towards success under those terms.  They 

became editors of the yearbook, class treasurers, Leaders class presidents, 

cheerleader captains and homecoming queens, while playing on sports teams 

and sometimes distinguishing themselves as captains and MVPs.  Girls adapted 

to the changing gendered environment and simply incorporated athleticism into 

their meritocratic high school life.  Again, when permitted leeway, they put sport 

to their own purposes.  The history of schoolgirl sport shows how high schools 

have been simultaneously the site where teenage girls were socialized to gender 

standards and where they acted and thought in ways contrary to those 

standards.   

Second, this history of schoolgirl sport sheds light on the 

contemporaneous history of the single-sex profession of physical education. 

Some of the earliest divisions between city and suburban school experiences 

appear when one considers the work of high school PE professionals.  They 

created national professional standards in the early 1920s, which were, in fact, 

urban standards with urban roots of concern.  They had little impact in the 

suburbs.  Interestingly this did not result in a rift between city and suburban 

professionals; the differences were simply ignored and alliances maintained.  

This suggests that something more important than adherence to professional 

standards bound the women professionals together.  
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 In the historiography of the teaching profession, PE teachers challenge 

the general narrative.  These teachers were not as powerless as city classroom 

teachers are often presented as being, and they managed to protect their jobs in 

ways other teachers could not.  The history of the single-sex PE profession offers 

perhaps the longest history of feminist ideology influencing a single profession.  

From mimicry to separatism to equity, high school girls’ athletic policy and the 

professionals working in school sport have expressed feminist claims in many 

ways.  The history of high school girls’ sport provides a new opportunity to 

explore the waves of feminism in the different social contexts of the city and 

suburbs.  For example, a general overview could claim an historical pattern of 

association between some forms of American feminism and social class.  This 

history of schoolgirl sport has demonstrated that feminist professional 

expressions came from PE teachers where and when they were most closely 

aligned with the upper and middle classes-the city in the early 1920s and 1930s 

and the suburbs in the late 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.  But are professional 

policies and statements the only way to measure feminist trends in the 

profession? 

Finally, the contemporary difference between city and suburban schoolgirl 

sport had roots in the general historical construction of schoolgirl sport—the 

influence of the social context (city and suburban), the impact of national 

standards and access to meaningful championships, being the three most 
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important elements.  These historical differences contributed to the contemporary 

situation where city and suburban schools provided different and inequitable 

school experiences.  The models of competition and access to championships 

were not only different for girls and boys--the most common historical perspective 

used to examine schoolgirl sport-- they were also different for city and suburban 

schoolgirls.  Whether, and how, public schools reproduce privilege has occupied 

many historians of education.  The history of schoolgirl sport contributes 

evidence to the argument that schools do reproduce privilege, and that gender, 

race, and place influence the dynamics of that reproduction.  In schoolgirl sport, 

the magnitude of the benefits that have accrued to the suburbs was a result of 

the size of the loss of opportunity in the city.  But that was not the only division.  

Within the suburbs, school district reorganizations inhibited the participation of 

suburban black schoolgirls. In the competitive world of schoolgirls seeking either 

college athletic scholarships or preferential consideration for college admissions, 

the absence of city girls and many black suburban schoolgirls from that 

competition has clearly improved the chances of suburban white girls. 

The implications of this research for the historiography of education are 

straightforward.  First, despite the preponderance of coeducational public high 

schools, the history of schoolgirls and schoolboys are different and, when it 

comes to sport and other areas of historic difference, the latter should not be 
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viewed simply as a precursor to the former.  Unique aspects of schoolgirl culture 

are historically rooted and should not be absent from histories of education.   

Second, the reasons for the divergent outcomes and experiences of city 

and suburban schooling are not merely structural.  They are, in part, the result of 

decisions made by professional educators and the way community aspirations 

coordinated, or not, with those decisions.   

This study attempts to tell a story that developed over one hundred years.  

Some important elements were not part of the research.  Because the difference 

between city and suburban athletic programs is at the heart of this study, the 

research would be improved by including the opinions and attitudes of women 

PE instructors from across the region.  Women physical educators were 

members of a number of professional organizations, and from informal 

conversations it became apparent that many maintained personal friendships 

across the city suburban divide.  How did these friends and colleagues 

understand the differences in the programs?  Were efforts made to bridge the 

gaps?  Did the feminist roots of the profession continue to resonate in the city 

and suburbs differently?  If accounts from PE women professionals were 

available they might also contribute to what I think of as the historiography of 

backlash.  Eras of feminist claims on social and economic power are replete 

throughout American history, and after each era has come a period of 

retrenchment.  How are these periods of retrenchment the same or different?  
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And how do different social contexts, like cities and suburbs, shape the nature of 

the backlash and responses to it? 

