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“There were those who told me that you can’t defy the data. Black boys are killed. Black boys
drop out of high school.  Black boys go to jail.  Black boys don’t go to college.  Black boys don’t 
graduate from college.  They were wrong.” – Tim King, founder and CEO of Urban Prep 

Academy for Young Men1

I. Introduction

In 1996, Justice Scalia wrote that single-gender public education was functionally 

dead.2  Ten years later, however, the United States Department of Education gave its 

blessing to single-gender public and charter schools when it passed new regulations.3  In 

2010, one of these single-gender charter schools made national headlines when 100% of 

its graduating class gained acceptance to four-year colleges, including many prestigious 

colleges.  Historically, single-gender schools have been private and catered to wealthier 

children.  At those schools, a 100% college acceptance rate would never garner national 

attention.  But in 2010, the single-gender charter school garnering all the media attention 

is located in Englewood, a dangerous neighborhood on the Southside of Chicago.  All of the 

107 graduating seniors at Urban Prep are African-American, 82% of the students qualify as 

low income, and 75% come from single-family homes.4  It was these demographics that 

made the 100% college acceptance rate national news.  The news coverage of Urban Prep 

has included articles in the Chicago Tribune, The Economist, Jet Magazine, and The 

Guardian (a UK newspaper), as well as television and radio coverage on Radio France and 

the ABC Evening News.5

1 Duaa Eldeib, Every Urban Prep Senior Is College-Bound, CHI.TRIB., Mar. 5, 2010.
2 United States v. Virginia, 518 U.S. 515, 596 (1996) (Scalia, J., dissenting). 
3See34 CFR 106.34.
4 These statistics come from a presentation given at Urban Prep Englewood Campus on 
May 7, 2010.  The author attended “Seeing is Believing” which is an open-house for 
community members to learn about Urban Prep.
5SeeUrban Prep in the News, http://www.urbanprep.org/news/articles/ (last visited May 
11, 2010). 
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According to statistics gathered by Chicago Public Schools, 41.3% of African 

American males graduate from district high schools within five years.6  With the way that 

urban, minority boys are falling behind in school as compared to their counterparts, the 

system used at Urban Prep should be replicated in major urban centers across the country.  

Replicating this single-gender charter school would be an important tool in improving the 

education opportunities of minority male students.  This paper does not propose that a 

single-gender charter school is the answer to closing the achievement gap, but rather that 

offering such an option to young men would be one tool that could be used by urban 

school districts.  

Part II of this paper will summarize the system used at Urban Prep Academies in 

Chicago.  The author visited the Urban Prep campus in Englewood for an open house for 

community members on May 7, 2010.  Much of the information included in Part II was 

gathered during that school visit. Part III will analyze the policy reasons in favor of single-

gender charter schools.  Part IV of this paper will analyze the legality of single-gender 

charter schools according to case law and Department of Education regulations.  Finally, 

Part V concludes that although not all schools should be single-gender charter schools, 

schools like Urban Prep should be a major part of closing the achievement gap between 

minority, urban boys and their counterparts.  

II. Urban Prep Academies

Urban Prep Academies is a nonprofit organization founded in 2002 by Tim King and 

a group of African American education, business, and civic leaders in Chicago.  King said 

that he “saw a need” and decided to fill it.  Specifically, that need was a high quality, college 

6 Chicago Public Schools Office of Performance, http://research.cps.k12.il.us/cps/
accountweb/Reports/citywide.html (last visited May 11, 2010). 
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preparatory school for underprivileged, minority young men in Chicago.  In order to fill 

that need, King opened the Urban Prep Charter Academy – Englewood in autumn 2006.  In 

2009, Urban Prep expanded to a new campus in East Garfield Park (a neighborhood on the 

Westside of Chicago) and in 2010 a campus in South Shore (a neighborhood on the far 

Southside of Chicago) will open.

a. The Academic Program

The mission of Urban Prep is “to provide a comprehensive, high-quality college 

preparatory education to young men that results in our graduates succeeding in college.”  

In order to better develop the talent of the young men, Urban Prep is based on four “Arcs” –

the academic arc, the service arc, the activity arc, and the professional/college arc.  The 

academic arc covers the rigorous college-preparatory curriculum.  Students at Urban Prep 

receive four years of instruction in Language Arts, Social Studies, Science, and Math, and 

three years of instruction in Spanish.  As part of this curriculum, Urban Prep requires 

ninety minutes of Language Arts instruction per day for all four years of high school.  This 

is twice as much Language Arts as students in Chicago Public Schools receive.  

