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As parents, as educators, as a society we are searching for answers in the late 1990s, when the cultural environment we provide for our children, and especially for our daughters, seems increasingly threatening and malignant. We’ve been troubled by a picture painted of adolescent girls today which indicates that our daughters lose something of themselves as they cross the threshold to adulthood, an essential part of the self that a leading theorist of female adolescence, Carol Gilligan, has labeled “voice.”

A wake-up call for many parents came with the widespread dissemination of a survey report by the American Association of University Women (AAUW) in 1992. “Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America” is only one of a series of studies that have painted a dark picture of the way our society treats its daughters. The survey found a troubling downward arc to related aspects of girls’ lives as they continue through secondary school. They experience a larger drop in self-esteem than do boys, and as a result are “more likely to lose interest in activities that challenge them, less likely to believe in their own abilities, and less likely to question teachers even when they believe the teachers are wrong.”

Other research has reinforced the findings of the AAUW report. Most recently, the Commonwealth Fund’s Survey of the Health of Adolescent Girls, conducted in 1996–97 by Louis Harris and associates, recorded the responses of 6,748 boys and girls in grades five through twelve. Two of the survey’s key findings were that girls are at a significantly higher risk than boys for suffering depressive symptoms and that girls lose their self-confidence as they mature, in contrast to boys, who gain in self-confidence as they grow older.

Clearly, there is a pronounced difference in the way young girls and young boys respond to modern life. The life choices of too many of our daughters are compromised by drug and alcohol abuse, early pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, eating disorders, self-mutilation, depression, and suicide. For many, concerns about body image become almost an obsession. We give radically different messages to our daughters and our sons, with often tragic results. We are raising a nation of Ophelias, to use a metaphor made popular by clinical psychologist and author Mary Pipher, who describes our culture as “girl poisoning.”

But one source of optimism registers against this bleak background. Our daughters are pouring onto the playing fields of this country in unprecedented numbers. There is a growing awareness that girls enjoy sports and that sports are good for girls. New evidence is developing which indicates that girls who play sports tend to avoid the physical, psychological, and social pitfalls of modern adolescence. For a number of reasons, playing sports empowers girls.

But something is still not right. For girls today, the desire and the readiness to play are there, but the way is often blocked. Raising an athletic daughter—even in this era of ferocious WNBA court pounders and the triumph of female athletes at both the 1996 Atlanta and 1998 Nagano Olympic Games, when USA team soccer players have achieved household icon status—parents may experience and observe situations that are disconcerting, if not disturbing. Twenty-five years after the passage of Title IX, the law that mandates equal resources for girls’ and boys’ athletic programs, stubborn disparities still exist. It can be as simple as the number of sports available for girls in your area, either in the school system or outside of school. Boys might be able to participate in soccer, baseball, football, basketball, swimming, hockey, martial arts, while for girls there may be only basketball, gymnastics, swimming, and soccer. Girls’ locker rooms always seem to be smaller, their practice times less convenient, and their games likely to be scheduled on school nights, when attendance is sparse, rather than on crowd-friendly weekends. The girls’ teams carpool, the boys’ teams get the hired bus.

The national media offer only minimal news coverage of our daughters’ sports heroines or of the women’s teams they follow. Studies reveal that more than 95 percent of national sports coverage pertains to male athletes. Athletic girls lack female role models. Even if your daughter loves sports and gets a chance to play, her coaches might be all men.

Our daughters drop out of sports at much higher rates than our sons, and it tends to happen right on the cusp of adolescence, when girls most need the benefits athletics can provide. Too many parents have the experience of seeing their child get involved with some kind of activity—soccer, say, or gymnastics—when she is in elementary school, only to have her announce her intention to quit when she reaches junior high. While a third of high school freshman girls play sports, that percentage drops to 17 percent in their senior year.

Some parents may be surprised by the characterization of American girls today as eager to play sports. They might see their daughters spending much more time loafing around the house watching TV than engaging in any kind of physical exertion. This is the source of a contemporary paradox: at a time of spiraling interest in sports for girls and women, physical activity among our children is dropping precipitously. Since 1982, there has been a 21 percent plunge in the number of teenagers who exercise regularly. It’s as if our society is made up of two cultures, playing-field culture and television-watching culture, and the two of them are drifting inexorably apart.