Another gap in the story is the changes in the work rules for teachers, 

especially those in the city district.  The role of the teacher/coach became 

increasingly more important and it is not clear how that changed over time and 

what impact those changes may or may not have had for city and suburban 

athletic programs.  When these changes in work rules are explored, it is clear 

from the history of schoolgirl sport presented so far, that the change over time 

must take gender, race and place into consideration. 

The school district of Philadelphia is not now, nor has it ever been, 

homogeneous with respect to race and class.  At first, race, ethnicity and class 

distinguished neighborhoods and neighborhood high schools reflected those 

associations, later, magnet schools created a different basis upon which privilege 

was experienced.  It is likely that there is a story to be told about the district itself 

that thoroughly explores the role of race and class on the development of 

schoolgirl sport. 

The consolidation of suburban high schools occurred not too long ago: the 

girls, now women, who made the transition from smaller high schools to larger 

ones might still be available to recount their experiences.  Interviews with these 

women would offer first hand reflections on the changes in the athletic 
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environment and the decisions prompted by those changes.  Those accounts 

would contribute a significant part to the story of schoolgirl sport.  

Finally, important evidence resides with the National Collegiate Athletic 

Association (NCAA.)  The NCAA maintains data that would indicate the extent of 

the difference between the city and suburbs of Philadelphia, and whether or not it 

is a nationwide pattern. The NCAA created the Initial Eligibility Clearinghouse 

(IEC). Beginning in the early 1990s, all students who entertained any possibility 

of playing sports in a Division One college program were required to register with 

the IEC at the beginning of their college application process.  The IEC was 

articulated into six levels, the first of which captured the broadest level of interest.  

If the IEC level one data were geo-coded for the purposes of this study, it would 

substantiate the magnitude of geographic disparity between the likelihood of city 

and suburban schoolgirls to link participation in high school sports with access to 

higher education.  

The history of schoolgirl sport in the public high schools of Philadelphia 

and its suburbs demonstrates that gender, race and place are necessary critical 

lenses for examining school sport history.  The reigning equity paradigm 

examines only the differences between schoolboy and schoolgirl sport.  Although 

useful in many ways, such an analysis, which was based upon securing 

equitable access to sport on terms already enjoyed by males, has some 

shortcomings.  It ignores uniquely female aspects of sport history that do not 
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neatly fit a comparison with the male standard.  Only by ignoring a schoolboy 

versus schoolgirl comparison and, instead, examining the differences between 

city and suburban schoolgirl experiences do the many historical influences on 

schoolgirl sport come to light.  For example, the absence in the suburbs of gym 

shows, songs and cheers that endured so long in city high schools, underscored 

the different sport cultures that existed in the city and suburban public high 

schools.  Once discovered, those differences required further historical 

exploration.  It was then that the geographic seams of construction began to be 

revealed. 

For women’s history, such cultural historical artifacts like gym shows, 

special sport attire and championships were substantive proof of the different 

ways the city and suburban context shaped feminist goals within a single 

profession.  For example, depending upon the context, sometimes the feminist 

professionalism promoted a feminism that also inspired students, sometimes it 

did not.  This study showed that the professional feminism that supported a 

separatist model of schoolgirl sport was a disappointment to students who had 

previously enjoyed mimicking male programs.  At a later time, separatism 

provided support for black students seeking athletic opportunity where none had 

existed; black schoolgirls gained more access to sport in the Leaders classes--a 

vital component of the separatist policies-- than through the pre-existing not-for-

credit intramural programs. 
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 Over one hundred years the value and meaning of schoolgirl sport has 

changed for girls and the women who made it their livelihood in the Philadelphia 

area.  To what extent is the story of Philadelphia schoolgirl sport unique? Do 

other cities and suburbs demonstrate similar patterns?  Information from the 

NCAA IEC would be a significant source for determining whether other regions of 

the nation demonstrated a similar divergence between city and suburban 

schoolgirl sport, but what about the historical development?  Did the regions 

arrive at the same relative place by way of the same influences?  Were some 

regions of the nation more or less disposed to adhere to the national standards?  

Did feminist professionalism look different? Did schoolgirls in other parts of the 

nation express their often contrarian attitudes and their desires for specific 

experiences in their yearbooks?  Did newspapers in other parts of the country 

show such a dramatic change in their coverage of schoolgirl sport after Title IX 

was passed as those in the Philadelphia region?  Like the National Guard 

mailing, across the nation the participation of schoolgirls in sport and the benefits 

that come from it appear to be an almost natural state of affairs.  But if the 

differences explored in this study also emerge as national patterns, with 

suburban schoolgirls enjoying extensive and potentially useful sport participation 

while nearby city girls do not, what does this suggest about the willingness of 

American society to accept racial and place-based difference in everyday 

experiences and ignore those differences in the creation of its national stories? 