Furthermore, the Urban Prep school day lasts from 8:30 a.m. through 4:30 p.m., which 

equates to approximately 72,000 minutes longer over four years than other schools in 

Chicago Public Schools.7  Furthermore, the school offers after-school tutoring and is open 

on Saturday mornings for students who need additional help in a class.8

In addition to academics, Urban Prep students also participate in service projects.  

According to the service arc, the students at Urban Prep must work on a service-learning 

7 Amanda Paulson, Inner-City Chicago Charter School Has Perfect College Acceptance Rate, 
THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR, Apr. 8, 2010; see alsoEldeib, supranote 1.
8 Allison Horton, Academy of Achievers, JET MAGAZINE, Apr. 2010. 
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project in the community surrounding the school.  Approximately 65% of the students at 

the Englewood campus come from Englewood, so the service arc encourages the young 

men to get involved positively in their neighborhood as leaders.  Similarly, the activity arc 

encourages the young men to be involved in their school community.  The activity arc 

requires each student to participate in two school-sponsored activities per year such as 

sports teams or school clubs.  Finally, the professional/college arc pairs each student with a 

college counselor beginning freshman year.  The students are given opportunities to study 

during the summer at U.S. or foreign universities in order to familiarize themselves with 

college life.    

b. Providing Positive Role Models

In addition to the arcs, Urban Prep attempts to provide its students with positive 

role models.  With a student body of entirely young, African American men, the Urban Prep 

faculty is more than 60% male.  Of the 28 teachers at Urban Prep’s Englewood Campus, 18 

are men and 10 of those men are African American.  Of the 10 female teachers, 

approximately five are African American.  Furthermore, all of the school leaders are 

African American.9  Providing positive role models who are also of minority ethnicities is 

an important part of Urban Prep.  “It’s really hard to be something that you’ve never seen,” 

said King.10  With 75% of the students coming from single-parent homes, providing 

positive male role models is particularly important for those young men who come from 

households headed by their mothers.  “I knew I couldn’t teach him how to be a man.  That 

was my whole point of sending him to Urban Prep, so that they could show my son what 

9 Joanna Head, Young Black Men in Chicago Get Some Positive Role-Models, CHI.TRIB., Oct. 13, 
2009. 
10Id.
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real men do: They get up, they go to work – not what you see on the videos or the corner,” 

said a mother of an Urban Prep student.11

At Urban Prep, however, positive role models are not limited to faculty and staff.  

Every morning the students, faculty, and staff at Urban Prep meet in the school gymnasium 

for “Community.”  This gathering is an opportunity for students to be recognized for their 

achievements and improvements.  The public acknowledgment of an individual’s success 

seems to act as another way to create positive role models within the school community.

The intense academic environment, the service-oriented programs, and the use of 

positive role models are all parts of the success of the students at Urban Prep.  The success 

is even more impressive when it is juxtaposed with the fact that when the Class of 2010 at 

Urban Prep entered as freshman only 4% of the students were reading on grade level.12

Although society might not have believed that such success was possible, the students, 

faculty, and staff at Urban Prep did believe.  In fact, every morning the students gather and 

recite the Urban Prep creed, which includes the words “We believe.  We are the young men 

of Urban Prep.  We are college bound.”13

11Id.
12 Eldeib, supranote 1.  
13 The full Urban Prep Creed is as follows: “We believe.  We are the young men of Urban 
Prep.  We are college bound.  We are exceptional – not because we say it, but because we 
work hard at it.  We will not falter in the face of any obstacle placed before us.  We are 
dedicated, committed, and focused.  We never succumb to mediocrity, uncertainty or fear.  
We never fail because we never give up.  We make no excuses.  We choose to live honestly, 
nonviolently and honorably.  We respect ourselves and, in doing so, respect all people.  We 
have a future for which we are accountable.  We have a responsibility to our families, 
community and world.  We are our brothers’ keepers.  We believe in ourselves.  We believe 
in each other.  We believe in Urban Prep.  We believe.”
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III. Policy Reasons in Favor of a Single-Gender Charter School

The policy debate regarding single-gender schools has increased in recent years 

after the Department of Education passed new regulations in 2006 giving its blessing to 

single-gender elementary and secondary public schools.  Although Urban Prep is a charter 

school,14 the policy reasons in favor of replicating the single-gender format in other urban 

centers are the same.  This Part of the paper will address the physical, social, and learning 

differences between boys and girls and will analyze what the studies say about single-

gender schools versus coeducational schools.

a. Learning Differences Between Males and Females

The statistics about boys’ failure in traditional schools are staggering: boys are fifty 

times more likely to repeat grades in elementary school and one-third more likely to drop 

out of high school than girls.15  There are physical differences, social differences, and 

learning style differences between males and females.  These differences and the statistics 

that suggest that traditional coeducational schools are not as effective for some male 

students are strong policy arguments in favor of replicating single-gender charter schools 

like Urban Prep.  