This book represents the fruit of our efforts to talk to those people most intimately involved with these concerns—girls who play sports. We spoke to athletes all over the country who are participating in a wide range of sports, as well as some girls who have dropped out of sports entirely. We also interviewed professional athletes, parents, educators, coaches, trainers, program directors, and academics. We talked with girls in grade school, high school, and college, with their friends and relatives. Our own friends and family members gave us opportunity for interviews. The community we live in furnished a rich ground for investigation. We sifted through studies and reports and delved into the “secret history” of the female athlete.

We were looking for ways in which the world of sports can benefit our daughters as well as ways to open that world as much as possible for them.

We found considerable cause for optimism. The girls we met impressed us with their energy, poise, and confidence. These are young women who actively and intelligently make their own choices and shape their own lives. They help communicate the message that sports, at their best, can be an expression of the human yearning for excellence. And they provide reason for us to believe that in raising our athletic daughters, we are raising girls to be strong, self-determined women.


1

Leveling the Field
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Girls Are Ready for Sports—Are Sports Ready for Girls?

“Go.”

Kate Greathead launches into the first of six 800-yard training laps she will do this afternoon. Although she is its youngest member, Greathead is one of the standouts on Hastings High School’s cross-country team. She tested up for varsity the previous year, during eighth grade. In three days she will head to the New York State Cross-Country Championships in Westbury, on Long Island, the only one of her team to qualify, a rare feat for a freshman. Bruce Crandall, her coach, a man not given to overstatement, says simply that Greathead has “some native talent.”

“Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty … good!” Crandall calls out the seconds as, across the quarter-mile track, Kate hits the halfway mark. Her long strides eat up the yardage, and as she kicks up her running shoes she shows her whole sole to anyone trailing behind. At four o’clock the dusk is just beginning to settle on the quick-closing late-October day. The beeches that ring the track at Reynolds Field, across the street and down a concrete walkway from the high school, hold the slanting rays of the sun and shower down yellow leaves. Half the track lies in shadow. Kate hits her rhythm. Even though it’s chilly, she runs bare-legged, wearing light green shorts and a gray sweatshirt emblazoned with a Hastings H cut diagonally into green and gold halves.

At the state championships, she will be up against the most talented teenage runners in New York, close to two hundred of them. Kate is dreading it. She always dreads it, just as, after a race, she always feels good to have run it. Part of her struggle is with herself, with her own thoughts. During a race an image will sometimes flash through her head. She sees herself dropping to the ground, disqualifying herself, quitting. “The adrenaline is used up after the first two minutes, and then you’re in pain,” she says ruefully. The second-guessing begins. “Why do I do this sport?” she will ask herself. “It’s so painful—what do I get out of it?” The only way out of self-doubt, for Kate, is to run through it.

Her mother sent her to camp for tennis, a more “social” sport, less of a grind on the body. Her parents try, but they cannot really understand the attraction running cross-country holds for her. They are more likely to see the pain than the gain. Neither of them had ever been jocks themselves. The family never watched sports together on television, not even the Olympics. They waited too long, Kate thinks, to get her into organized sports programs. She lived in New York City before she moved to Westchester County. Kate and her father used to circle the Central Park reservoir together. They gave that up when she got so much faster than her dad (“He jogs,” she says. “I run”). There have been a lot of upheavals in her life recently. Her parents divorced. The split was amicable, but it was something for her to deal with all the same. She and her mother and two younger sisters had moved twice in as many years. This year, she had made the transition from middle school to high school.

Her heart hammers in her chest; each footfall is a mini-jolt that will wind up, over her running career, putting thousands of tiny stress fractures into the bones of her legs. Yet she manages to push away all thought of pain and focus on her strategy for the upcoming race. Avoid going out too fast. Save some strength in reserve for the last kick. Know which girls fade on the hills, and take advantage of that. Pace is the race.

She is the only member of the team still out on the track, still training, as dinnertime comes on. At fifteen, Kate is tall, narrow-shouldered, a bit gangly. Her scrubbed face and ponytail give her an updated girl-next-door look. Kate Greathead has actually stood in for Everygirl, U.S.A., in a filmed documentary based on Britain’s celebrated 28-Up series, which traces the progress of a select group of children every seven years as they grow up. Kate has now done two segments, at age seven and fourteen, the latter featuring her working out at the track.

Kate laps the quarter-mile, skimming by a pair of huffing adults, passing them easily with her half-graceful, half-gawky stride. She normally thinks of herself as uncoordinated but never feels that way when she runs. “I like to feel stronger” is the way she articulates what running does for her. In the physical sense, it’s true. Running will condition her cardiovascular system, strengthen her immune system, build her muscles. The poundings that her legs withstand will add bone mass to them and actually make her healthier and tougher as an athlete.