  

365 
   

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

1925 Annual Report. Annual Reports of the Board of Pubic Education School 
District of Philadelphia. Urban Archives, Temple University, 1925. 

1931 Annual Report of the School District of Philadelpia, 1931. 

1937 Annual Report. Annual Reports of the Board of Pubic Education School 
District of Philadelphia. Urban Archives, Temple University, 1937. 

“1950s Urged By Conant Carrot, To Stick.” Delaware County Daily Times, 30 
March 1971. 

Acosta, R. Vivian, Linda Jean Carpenter. Women in Intercollegiate Sport. A 
Longitudinal Study--Twenty Three Year Update. Massachusetts, 2000. 

Alderfer, Clement J. “The Current Practices of Organization for Management of 
Interscholastic Athletics in Pennsylvania.” Van Pelt Library: University of 
Pennsylvania, 1926. 

Austin, Brad. “Protecting Athletics and the American War Defenses of 
Intercollegiate Athletics at Ohio State and Across the Big Ten During the 
Great Depression.” Journal of Sport History 27, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 247–
70. 

Baker, Paula. “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American Political 
Society.” American Historical Review 89, no. 3 (June 1984): 620–47. 

Biersack, Aletta. “Local Knowledge, Local History: Geertz and Beyond.” In The 
New Cultural History, Lynn Hunt, 72–96. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1989. 

Birrell, Susan. “Approaching Mt. Everest On Intertextuality and the Past as 
Narrative.” Journal of Sport History 34, no. 1 (2000). 

Blount, Jackie M. Fit to Teach: Same-Sex Desire, Gender, and School Work in 
the Twentieth Century. Albany, NY: Stare University of New York Press, 
2005. 

Bowen, William, Martin Kursweil and Eugene Tobin. Equity and Excellence in 
Higher Education. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2005. 

Cahn, Susan. Coming on Strong, Gender and Sexuality in Twentieth-Century 
Women’s Sport. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1994. 



  

366 
   

Carlisle, Marcia. “Disorderly City, Disorderly Women: Prostitution in Ante-Bellum 
Philadelphia.” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 110, no. 4 
(1986): 549–68. 

Chudacoff, Howard P. How Old Are You? Age Consciousness in American 
Culture. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989. 

Churchill, David S. “Making Broad Shoulders: Body-Building and Physical Culture 
in Chicago 1890–1920.” History of Education Quarterly 48, no. 1 (August 
2008): 341–70. 

Clark, Robert Wayne. “The Genesis of the Philadelphia High School for Girls.” 
Paley Library: Temple, 1938. 

Cohen, Greta L, ed. Women In Sport: Issues and Controversies. Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage, 1993. 

Coleman, James. The Adolescent Society, The Social Life of Teenagers and Its 
Impact on Education. New York: Free Press of Glencoe, Inc, 1961. 

------. Adolescents and Schools, 1965. 

Conant, James. “The American High School Today.” In The American High 
School Today. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959. 

Costa and Guthrie. Women and Sport, Interdisciplinary Perspectives. Human 
Kinetics, 1994. 

Cott, Nancy F. The Grounding of Modern Feminism. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1987. 

Cutler, William. “Cathedral of Culture: The Schoolhouse in American Educational 
Thought and Practice Since 1820.” History of Education Quarterly 29, no. 1 
(Spring 1989): 1–40. 

David L Angus and Jeffrey E. Mirel. The Failed Promise of the American High 
School, 1890–1995. New York: Teachers College Press, 1999. 

De Cunzo, Lu Ann. “Reform, Respite, Ritual: An Archaeology of Institutions. The 
Magdalen Society of Philadelphia, 1800–1850.” Historical Archaeology 29 
(1995). 

“Districts Reduced to 34, Reorganizing is Under Way.” Delaware County Daily 
Times, 31 August 1966. 

Donald, Moira and Linda Hurcombe. Gender and Material Culture in Historical 
Perspective. New York: St Martin’s Press, Inc., 2000. 



  

367 
   

Donato, Ruben, and Marvin Lazerson. “New Directions in American Educational 
History: Problems and Prospects.” Educational Researcher 29, no. 8 
(1911/January 2000): 4–15. 

Epstein, Aarn. “Busing Order Upheld by Supreme Court.” Philadelphia Inquirer, 
25 January 1983. 

Fass, Paula S. Outside In: Minorities and the Transformation of American 
Education. U.S.: Oxford University Press, 1989. 

Feltz, Debbie. “Athletics in the Status System of Female Adolescents.” Review of 
Sport and Leisure 3 (1978): 98–108. 