According to the National Association for Single Sex Public Education (NASSPE), the 

main physical difference between males and females when it comes to learning is that the 

14 A charter school is a privately managed public school.  In the case of Urban Prep, 
approximately 75% of the funding comes from public sources while the school must 
fundraise for the remaining 25%.  SeeUrban Prep Academies 2009 Annual Report, 
available athttp://www.urbanprep.org/about/pdf/Urban_Prep_Year_In_Review_
2008_to_2009.pdf. 
15 Elizabeth Kisthardt, Comment, Singling Them Out: The Influence of the “Boys Crisis” on the 
New Title IX Regulations, 22 WIS.WOMEN’S L.J. 313, 325 (2007). 
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sequence of development of regions of the brain differs.16   For example, areas of the brain 

involved in language and fine-motor skills mature about four years earlier in females than 

males, whereas areas of the brain involved in geometry and spatial relations mature about 

four years earlier in males.17  Logistically, this means that teaching certain topics to male 

and female students at the same time does not make sense because their brains are not at 

the same point developmentally.  Curriculums in a single-gender school can be adjusted to 

better match the scientific data regarding brain development.  

Research has also shown, that females have a more sensitive sense of hearing than 

males.18  In a learning environment, this means that female students are distracted by 

extraneous noise at sound levels that are ten times lower than those that would distract 

male students.19 Similarly, other research has shown that females see and work better in 

low light, while males see and work better in brighter light.20  Therefore, in an all-male

school like Urban Prep, it would not be uncommon for classrooms to be louder and brighter 

than in a coeducational setting because male students learn successfully in those 

surroundings.

In addition to the physical differences, male and female students also differ in their 

learning styles.  Studies have shown that males tend to be visual, tactile or kinesthetic 

16 National Association for Single Sex Public Education, Brain Differences, 
http://www.singlesexschools.org/research-brain.htm (last visited May 10, 2010).
17 Leonard Sax, The Promise and Peril of Single-Sex Public Education, EDUCATION WEEK, Mar. 
2, 2005, available athttp://www.singlesexschools.org/edweek.html. 
18Id.
19Id.
20 Michael Kaufman, Beyond Presumptions and Peafowl: Reconciling the Legal Principle of
Equality with the Pedagogical Benefits of Gender Differentiation, 53 BUFF.L.REV. 1059, 1084 
(2005).
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learners.21  Females, on the other hand, tend to be auditory learners.22  Another common 

difference has to do with behavior.  Some studies have shown that elementary-aged males 

especially require more discipline than females, which can affect learning styles.23

The physical, social, and learning style differences between male and female 

students are reasons why single-gender schools can be an effective form of education.  Not 

every male student will have the exact same learning styles, but there are certain 

tendencies that are distinctly male and if the teachers at a single-gender school are 

properly trained, they can use teaching techniques that work particularly well with male 

students.24  Teachers will still have to differentiate their teaching to reach every child in a 

classroom, but the physical, social and learning style differences between male and female 

students are examples of the education policy reasons for creating more single-gender 

charter schools.

b. Single-Gender Schools Versus Coeducational Schools

In 2005, the Department of Education undertook a study comparing single-gender 

schools with coeducational schools.25  NASSPE has also gathered a great deal of research 

comparing single-gender and coeducational schools.26  Some studies have concluded that 

21Id. at 1090.
22Id.
23 Laura Fortney, Comment, Public Single-Sex Elementary Schools: “Separate But Equal” in 
Gender Fifty Years FollowingBrown v. Board of Education, 35 U.TOL.L.REV. 857, 876 
(2004).
24 It is interesting to note that every Wednesday at Urban Prep the students are dismissed 
at 1:45 to provide the teachers with an afternoon of professional development and training.
25 Fred Mael et. al., Single-Sex Versus Coeducational Schooling: A Systematic Review, 
American Institutes for Research, Washington D.C., 2005, available at
www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/other/single-sex/single-sex.doc. 
26 National Association for Single Sex Public Education, Single Sex vs. Coed: The Evidence, 
http://www.singlesexschools.org/research-singlesexvscoed.htm (last visited May 11, 
2010). 
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all students, regardless of gender, may perform better in single-gender schools than in 

coeducational ones.27  For example, a University of Michigan study concluded that 

graduates of single-gender schools were more likely to go to prestigious colleges and more 

likely to aspire to graduate school than graduates of coeducational secondary schools.28