But emotionally? Kate Greathead is poised at a threshold. Manifold pressures will come to bear on her over the next few years. How will she handle the challenges of being an adolescent girl in our complicated modern world? What will it take for her to grow from a healthy child into a strong woman?

The coach calls out the time. The lone girl runs in and out of the afternoon sun.

Everygirl is a fiction, just as Anytown, U.S.A., is a fiction. But they are useful ones. Hastings-on-Hudson, New York, where Kate Greathead lives, is a small community half an hour north from the busy hive of Manhattan. In its daily rhythms and suburban atmosphere, it represents the way much of America lives at the end of the 1990s. The town provides a window to what has changed for girls over the past three decades, in sports and in other realms as well.

In some ways, Hastings appears a throwback to a simpler time. Its residents pride themselves on the village’s parks and green spaces. The community is relatively crime-free. Its population of eight thousand and small size (just over two square miles) give it an old-fashioned small-town feeling, and yet its proximity to New York City makes cultural amenities like theater, music, and art easily accessible for residents. After spending her childhood on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, where she attended private schools, Kate moved with her family first to Chappaqua, also in Westchester County, and then a year later to Hastings. The schools in Hastings have for many years been a magnet for families with young children. They were part of the draw for Kate’s mother, Christina Pennoyer, when she decided to move the family to Hastings.

But even in a relatively safe and peaceful place such as this, the harsh realities of the modern world can intrude. Parents in town worry about the same things that worry parents all across the country. In many families, both mother and father hold full-time jobs. Single-parent households in Hastings are stretched the way they are all over America. The result is a substantial amount of time when many young people lack adult supervision. In the nation as a whole, there are between 5 and 7 million “latchkey children”—an old-fashioned term in a day when many houses require a digital security code for entry. Roughly a third of all twelve-year-olds in this country are routinely left to fend for themselves while their parents are at work.

The hours between 3 and 8 P.M. have been labeled the “witching hours” by child professionals. While the common belief holds that Friday and Saturday late-night partying is when most kids get into trouble, the truth is that unsupervised afternoons and early evenings present the most danger. In the hour after the school bell rings, the teenage crime rate triples. “When we send millions of young people out on the streets after school with no responsible supervision or constructive activities, we reap a massive dose of juvenile crime,” states a report prepared for the U.S. Attorney General’s Office. When communities, desperate to address the rise in youth crime, initiate late-night curfews, they are missing the real problem.

Recreational sports—even pickup games around the neighborhood—used to provide a refuge for many children. But that situation has shifted with the “professionalization” of children’s sports, whereby the emphasis in athletic programs is placed on elite players with highly competitive skills. “What’s happened is that as parks and recreation funds have dried up, kids who are not looking at sports as an alternative are choosing negative alternatives,” says Women’s Sports Foundation Executive Director Donna Lopiano. “We have got to realize the stakes in terms of what we are going to pay for in crimes and teenage pregnancies. There needs to be a national movement to really bring public attention to the importance of after-school activities for kids during this high-risk period of time.”

Crime, drugs, pregnancy, and unprotected sex inevitably become attached to questions about morality, especially when we talk about their incidence among children and teenagers. But they are more dispassionately seen as health concerns. A study released in July 1995 by the National Center for Health Statistics cited a whole array of “risk-taking behaviors” that kids in this country regularly engage in, from smoking tobacco to carrying a gun. Of the 10,645 kids age twelve to twenty-one surveyed, a quarter had within the previous month driven with a driver who had been drinking. Forty-five percent had taken a drink themselves and a quarter had engaged in binge drinking (five or more drinks in a row). Almost 30 percent of those surveyed had used an illegal drug at one point in their lives, and 60 percent reported they had sexual intercourse at least once. Once again, it is during the witching hours that most at-risk behavior occurs. That is also when most teenage pregnancies are conceived.

Jim Davis has been the director of the Hastings Youth Council for over two decades. “Drug and alcohol use hasn’t changed much over the years,” Davis says, “but the consequence of the same behavior is more deadly than it ever was. Drinking and drugs lead to lower impulse control, which can lead to unprotected sex. I don’t care about legislating morality, but unprotected sex leads to AIDS.”