Festle, Mary Jo. Playing Nice: Politics and Apologies in Women’s Sports. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1996. 

Fischer, Gayle, V. Pantaloons and Power: A 19th Century Dress Reform in the 
United States. Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2005. 

Folsom, Mrs. Richard S. “Report of The National Women’s Sport Committee, 
A.A.U.” Mind and Body 39, no. 410 (February 1933): 300–302. 

Franklin, Vincent. The Education of Black Philadelphia: The Social and 
Educational History of a Minority Community 1900–1950, 1979. 

Freedman, Estelle. “Separatism as Strategy: Female Institution Building and 
American Feminism, 1870–1930.” Feminist Studies 5, no. 3 (Fall 1979): 512–
29. 

Fritz, Joanna B. “A Comparative Study of the Members of Girls Athletic Teams 
With Non-Athletic Students in Relation to Grades and Mental Rating in the 
Frankford High School.” Van Pelt Library: University of Pennsylvania, 1930. 

Geer, William H. “The Athletic Situation in High Schools.” Mind and Body 31, 
no. 329 (June 1924): 97–108. 

Geertz, Clifford. The Interpretation of Cultures. USA: Basic Books, 1973. 

Gems, Gerald R. “Sport and the Americanization of Ethnic Women in Chicago.” 
In Ethnicity and Sport in North American History and Culture, George and 
David K. Wiggins Eisen, 177–200. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
1994. 

Gerber, Ellen and Jan Felshin, Pearl Berlin. “The American Woman in Sport.” In 
The American Woman in Sport. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing 
Co., 1974. 



  

368 
   

“GHS Leads in After School Physical Training Activities For the Spring Term 
1926.” The Iris 1926–1933 (29 September 1926): 3. 

Giddings, Paula. When and Where I Enter, The Impact of Black Women on Race 
and Sex in America. New York: Quill William Morrow, 1996. 

Gillette, Howard. Camden After the Fall, Decline and Renewal in a Post-Industrial 
City. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2005. 

Gordon, Suzanne. “School Mergers In Delco Leave Students Nostalgic.” The 
Philadelphia Inquirer, 1917/June 1982. 

Gorn, Elliot J., and Warren Goldstein. A Brief History of American Sports. USA: 
Hill and Wang, 1993. 

Green, Suzanne. “School Segregation on Rise Study Shows.” Philadelphia 
Inquirer, 25 January 1983. 

Green, Tina Sloan. Black Women in Sport. Reston, VA: AAHPERD, 1981. 

Grosvenor, Ian, Martin Lawn and Kate Rousmaniere. “Imaging Past Schooling: 
The Necessity for Montage.” The Review of Education/Pedagogy/Cultural 
Studies 22, no. 1 (2000): 71–85. 

Grundy, Pamela. Learning to Win: Sports, Education, and Social Change in 
Twentieth Century North Carolina. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2001. 

Guttman, Allen. A Whole New Ball Game: An Interpretation of American Sports. 
Chapel Hill: University North Carolina Press, 1988. 

------. Women’s Sports: A History. New York: Columbia University Press, 1991. 

Hardin, Clara A. The Negroes of Philadelphia, The Cultural Adjustment Of A 
Minority Group. Bryn Mawr, PA: Craft Press, Inc., 1945. 

Hardy, Stephen. “Sport in Urbanizing America: A Historical Review.” Journal of 
Urban History 23, no. 6 (September 1997): 675–708. 

Henderson, Edwin Bancroft. The Negro in Sports. Washington, DC: The 
Associated Publishers, Inc., 1939. 

Herzog, Gertude. “A Survey of the Athletics for Girls in The Suburban High  
Schools of Philadelphia, PA.” Van Pelt Library: University of Pennsylvania, 
1929. 



  

369 
   

Hobson, Barbara Miel. Uneasy Virtue: The Politics of Prostitution and the 
American Reform Tradition. New York: Basic Books, 1987. 

Hogshead-Makar, Nancy and Andrew Zimbalist, eds. Equal Play, Title IX and 
Social Change. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007. 

Holman, Andrew C. “Stops and Starts: Ideology, Commercialism, and the Fall of 
American Women’s Hockey in the 1920s.” Journal of Sport History 32, no. 3 
(Fall 2005): 326–50. 

Holt, Thomas. “Marking:  Race, Race-Making and the Writing of History.” The 
American Historical Review 100, no. 1 (February 1995): 1–20. 

Holzbaur, Ida C. “A Study of the Standing Hop, Step and Jump Achievement of 
2362 High School Girls As Affected By Age, Height and Weight.” Van Pelt 
Library: University of Pennsylvania, 1927. 