According to the compilation of study results put together for the Department of Education, 

however, the comparison of single-gender and coeducational schools was mixed.  Some 

studies indicated academic advantages for males who attended single-gender schools, but 

other studies did not come to the same results.29

In the studies compiled for the Department of Education, the focus was on grades 

and test scores.30  NASSPE suggests that studies based on grades and test scores are not an 

accurate comparison of single-gender and coeducational schools; instead, NASSPE insists 

that studies should compare the “breadth of educational opportunity.”31  For example, 

some researchers have suggested that boys who attend coeducational settings are more 

likely to develop stereotypical educational preferences than students who attend a single-

gender school.32  A single-gender school can encourage boys to study subjects such as 

27 Rebecca Kiselewich, Note, In Defense of the 2006 Title IX Regulations for Single-Sex Public
Education: How Separate Can be Equal, 49 B.C. L. Rev. 217, 229 (2008).
28 Single-Sex v. Coed, supranote 25 citingValerie Lee and H. M. Marks. Sustained effects of
the single-sex secondary school experience on attitudes, behaviors, and values in college. 
JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY, 82:578-592, 1990.
29SeeMael, supranote 25, at 16.  
30Id.
31 Single-Sex vs. Coed, supra note 26. 
32SeeFortney, supra note 23, at 876.  
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foreign languages, arts, music, and drama, thus expanding the traditional educational 

opportunities offered to male students.33

Even with the mixed results of studies over the years comparing single-gender and 

coeducation schools, based on the differences between male and female students, from an 

education policy standpoint, single-gender schools should be viewed as a positive option

for certain students.  

IV. Legality of a Single-Gender Charter School

In order to replicate Urban Prep on a large scale, it would have to be deemed legal to 

open a single-gender charter school.  There is no evidence that Urban Prep has faced any 

legal challenges during its four years of existence, but single-gender education has raised 

legal questions in the past.  Therefore, it is worth analyzing the legality of single-gender 

charter schools before replicating the model used at Urban Prep.

a. Governing Case Law

There is no case law pertaining specifically to single-gender charter schools; in fact, 

there is very little case law pertaining to single-gender elementary or secondary schools at 

all.  It is well known, however, that the Supreme Court reviews discrimination on the basis 

of gender under the intermediate scrutiny standard.34 The Supreme Court set the modern 

standard for sex discrimination claims in educational settings in Mississippi University for

Women v. Hogan.35  The Court stated that the party seeking to uphold the statute that 

classifies individuals by gender has the burden of showing an “exceedingly persuasive 

33 Single-Sex v. Coed, supranote 26 (explaining that males in single-gender schools are 
twice as likely to study foreign languages, arts, music, or drama as males in coeducational 
schools).
34SeeCraig v. Boren, 429 U.S. 190 (1976) (invalidating a state statute allowing the sale of 
beer with 3.2% alcohol content to women, but not men under the age of 21).
35 458 U.S. 718 (1982).
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justification” for the classification,36 which appears to be a slightly elevated standard.  To 

satisfy this standard, the government must prove that its policy serves an important 

governmental objective and the discriminatory means must be substantially related to that 

objective.37

In Garrett v. Board of Education of the City of Detroit, a district court analyzed 

whether the creation of an Afrocentric, all-male elementary and middle school was 

substantially related to the objective of addressing “high unemployment rates, school 

dropout levels, and homicide among urban males.”38  The court concluded that excluding 

female students was not substantially related to the objective put forth by the school board, 

and therefore, the program failed under the Constitution.39  The same problems faced 

female students in Detroit, but there was no substantially similar program offered to girls.