Other local professionals share his concern. Dr. Sharon Farber is a Hastings psychotherapist who specializes in treating eating disorders. She has presented workshops for parents on “Surviving Your Child’s Preadolescence.” Parents who came of age in the 1960s, she says, are “raising their children as if their home is and should be a democracy, as if everyone should have a voice in major decision-making.” Farber is one of those who worries that there might be stubborn problems hidden beneath the town’s smooth veneer. Many parents “really don’t know anything about what should be appropriate boundaries between themselves as parents and their children. They don’t understand the tremendous risk that their children are at in this environment. Parents are not nearly protective enough of children. There’s a lot of denial.” Farber believes girls face particular difficulties. “One of the biggest problems in this town and probably all over the country is that girls are maturing physically earlier than ever before, so their bodies are ready for things before their minds and their hearts are.” She concurs with the analysis of Mary Pipher, Carol Gilligan, and others: “Despite the feminist revolution, girls have been raised, especially at [adolescence], to go quiet and go stupid.”

Like other adults who work with kids in Hastings, both Jim Davis and Sharon Farber grapple with disturbing trends. While some kids in Hastings find plenty to do, others appear at loose ends. There have been repeated instances of underage drinking. In the last few years, the town has been hit twice by teen suicide, the latest in February 1997, when a high school senior drove fifteen minutes south to the George Washington Bridge, parked, and leaped over the rail. In a tightly knit community, events such as these rip through the social fabric and leave parents wondering what they can do to protect their children.

Kate Greathead recalls being in her new school in her new town for all of five months when news of the more recent suicide broke. “It was hard, but it wasn’t as hard as for the people in high school who knew the girl,” Kate recalls. Closer to home was a slashing incident on the Old Croton Aqueduct Trail, a dirt-track right-of-way that runs through town and is used by hikers and joggers. A runner was cut across the face in what was characterized by police as a possible gang initiation. Kate realized that she had been running at the same spot an hour after the incident happened. Though such circumstances are not enough to disturb her equanimity (or at least, she will not admit that they do), they reinforce something that we instinctively know to be true: modern life can be frighteningly random, complex, dangerous.

Parents, to use Benjamin Spock’s memorable phrase, are “terrified optimists.” We want to believe we can shield our daughters from all that would harm them. The enduring answer, of course, is to transform society so that it is less harmful to girls. But there is not much a parent can do, in the short run, to change TV programming, or fashion advertising, or the level of violence in the world. In the face of such a tall order, it is easy to feel powerless. Many of us don’t know where to begin.

While we’ve been worrying about the pressures facing our daughters, another force has been building, a dramatic shift in how girls approach their lives, their bodies, their selves. From cradle to college, more and more girls now consider participation in sports their birthright. That in itself is astonishing, given the barriers erected over the years to keep athletics “for boys only.” What is even more compelling is that this is largely a children’s crusade, spearheaded by our daughters themselves. Today, a star on the girls’ high school basketball team can be voted homecoming queen, a combination that would have been exceptional even a generation ago, when the Baby Boomers were in their teens.

Until recently, the sweat and hard physical work required for most sports weren’t considered compatible with growing up female. Even today many adults carry this baggage. Mothers as well as fathers may feel a bit discomfited when they see their daughters competing aggressively, especially in tough sports such as wrestling, football, or boxing. Through the experience of parenting, a whole generation raised amid the egalitarian ideals of the women’s movement has confronted its own uncertainty about sex roles. Becoming a parent tends to traditionalize a relationship. Responsibilities once shared are suddenly divided into “women’s work” and “men’s work.” And our increasing conformity to tradition comes at the same time we begin to raise our children. We may feel ambivalence about this, but we fall back on biology as some sort of immutable constant, a force that cannot be resisted or swayed. “I know I shouldn’t say this,” begins the nominally enlightened mother or father, before confessing, “but boys and girls are different—they just are.”

Yes, we should accept and celebrate the difference. But where does biology end and acculturation begin? What kind of messages, subtle and otherwise, do we send our children from birth? What do our daughters learn when they detect our discomfort if they come home dirty, or with their clothes torn, or with a scrape on the knee? How about the pinprick of discomfort we might feel when they triumph over a boy in an athletic contest, or become fanatical about baseball, or start to lift weights? There might be a rare parent who can answer truthfully that girls as much as boys own the athletic experience, but the rest of us have a way to go.