Howell, Ocean. “Play Pays, Urban Land Politics and Playgrounds in the United 
States, 1900–1930.” Journal of Urban History 34, no. 6 (September 
2008): 961–1012. 

Hult, Joan. “Coeducation Recreation Activities: Title IX Prospects and Problems.” 
Journal of Physical Education Recreation and Dance 47, no. 5 (1976). 

Hultstrand, Bonnie J. “The Growth of Collegiate Women’s Sports: The 1960s.” 
Journal of Physical Education Recreation and Dance, March 1993, 41–43. 

Hunter, Jane H. How Young Ladies Became Girls, Victorian Origins of American 
Girlhood. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002. 

Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research. HISTORICAL, 
DEMOGRAPHIC, ECONOMIC. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium 
for Political and Social Research [producer and distributor], 197? [Computer 
file]. . 
Http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/reference.html. 

Isaacs, Barbara Gail. “Anglo, Black, and Latin Adolescents Participation in 
Sports.” DAI 1985 45 (9), 1985. 

Jackson, Kenneth T. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United 
States. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985. 

Jerome, Wendy C and John C. Phillips. “The Relationship Between Academic 
Achievement and Interscholastic Participation: A Comparison of Canadian 
and American High Schools,” 18–21, 1971. 



  

370 
   

Kantor, Harvey and Barbara Brenzel. “Urban Education and the ‘Truly 
Disadvantaged’: The Historical Roots of the Contemporary Crisis, 1945–
1990.” Teachers College 94, no. 2 (Winter 1992): 278–314. 

Kaplan, Sara Clarke. “White Lie: The Victory of Women’s Sports.” ColorLines, 
1931/January 2002, 40–43. 

Katz, Jonathan. Gay American History, Lesbians and Gay Men in the USA: A 
Documentary. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1976. 

Keene, C. H. “Untitled.” Mind and Body, A Journal Devoted to Physical 
Education 31, no. 329 (June 1924): 94. 

Keene, Dr. Charles. “The Place and Scope of Athletics in Health Building.” Mind 
and Body XXVII (March 1921): 853–57. 

Kim, Robyn and Jonathan Fox. “Girls Athletes Say no to Sex.” Scholastic 
Choices 14, no. 5 (February 1999): 5. 

Klapper, Melissa R. Small Strangers, The Experiences of Immigrant Children in 
American, 1880–1925. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2007. 

Lears, T.J. Jackson. “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and 
Possibilities.” The American Historical Review 90, no. 3 (June 1985): 567–
93. 

Lee, Mabel. A History of Physical Education and Sports in the USA, 1983. 

Lerner, Gerda. “The Lady and the Mill Girl: Changes in the Status of Women in 
the Age of Jackson.” MidContinent American Studies 10, no. 1 (1969): 5–15. 

Levesque, Peggy. Conversation with the author. Interview. Penncrest High 
School, Media, PA, 2002. 

Lipsitz, George. “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized Social 
Democracy and the ‘White’ Problem in American Studies.” American 
Quarterly 47, no. 3 (September 1995): 369–87. 

Lundin, George Edward. “School District Reorganization in Pennsylvania 
Between 1963 and 1971 and Its Effect on Racial Balance.” Ph.D. diss., 151. 
Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh, 1973. 

Marsh, Margaret. Suburban Lives. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
1990. 

Marshall, Catherine. “Dismantling and Reconstructing Policy Analysis.” In 
Feminist Critical Policy Analysis, 1–38. London: Falmer Press, 1997. 



  

371 
   

Massengale, John. “The Americanization of School Sport: Historical and Social 
Consequences.” The Physical Educator 36 (May 1979): 59–69. 

Massey, Douglas S. and Nancy A. Denton. American Apartheid, Segregation and 
the Making of the Underclass. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1993. 

May, Henry F. The End of American Innocence: A Study of the First Years of Our 
Own Time, 1912–1917. London: Jonathan Cape, 1959. 

Metzner, Henry. A Brief History of the American Turnerbund. Pittsburg, PA: 
National Executive Committee of the American Turnerbund, 1924. 

Mirel, Jeffrey. “From Student Control to Institutional Control of High School 
Athletics: Three Michigan Cities, 1883–1905.” Journal of Social History 16, 
no. 2 (1982): 83–100. 

Mitchell, Wilmer D. “The American Physical Education Association, A History.” 
Journal of Health and Physical Education (1932), 3. 

Mrozek, Donald J. “The ‘Amazon’ and the American Lady: Sexual Fears of 
Women as Athletes.” In The New American Sport History, S.W. Pope, 198–
214. Urbana: University of Chicago, 1997. 

Nasaw, David. Going Out, The Rise and Fall of Pubic Amusements. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1993. 

