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Women’s Group Cites 12 Districts in Title IX Complaint

By KATIE THOMAS
A women’s legal group filed complaints Wednesday with the federal education department alleging that 12 school districts nationwide — including New York, Chicago and Houston — are violating federal law by failing to offer equal opportunities to boys and girls who play high school sports.

The group, the National Women’s Law Center, sent the complaints to the education department’s Office for Civil Rights, which is charged with enforcing the federal gender-equity law known as Title IX. The center relied on data that school districts reported to the education department in 2006, the most recent year that the data was available. The data, they said, showed in many cases a participation gap of more than 10 percentage points. Proportionality is one of the three ways schools can show compliance with Title IX.

Nationwide, the center said, about 41 percent of high school athletes are girls, although they make up about half of school enrollment.

“These schools are just the tip of the iceberg,” said Marcia Greenberger, co-president of the center, which is based in Washington.

Greenberger said that the districts were selected to be representative of the nation as a whole, with a mix of geographic regions and large and smaller districts.

Justin Hamilton, a spokesman for the education department, said that the office was looking into the complaints.

In the case of New York, the center found that the gender gap in city high schools averaged 7.9 percentage points in 2006.

In Chicago, the gap was much larger, at an average of 33 percentage points. In 2004, the gap in was 7.9 percentage points.

The center noted that some data submitted by New York and Chicago appeared to be inaccurate and asked the Office for Civil Rights to take a closer look. Monique Bond, a spokeswoman for the Chicago public schools, said that officials had not had a chance to review the complaint, but that “we continue to be encouraged by our efforts to increase programming for female student-athletes.”

The New York City schools released a statement saying officials had not received the complaint, but that the New York City Public Schools Athletic League, which operates competitive high school sports, offered a variety of varsity sports for girls.

Marmion Dambrino, the athletic director for the Houston Independent School District, said she was surprised to hear that it was the target of a complaint. “If the district is found to be out of compliance, we’ll work with O.C.R. to bring the district into compliance,” she said. The average gender gap in Houston high schools was 11.9 percent in 2006, according to the center.

The decision to single out high school participation rates reflects an increasing focus from colleges to high schools, where many advocates say gender imbalances are less visible. However, some of those who advocate reform of the Title IX law say they fear that high schools will react by eliminating sports for boys, especially in a troubling economic climate.

“This isn’t a secret that there’s a gender imbalance,” said Eric Pearson, chairman of the College Sports Council, which advocates reform of the Title IX law. “The question is how schools are going to comply, and inevitably it will lead to a shrinking down of participation numbers on the men’s side.”

Greenberger said that no one wants to cut opportunities for boys, and suggested that schools look to the community for help..