Luckily, our discomfort hasn’t stopped many of our daughters. “The public,” says Anna Seaton Huntington, Olympic rower and America’s Cup sailor, “accustomed to a diet of simple sweethearts and ever ambivalent about aggressive women, may initially balk at the knowledge that most female athletes don’t care what they look like, sound like, or smell like as long as they are crossing the finish line first.” Girls aren’t waiting for a blessing on what is “suitable” activity for young ladies. Jettisoning such stereotypes as “girls don’t sweat” and “girls don’t get dirty,” they are jumping headlong into all sorts of activities that have long been the exclusive domain of boys, as well as some new sports their mothers might not have heard of, much less considered appropriate. They are engaging in strenuous games of soccer, softball, basketball, and volleyball. Today’s girls snowboard and pile into rugby scrums and race mountain bikes. They throw unhittable fastballs and run blistering sprints.

Over the last two decades the whole culture of American school sports has been transformed, and many of the changes have to do with the way we approach sports for girls and women. In 1970, only 1 in 27 girls participated in high school sports. Today that ratio is 1 in 3. The hard numbers are that fewer than 300,000 high school girls were on a school sports team in 1971, while they were 2,367,936 strong in 1995. More than 16,000 high schools (out of a nationwide total of 20,000) now have a girls’ basketball team. All this during a period when the athletic participation of boys remained fairly flat, at around 3 million. According to one survey, a healthy majority of parents (87 percent) now agree with the proposition that sports are equally important for girls and boys. Here is an enormous change, a fundamental change, in what girls do. And it has led to changes in how girls view themselves.

Recognition of women’s athletics gained tremendous momentum in the wake of the 1996 Olympic Summer Games in Atlanta. In an unprecedented hat trick, American women swept the three most popular team sports, gaining gold medals in softball, basketball, and soccer. Only a bronze in volleyball prevented a gold medal grand slam. NBC declared the Atlanta Olympics “The Year of the Woman.” The network delivered a whole pantheon of female athletes using richly textured profiles. America responded, with female viewership soaring to record levels. It wasn’t the first time women athletes became hugely popular stars, but that summer there were more of them and in a greater variety of sports. Our daughters witnessed the tough, in-the-dirt play of Dot Richardson, who although the oldest member of the U.S. women’s softball team stood out as its leader. Legions of new fans cheered as charismatic soccer star Mia Hamm and her teammates utterly dominated the sport. Sheryl Swoopes and Lisa Leslie gave girls a basketball Dream Team all their own. Never has there been an Olympics that has burned so many female names into the popular memory.

It happened again at Nagano in 1998, when the spoils of the Winter Olympics also seemed to belong to the women. Women’s figure skating was once more the most popular sport in the games, and the battle between Michelle Kwan and Tara Lipinski was front-page news around the world. Perennial crowd favorite Picabo Street skied to a dramatic hundredth-of-a-second gold in downhill. That she did so months after recovering from knee surgery and just weeks after a serious headlong collision sent a powerful message about her physical toughness and female athletes’ perseverance in the face of adversity. The American women’s ice hockey team played impeccably in its march to the gold medal, besting Canada in a final game marked by a fierce—and highly entertaining—rivalry. The men’s hockey team, on the other hand, could muster only a seventeenth-place finish and was disgraced by a room-trashing incident that left behind an image of churlishness and lack of good sportsmanship. Commentators suggested that here was the contrast between men’s and women’s sports in a nutshell: the women playing a good, clean, highly competitive game, and the men behaving as if they were spoiled babies. It was one of those moments when our vision of what women can do in sports was significantly expanded. The Olympic Commission voted just before Nagano that no new sport would be added to the official Olympic roster unless it was played by both female and male athletes.

The success of the female Olympians helped pave the way for something that had been tried repeatedly in decades past, but never with success: professional women’s sports leagues. During the year leading up to the 1996 Summer Olympics, the sponsorship muscle of the National Basketball Association had been put in the service of the women’s USA team. NBA commissioner David Stern had closely monitored the unprecedented year-long undefeated streak of the gold medalists as they played in tournaments all around the country, against college teams, and all around the world, against other national teams.

In April 1996 Stern announced the formation of the Women’s National Basketball Association. It was only one of two new leagues for women created that year. The American Basketball League was formed as well, with a different season (fall/winter instead of summer) and a different philosophy (concentrating on cities where women’s college ball was traditionally popular rather than on larger NBA markets) than the WNBA. Both leagues featured players who previously had been forced to make their professional money in women’s leagues overseas, as well as college-fresh stars such as Jennifer Azzi, Rebecca Lobo, and Lisa Leslie.