O’Connor, Kaori. “The Other Half: The Material Culture of New Fibers.” In 
Clothing As Material Culture, Susanne and Daniel Miller Kuchler, 41–59. 
New York: Berg, 2005. 

Ogbu, John. Black American Students in an Affluent Suburb: A Study of 
Academic Disengagement, 2003. 

Orfield, Gary and Carole Ashkinaze. The Closing Door, Conservative Policy and 
Black Opportunity, 1991. 

Oriard, Michael. “In the Beginning Was the Rule.” In The New American Sport 
History, S. W. Pope, 88–120. Urbana: University of Illinois, 1997. 

------. Reading Football, How the Popular Press Created An American Spectacle. 
Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1993. 

Park, Roberta J. “Physiology and Anatomy Are Destiny!?: Brains, Bodies and 
Exercise in Nineteenth Century American Thought.” Journal of Sport 
History 18, no. 1 (Spring 1991): 31–63. 



  

372 
   

Peiss, Kathy. Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of -the-
Century New York. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986. 

Pennsylvania Department of Public Instruction. Establishing the New School 
District: The School District Reorganization Act of 1963. Harrisburg: PA Dept. 
of Education, 1964. 

“The Queen.” Delaware County Daily Times, 26 November 1974, 14. 

Rand, Rogers. “Olympics for Girls.” Mind and Body 36, no. 383 (1930): 307. 

Reese, William J. The Origins of the American High School. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1995. 

Rehberg, Richard A., and Walter E. Schafer. “Participation in Interscholastic 
Athletics and College Expectations.” The American Journal of Sociology 73, 
no. 6 (May 1968): 732–40. 

Rogers, Frederick Rand. “Competition or Cooperation.” Mind and Body 42, 
no. 433 (February 1936): 281–88. 

------. “Olympics for Girls.” Mind and Body 36, no. 383 (January 1930): 304. 

Rosenthal, Edgar. The Experience of Local School Districts in Meeting Problems 
and Opportunities. Report 445. Coping With Declining Enrollments in the 
‘80s. 230 S. Broad St, Phila., PA: Pennsylvania Economy League, 1983. 

Rothman, Edwin. Summary of Demographic and Public School Enrollment 
Trends in Delaware County 1960–1980 and Projections to 1990. Report  
436. Coping With Declining Enrollments in the ‘80s. 230 S. Broad St, Phila., 
PA: Pennsylvania Economy League, 1982. 

Rousmaniere, Kate. “Teachers’ Work and the Social Relations of School Space 
in Early-Twentieth-Century North American Urban Schools.” Historical 
Studies in Education 8, no. 1 (1996): 42–63. 

Ruggles, Steven. “Fallen Women: The Inmates of the Magdalen Society Asylum 
in Philadelphia, 1836–1908.” Journal of Social History 16 (1983). 

Rury, John. “Educating Urban Youth: James Conant and the Changing Context 
of Metropolitan America, 1945–95.” Annual Meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association. Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 1999. 

Ryan, Mary. “The American Parade: Representations of the Nineteenth-Century 
Social Order.” In The New Cultural History, Lynn Hunt, 131–53. Berkeley: 
University of California, 1989. 



  

373 
   

Ryan, W. Carson, Jr. The Literature of American School and College Athletics. 
Bulletin 24. The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. 
Boston: D.B Updike, The Merrymount Press, 1929. 

Sabo, Donald and Merrill J. Melnick, Beth E. Vanfossen. “High School Athletic 
Participation and Post Secondary Educational and Occupational Mobility: A 
Focus on Race and Gender.” Sociology of Sport Journal 10 (1993): 44–56. 

Smith, Yvonne. “Women of Color in Society and Sport.” Quest 44, no. 2 
(1992): 230. 

Snyder, Eldon E. and Elmer Spreitzer. “Participation in Sport as Related to 
Educational Expectations Among High School Girls.” Sociology of 
Education 50 (1977): 47–55. 

Solomon, Barbara Miller. In the Company of Educated Women. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1985. 

Somers, Florence. “Physical Education for Girls-Needs in Junior and Senior High 
School.” Journal of the American Association for Health Physical Education 
and Recreation III (1932 December 1932): 26. 

------. Principles of Women’s Athletics. New York: A.S. Barnes and Company, 
Inc., 1930. 

Spencer-Wood, Suzanne. “What Difference Does Feminist Theory Make.” 
International Journal of Historical Archaeology 5, no. 1 (March 2001): 97–
114. 

Spring, Joel. “Mass Culture and School Sports.” History of Education 
Quarterly 14, no. 4 (Winter 1974): 483–500. 