In 1996, the Supreme Court expanded its analysis of single-gender educational 

programs in United States v. Virginia.40  In that case, the Court analyzed the 

constitutionality of Virginia Military Institute (VMI), an all-male military college whose 

mission it was to create “citizen-soldiers.”41  Virginia had opened an all-female military 

college in response to a constitutional challenge42.  The Court recognized the pedagogical 

benefits to single-gender education, but found that the all-female college was not “equal” to 

VMI, thus failing to satisfy the standard of separate, but equal.43

36Id. at 724 (citing Kirchberg v. Feenstra, 450 U.S. 455, 461 (1981)).  
37 Susan G. Clark, Public Single-Sex Schools: Are They Lawful?, 213 ED.LAW.REP. 319, 323 
(2006).  
38 775 F. Supp. 1004, 1007 (E.D. Mich. 1991).
39Id. at 1008. 
40 518 U.S. 515 (1996).
41Id. at 520.
42Id. at 526. 
43Id. at 535, 557. 
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Thus, the “separate but equal” standard, which was categorically struck down in 

Brown v. Board of Education for racial discrimination, is a standard used by the courts for 

gender classifications in education.  For example, the Third Circuit, in Vorchheimer v. School

District of Philadelphia, upheld the constitutionality of an all-male secondary school 

because there was an “essentially equal” all-female school that was “similar and of equal 

quality” in Philadelphia.44

b. Department of Education Regulations

Even if the face of some legal challenges against single-gender education, the federal 

government has seemingly supported single-gender education in recent years.  The No 

Child Left Behind Act of 200l reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965, 

which allows local educational agencies to offer single-gender schools and classrooms as 

part of “Innovative Programs” intended to improve public education.45  In October 2006 the 

Department of Education issued new regulations related to Title IX.46  The new regulations 

allow single-gender classrooms in elementary and secondary schools if the purpose of the 

class is achievement of an important governmental or educational objective and if the 

single-gender nature of the class is substantially related to the achievement of that 

objective.47  Furthermore, the new Department of Education regulations carve out a 

specific exception for single-gender charter schools.  Unlike a regular public school, a 

44532 F.2d 880, 881 (3d Cir. 1976). 
45SeeDiane Heckman, Title IX Marks its 35th Anniversary by Opening the Doors to Single-Sex
Public Elementary and Secondary Schools, 237 ED.LAW REP. 1, 13 (2008) citing20 U.S.C. § 
1041-1044 (2006) and 20 U.S.C. § 1701-1721.  
46See34 CFR 106.34.  
47 34 CFR 106.34(b)
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charter school that is single-gender does not have to provide students of the excluded 

gender a “substantially equal single-sex school or coeducational school.”48

c. Would a Replication of Urban Prep be Legally Permissible?

Although the case law might indicate that Urban Prep could be challenged in the 

courts, because it is a charter school, such challenges are less likely.  The Department of 

Education regulations clearly carve out an exception for charter schools making it easier to 

open a single-gender charter school without opening a similar school for the excluded 

gender.  The 2006 regulations seem to make United States v. Virginia and Vorchheimer v.

School District of Philadelphiainapplicable.  The founders of Urban Prep feel strongly that 

they have an “exceedingly persuasive justification” for operating a school for urban males –

the achievement gap and educational struggles that face urban males.  Although a similar 

argument was not upheld in Garrett, twenty years have passed since that opinion was 

issued by a district court in Michigan.  The pedagogical and policy reasons for creating an 

all-male, urban charter school are stronger now than they have ever been.  Therefore, 

single-gender charter schools like Urban Prep would likely be upheld by the courts.

V. Conclusion

Replicating a school like Urban Prep in other urban centers across the country 

would likely raise more policy debates than legal debates.  The policy studies on single-

gender schools for minority students are particularly limited at this time.49  Past studies of 

single-gender schools that tended to focus on white, wealthier students showed mixed 

results.  With limited research to rely on, policymakers should look to reality instead.  

48 34 CFR 106.34(c)(1)-(c)(2).
49 Edward Fergus, Katie Sciurba, Margary Martin & Pedro Noguera, Single Sex Schools for
Black and Latino Boys: An Intervention in Search of Theory, available at
http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/fsmn_09.html. 
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Urban Prep has proven itself to be a system that works for young men in Chicago.  That 

system should be studied and should be replicated in urban centers throughout the 

country.  School districts should find a way to offer male students an opportunity to study 

in a single-gender environment if they so choose.  As this author learned at Urban Prep, 

young men can thrive in an environment like Urban Prep.  In a country where only one in 

forty African American males will complete college,50 replicating the Urban Prep model in 

cities across the country would be a positive step is closing the achievement gap facing 

urban, minority boys.  

50See Urban Prep’s website, http://www.urbanprep.org. 