Once again, as it had with the Olympics, the public, particularly the female public, responded. The WNBA forecast an audience of four thousand per game, but instead averaged three times that number. The league quickly succeeded in “moving the fabric”—to accommodate the larger crowds, arenas had to move back the curtain they used to mask empty seats. With their husbands, with their sons, with sisters and friends, but most especially with their daughters, women showed up to scream and shout and go wild. It was a phenomenon waiting to happen. NBA superstar and NBC commentator Reggie Miller suddenly became “Cheryl Miller’s brother,” a reference to the Phoenix Mercury coach and former USC standout. Spike Lee, a courtside fixture at NBA games, brought a new fan to New York Liberty games, his four-year-old daughter. USA Today, after ignoring the season’s initial games, was forced to bow to readers’ demands that it provide more extensive coverage. The success of the WNBA and the ABL spawned plans for a host of new professional leagues for women, including soccer, ice hockey, and fastpitch softball.

In the midst of the WNBA’s inaugural season, Title IX had a birthday. (Officially, the legislation is termed Amendment IX of the Civil Rights Act, but today it is universally known as Title IX.) It had been twenty-five years since the federal government mandated that all educational institutions receiving taxpayers’ money must provide equal opportunity to both sexes in all programs. The occasion allowed for broad-stroke assessments of the state of women’s sports in America. Originally designed to get more women onto university faculties, Title IX had a largely unforeseen collateral effect on athletic programs. Title IX worked to get girls the uniforms, locker room space, playing fields, practice times, and program offerings that they needed to compete in athletics.

For such wide-ranging legislation, the act had an uncertain gestation. In 1970, Oregon Congresswoman Edith Green had proposed amending the federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, adding a prohibition against sex discrimination to statutes that already prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, religion, or national origin. During the debate over the amendment in Congress in the summer of 1970, testimony focused not on athletics but on horror stories presented by female academics, mostly professors and graduate students shut out of programs or denied tenure because they were women. Sports programs figured in the debate only tangentially. In August 1971, Indiana Senator Birch Bayh introduced a similar amendment in the U.S. Senate. Congress officially enacted Title IX on June 23, 1972, as part of the Omnibus Education Act. It was only later, after the law was put on the books, that the NCAA, the administering authority for collegiate athletics, realized its impact, with one NCAA commissioner labeling the statute “the death of college sports.”

By far the most visible effect of the law has been on athletics. It is what the words “title nine” have come to mean—the effort to give girls equal access to school athletic programs. In that sense, at least, Title IX is a model of effective legislation. The year it was enacted, 1972, remains the demarcation line for the phenomenal growth of women’s sports. On its twenty-fifth anniversary in the summer of 1997, the still-somewhat-obscure federal statute was topic of the week. Instead of an unbroken expanse of column inches describing male athletes’ achievements and concerns, suddenly readers of the sports pages—so overwhelmingly male that newspapers often place advertisements for strip clubs there—confronted unfamiliar terrain. Here were the children of Title IX, a parade of female mountain bikers, soccer strikers, volleyball spikers. For a brief moment, the (men’s) sports pages became, simply and more expansively, the sports pages. The celebration of Title IX’s anniversary was an education for many Americans. Women and girls were dead-set serious about sports.

The defining moment for women’s sports, the event that demonstrated once and for all the success and durability of the female athlete, was the astonishing 1999 World Cup in soccer. The games brought tens of thousands of young girls from all over the country into the stands to cheer Brianna Scurry, Brandi Chastain, Mia Hamm, and the rest of their favorite stars. It was clear that most of those cheering were soccer players themselves. America had been poked and prodded before, but after a sold-out Rose Bowl championship game it would take a heavy sleeper indeed not to wake up to the fact that sports now belonged to females as much as to males.

Over the past five years, sports commentators have begun to talk about an “explosion” in women’s athletics. “It’s not an explosion but the tide coming in,” Donna Lopiano of the Women’s Sports Foundation told reporters. “It’s been building over a long time. You add all of the things up—Title IX, gender equity, television and corporate interest—and you’ve reached critical mass. This is not an accident in history. This is a major cultural change that I don’t see going back.”

As Business Week put it, “It’s the girls’ turn to score, and Corporate America is taking notice.” Accordingly, in October 1996, AT&T Wireless Services spent $3 million to become the title sponsor for the newborn Women’s Professional Fastpitch League. Evian, Nissan, Coors Light, and other companies announced that they would underwrite Women’s Professional Volleyball Association to the tune of more than $5 million. The ABL and the WNBA also garnered hefty sponsorship, the ABL with Reebok and McDonald’s, the WNBA with Nike, Spalding, Champion, and Lee Jeans. A major female athlete such as Florence Griffith-Joyner could now count on lucrative endorsement contracts from a wide spectrum of sponsors: “Flo-Jo” has appeared in ads for Agfa (film), Proxy (shoes), Mizuno (sporting goods), Mitsubishi (appliances), Toshiba (copiers), and LNJ (toys).