Stecher, William A, Edwind C Broom. “Visit of English Field Hockey Team.” Mind 
and Body, A Journal Devoted to Physical Education XXVII (March 
1921): 841. 

Suggs, Welch. “Left Behind.” Chronicle of Higher Education, 1930/November 
2001. 

Sugrue, Thomas J. Sweet Land of Liberty, The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights 
in the North. New York: Random House, 2008. 

Talamini, John. “School Athletics: Public Policy Versus Practice.” In Sport and 
Society  an Anthology, John Talamini and Charles H. Page, 163–82. Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1973. 

------. Sport and Society an Anthology. Boston: Little, Brown and Co, 1973. 



  

374 
   

Tate IV, William F. “Critical Race Theory and Education: History, Theory and  
Implications.” Review of Research in Education 22 (1997): 195–247. 

Tatum, Beverly Daniel. “Out There Stranded? Black Families in White 
Communities.” In Black Families, Harriette Pipes McAdoo, 214–33. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997. 

Tricard, Louise Mead. American Women’s Track and Field: A History, 1895 
Through 1980. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co, 1996. 

Tyack, David. The One Best System, A History of American Urban Education. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974. 

Ugland, Richard M. “‘Education For Victory’: The High School Victory Corps and 
Curricular Adaptation During World War II.” History of Education 
Quarterly 19, no. 4 (0435–51 1979). 

Unknown. “Denise Boudrol Earning Believers.” Delaware County Daily Times, 22 
November 1974. 

------. “Flight Attendant Accuses Red Sox.” Delaware County Daily Times, 1 
November 1974, 18. 

------. “Girl Wants to be Schoolboy Wrestler.” Delaware County Daily Times, 26 
November 1973. 

------. “King Versus Riggs Tennis Match.” Delaware County Daily Times, 21 
September 1973. 

------. “Nine-Year Old Girl Stars On Boys’ Baseball Team.” Bulletin, 1 August 
1921. Urban Archives. Temple University. 

------. “Report on NAAU Meeting.” Mind and Body, A Journal of Health  31, 
no. 329 (June 1924). 

------. “Where Almost All 31 Intercollegiate Sports Are co-Ed.” Delaware County 
Daily Times, 1 November 1974. 

Verbrugge, Martha. “Recreating the Body: Women’s Physical Education and The 
Science of Sex Difference, 1900–1940.” Bulletin of History of Medicine 71, 
no. 2 (1997): 273–304. 

Videon, Tami. “Who Plays and Who Benefits: Gender, Interscholastic Athletics 
and Academic Outcomes.” Sociological Perspectives 45, no. 4 (2002): 415–
44. 



  

375 
   

Walton, Mary. “Census Shifts in Lansdowne, Fewer People and a Changing 
Face.” Philadelphia Inquirer, 9 February 1981. 

Warner, Patricia. “Clothing as Barrier: American Women in the Olympics, 1900–
1920.” Dress 24 (1997): 55–68. 

------. When the Girls Came Out to Play: The Birth of American Sportswear. 
Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 2006. 

Welch, Paula D. Silver Era, Golden Moments: A Celebration of Ivy League 
Women’s Athletics. New York: Madison Books, 1999. 

Wiggins, David and Patrick Miller, eds. The Unlevel Playing Field: A 
Documentary History of African-American Experience in Sport. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2003. 



  

376 
   

BIBLIOGRAPHIC ESSAY 

 The high school yearbooks used for this study were examined at each 

school.  Many suburban high schools no longer exist. They were closed as a re-

sult of district reorganization.  In those cases, the yearbooks were viewed at the 

high school that resulted from the reorganization.   

 For my citations I named the school, for example “Germantown High 

School,” followed by the word “yearbook,” the year of the graduating class and 

the page number, if available.   I adopted this form because many yearbooks 

used different titles, like “The Pioneer,” “Record,” “Annual,“ “Class of...” etc.  

Sometimes the title changed each year.  However, everyone I spoke with while 

seeking access to the yearbooks understood the term “yearbooks.”  In fact, most 

everyone understood the books to be a collection.  I believe using the word 

“yearbook” instead of the individual titles accurately describes the books for any-

one interested in following the citation to the source. 

 Many of the city high schools graduated two senior classes each year, one 

in January or February and one in June. Each class produced their own year-

book.  In those cases I note the month in the citation.  

 Many yearbooks did not have numbered pages in those cases the citation 

notes “no page.” 
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 Different people at each school granted permission to access the year-

books.  Generally the librarian’s permission was sufficient.  Sometimes the prin-

cipal’s permission was necessary. At other schools, a representative of the 

alumni association maintained the yearbook collection and that person’s permis-

sion and presence was necessary.  In a few cases access was denied. 

 Yearbooks were kept in a variety of locations on the school campuses.  