The past two years have seen the start-up of five magazines that target women athletes, published by some of the most powerful media companies, including Sports Illustrated for Women, Condé Nast Sports for Women, and Jump. Television reflects corporate confidence in the trend, with Lifetime carrying WNBA games and a series of specials on women in sports. (Of course, there is still a huge differential between the average pay of male and female sports stars: Rebecca Lobo earned $250,000 in 1997, compared with Patrick Ewing’s estimated salary of $17 million. Michael Jordan earns $33 million per year, eleven times the total annual payroll of the WNBA.) Advertising campaigns by the biggest sports apparel companies, such as Nike and Reebok, feature the new female superstars of basketball, soccer, and swimming and highlight women’s mental and physical fortitude and their desire to get in the game. Nike’s “If You Let Me Play Sports” ad campaign cites a litany of benefits for girls who play sports.

Manufacturers have finally begun to offer athletic gear specifically designed for women. At first, this meant only cosmetic changes, such as a wider color choice. But recently there has been concentrated research on just how the female anatomy functions in athletic performance. The sporting goods industry woke up to the reality that women make 80 percent of all athletic-gear purchasing decisions and responded with cycling seats, climbing harnesses, boxing chest protectors, backpacks, wet suits, softball bats, and pole-vault poles newly designed to fit a woman’s frame. “The ‘p’-word we are looking for is not ‘pink,’ it’s ‘performance,’ ” says Anne Flannery, manager of the women’s athletic division at Spalding. As a result, female ballplayers no longer have to hunt to find a baseball glove contoured for a woman’s hand. Julie Smith, a top softball player, consulted with Spalding to develop its women’s glove—intended, according to company literature, “for the serious woman athlete.”

With all the hoopla surrounding Brandi Chastain’s exuberant jersey-stripping at the women’s World Cup Championship in July 1999, it’s amazing to consider that the sports bra was developed only in the late 1970s (the first one was made by sewing two jockstraps together). There is also that ultimate barometer of the public mood, the message T-shirt, bearing such attitude-intensive slogans as these: “Don’t Think of It as Losing to a Girl, but Getting Beat by the Better Athlete (Girls Dominate),” “Basketball Is a Boy’s Sport—As If!” and “I’d Play Boys’ Sports If There Were Some Competition.”

Over the course of the last two decades, the Hastings school system gradually reoriented itself to accommodate the rising number of girls interested in sports and the changes dictated by Title IX. Taking 1972, the year Title IX was enacted, as a base year, there are now twenty-four athletic programs for girls in Hastings High School where before there were nine. This is in the context of other changes, some of them rooted in the demographics of a small town. In the early seventies high school enrollment could support a full football squad. Football was to some extent the focal point of the town’s fall weekends. Games were well attended by people from all over the community, not just the parents of players, and the cheerleading squads of those years were full strength. But as the baby boom subsided into a baby bust, the pool of players shrank to the point that a village team was no longer viable. “They were only fielding eighteen, twenty boys,” recalls Joe DeGennaro, the current athletic director and a Hastings High alumnus. “Some of them were going to have to play both offense and defense, and when that happens the kids get tired, and there were going to be injuries.”

Apocalypse came to Hastings football in the early 1990s, when the team was forced to merge with its archrival, Dobbs Ferry. “There was a lot of pain,” says Thomas Fazio, the Hastings High principal, recalling rancorous town meetings and arguments over which colors the team would wear. The Hastings Yellow Jackets and the Dobbs Ferry Eagles became, in a compromise that epitomizes the sometimes risible outcome of decision by committee, the Eagle Jackets. Hastings’s green and gold and Dobbs’s blue and white became blue and gold. All in all, seven sports are now combined between the two schools, but football was the one which hurt the most. The pool of available talent has been decimated not just by small class size but by a shift in interest as well. The combined teams can field only twenty-eight boys, and the future looks to be not much brighter. Just one Hastings boy participates in the local Pop Warner football league for kids under seventh grade. There are currently two Hastings cheerleaders in the combined Hastings–Dobbs Ferry squad.