Following is a description, by school, where the yearbook collection was located 

when I examined them.  Some yearbooks have since been relocated. 

 

Philadelphia (City) High School Yearbooks 

 

Frankford High School 

FHS yearbooks were kept in a bookcase in the office of an assistant prin-

cipal in the main office. 

Germantown High School 

 Germantown yearbooks were kept on shelves in the offices of the  

 librarian, inside the library.  The library was under construction when  
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 I last viewed the books in September 2008, they may have been relo

 cated. 

Girls High School of Philadelphia 

 GHS has an archives room where the yearbooks and bound copies of the  

 school newspaper, Iris, are kept. I was permitted to view the books in 

 2001.  In 2008 I was denied access pending approval from the district 

 headquarters, I did not seek such approval, so have not viewed the year

 books from 1935 to the present.  

Olney High School 

 Olney yearbooks were located on storage shelves in a closet of the  assis-

 tant principal’s office on the second floor of the Olney West building. 

Overbrook High School 

 Overbrook yearbooks were kept in a cabinet in a room next to the English 

 teacher’s classroom where the current yearbooks are produced. 

South Philadelphia High School 

 SPHS yearbooks were kept in the library.  They did not have a complete 

 collection. 
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West Philadelphia High School 

 WPHS yearbooks were kept in boxes, under a table, in a room adjacent to 

 the library.  The room was both a storage room and the librarian’s office. 

William Penn High School  

 WP yearbooks were kept in the library.  However, WP has since moved 

 and according to the librarian the location of the yearbooks at this time is 

 unknown. 

 

Suburban Philadelphia High School Yearbooks 

 

Chester High School 

 Chester yearbooks were kept in a storage and break room in the library. 

Darby/Colwyn High School 

 Darby/Colwyn yearbooks were located in the same library storage room 

 as the Lansdowne yearbooks at Pennwood High School. 
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Lansdowne High School 

 Lansdowne yearbooks were kept in a storage room in the library at 

 Pennwood High School 

Media High School 

 Media yearbooks were kept in their own drawer in the file cabinet in the 

 librarian’s office at Penncrest High School 

Nether Providence High School 

 Nether Providence yearbooks were kept in the climate controlled archives 

 room at Strath Haven High School library. 

Penncrest High School 

 Penncrest yearbooks were kept in filing cabinets in the librarian’s office 

Phoenixville High School 

 Phoenixville yearbooks were kept on storage shelves in a large storage 

 room   in the library. 

Radnor, High School. 

 Radnor yearbooks were kept in a secured room within the library.  An 

 Alumna representative brought out the yearbooks. 
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Strath Haven High School 

 Strath Haven yearbooks were kept in the climate controlled archives room 

 at Strath Haven High School 

Swarthmore High School 

 Swarthmore yearbooks were kept in a climate controlled archives room 

 located in the library at Strath Haven High School. 

Upper Darby High School 

 Upper Darby yearbooks were kept in a secured room in the library. The 

 books  were brought out by the librarian. 

Yeadon High School 

 Yeadon yearbooks were located in the same library storage room as the 

 Lansdowne and Darby/Colwyn yearbooks at Pennwood High School. 

 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the models of schoolgirl compe-

tition found in the city and suburbs of Philadelphia for what schoolgirl sport re-

veals about education in the US.   In order to make generalizations about change 

over time, evidence from a sufficient number of schools was necessary.  Fortu-

nately, with regard to interscholastic sport, yearbook editors decided it was im-
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portant to include the names of their opponents while relating their own school’s 

story.  When the yearbooks are examined today, and in particular the schedule of 

opponents, the developments across the region are credibly demonstrated.  That 

is why team schedules are included in the research.  It would have been prohibi-

tive to visit every school that offered schoolgirl sport.  Since part of this work was 

discovering which schools did offer schoolgirl sport, only now would it be reason-

able to look at each school individually for other characteristics that could elabo-

rate and inform the story of schoolgirl sport in the region.  However, I did not 

have the benefit of knowing in advance which schools offered sport  (and the dif-

ferent models of competition used) until after I completed the research. It is quite 

likely that the serendipitous way I gained access to the different schools skewed 

the data in one way or another by including more schools of one kind and fewer 

or none at all of another kind.  That is a line of research for a future project.   My 

goal was to tell a story that until now was largely untold.  I hope, having read my 

research, someone will understand some of the themes found in the one hundred 

year history of high school girls’ sport in the Philadelphia area.   And if she or he 

were to encounter a part of the story of schoolgirl sport in a different context, the 

researcher could measure that part against a larger conceptual understanding of 

the development of schoolgirl sport in the Philadelphia area.    
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APPENDIX OF IMAGES 
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