Football’s declining popularity in Hastings does not reflect a lack of interest in youth sports overall. Fazio, the high school principal, currently estimates that 70 percent of the school body is involved in sports programs, both boys and girls alike. This is a ratio that is considerably higher than the national average (37 percent for high school girls and 51 percent for boys). But different sports are now attracting Hastings kids. The struggle to field a single varsity football team and one modified (junior high) team contrasts with six well-rostered soccer teams, three for girls and three for boys. “Our fields are jammed up with AYSO [American Youth Soccer Organization] soccer on the weekends,” DeGennaro says. Parents and kids alike are eschewing high-impact, injury-prone football for kinder, gentler—but just as competitive—sports. In the country as a whole between 1985 and 1995, high school students’ soccer participation rose by 81 percent, while their involvement in football shrank by 5 percent. “There are year-round opportunities in soccer,” DeGennaro points out. “Football is a one-season sport.”

Hastings has a carefully articulated scholar-athlete philosophy. Coaches attempt a no-cut policy whenever possible (boys’ basketball is usually the one exception), and there are academic requirements for all sports. “My first responsibility will be my classes,” reads the “contract” all Hastings athletes sign. “My second responsibility will be the team.” The win-at-all-costs philosophy has been officially jettisoned. “Sports,” says DeGennaro, “fits into the whole perspective of life. You’re not always going to win.”

In 1988, when Thomas Fazio was appointed principal, one of his mandates was to expand the girls’ sports programs. Panels of parents, teachers, and students who interviewed him complained, Fazio recalls, “that there wasn’t equity, that the girls were getting shortchanged.” The parents he spoke to were “quite explicit” in their expectations, and the issue was not just a minor theme of Fazio’s hiring process. “I heard about it repeatedly,” he recalls. In 1991, when a longtime athletic director retired, Fazio elected to fill the position with a woman, Nancy Kalafus, the former women’s basketball coach at Columbia University. In the five years of her tenure, Kalafus beefed up the girls’ programming at the school virtually across the board. She increased the number of basketball teams for girls, and in 1996 and 1997 the girls’ varsity won scholar-athlete team awards. The girls’ softball team won the league championship in 1996.

Title IX compliance is only part of the reason for this shift. The Hastings athletic budget balances down to the penny all monies spent on boys’ and girls’ programs. But numbers and trophies can’t convey the full breadth of the attitudinal change that DeGennaro, for one, has seen firsthand, from his time as a student athlete at Hastings in the 1980s to his current tenure as athletic director at the school. When he lettered in baseball and basketball, he remembers, “people looked down at certain sports girls played.” So extreme was the difference in treatment of girls’ and boys’ sports that DeGennaro finds himself wondering “how we got away with some of the things we got away with,” a perspective sharpened by his experience as the father of a two-year-old daughter. Currently, he reports that “the gym is packed” for girls’ volleyball matches: “Everybody comes; it’s a happening.” The male athletes treat their female peers with “a certain respect,” DeGennaro says, adding that when he restored a tradition of girls’ and boys’ doubleheaders in basketball, “our guys loved it.”

In the spring of 1997, Donna Shalala, secretary of Health and Human Services, convened a press conference just prior to the starting buzzer at the NCAA Women’s Final Four tournament in Cincinnati. The timing and setting were carefully chosen. Shalala wanted to capitalize on the big audience for women’s college basketball that had developed over the previous decade. Final Four games were now selling out a year in advance. Shalala knew there were a lot of eyes trained on Cincinnati that day, the eyes of many young female basketball fans, the attention of many parents. She had a point to drive home, and these were the people she wanted to reach. Shalala smiled at the image she presented as she delivered her message. The five-feet-tall secretary stood on a chair positioned between two professional basketball players, representatives from the ABL. Both women easily dwarfed her. But if the image was comic, Shalala’s words were in earnest. “There are still too many people who think getting fit isn’t feminine,” Secretary Shalala told the assembled crowd. “There are not enough opportunities for girls to participate in sports at every level.”

Shalala then officially announced the completion of a report by the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, “Physical Activity and Sport in the Lives of Girls.” Sports and fitness experts, primarily from academia, had come together under the aegis of Shalala’s department and under the direction of the Tucker Center for Research on Girls and Women in Sport, a four-year-old think tank based at the University of Minnesota. The council’s charge was to examine the entire question of girls and sports, to ask whether girls benefited from participation in athletics, in what ways, and whether there might be drawbacks or dangers to our daughters getting involved in sports. The end report was perhaps the first comprehensive look
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