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Abstract: Educational contexts have a profound impact on the psychosocial development of  individuals, shaping 

their perceptions and attitudes towards themselves and their surroundings. The present study aimed to explore 

differences in self-esteem, body image, and attitudes towards women among female students attending single-sex 

and co-educational institutions. The study included 149 undergraduate female participants aged between 18 and 24 

years enrolled in educational institutions within the Delhi-NCR region. An ex-post facto research design was 

adopted, and independent samples t-tests were used to test differences across the three variables. The results revealed 

significant differences in attitudes towards women (t = 2.09, p = 0.04), with female students in single-sex institutions 

demonstrating more liberal attitudes compared to their counterparts in co-educational settings. No statistically 

significant differences were found on the dimensions of  self-esteem (t = 0.52, p = 0.60) and body image (t = 0.02, p = 

0.98). Future research may employ mixed-methods approaches and longitudinal studies to investigate these 

constructs, taking into account cultural and regional variations.

Keywords: educational context, self-esteem, body image, attitudes toward women, single-sex vs. co-educational 

institutions 

Page 95-106The Learning Curve, Vol. XIV, ISSN 2321-7057

In 2022, the Kerala State Commission for Protection of  

Child Rights had recommended closing down boys-

only and girls-only schools in the state starting from the 

academic year 2023–24, directing the government to 

prepare an action plan for implementing a co-

education system across all schools. The petition that 

prompted this order argued that gender justice can be 

meaningfully ensured in government and aided schools 

only through the adoption of  co-education. The 

recommendation further emphasized that co-

education could play a crucial role in enhancing the 

mental, emotional, and social well-being of  students. 

This move to phase out single-sex schooling brings 

forth a pertinent question: Is the promotion of  co-

education truly an effective approach to achieving 

gender equality, fostering inclusive social development, 

and supporting the holistic well-being of  students?

 While academic performance has long dominated 

debates on single-sex versus co-educational schooling, 

increasing attention is being paid to psychosocial 

outcomes such as self-esteem, interpersonal skills, 

emotional well-being, and gender identity formation. 
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Proponents of  single-sex education argue that girls 

benefit from environments free of  gender-based 

stereotypes and social pressures, which can enhance 

classroom participation, academic risk-taking, and 

self-confidence, particularly in male-dominated 

subjects like STEM (Sadker & Zittleman, 2009; Shapka 

& Keating, 2003). Single-sex settings are also 

associated with fewer distractions and stronger feelings 

of  safety, fostering greater academic engagement 

(Eisenkopf  et al., 2015).  It is also argued that co-

educational settings can pose obstacles, particularly for 

girls, who must navigate gendered expectations, 

romantic dynamics, and the male gaze during 

adolescence, all of  which can impact self-esteem and 

emotional well-being (Byrne & Carthy, 2022).

 However, critics caution that gender based 

segregation may reinforce gender binaries and limit 

opportunities for developing cross-gender social skills 

(Patterson & Bigler, 2007). For instance, Wong et al. 

(2018) highlighted that girls from single-sex schools 

may experience greater anxiety in mixed-gender 

environments and show lower tendencies to form 





in age bands, cultural contexts, analytic controls, and 

measurement tools- but also from moderating 

influences such as peer dynamics, family background, 

and institutional ethos. The persistent inconsistency 

highlights a pressing need for integrative, context-

specific research. 

 Moreover, according to the Social Identity Theory, 

proposed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), individuals 

derive a significant part of  their self-concept and esteem 

from the social groups to which they belong. In the 

context of  a single-sex college, students form a strong 

in-group identity based on their gender, which fosters a 

sense of  belonging and positive social comparison 

within that group. This strengthened group identity can 

enhance self-esteem by promoting feelings of  

empowerment and solidarity among students. 

Moreover, the absence of  the opposite gender in single-

sex institutions may reduce gender-based social 

pressures and stereotypical judgments, potentially 

resulting in a healthier body image and more 

progressive attitudes towards women. In contrast, 

coeducational settings often involve more complex 

intergroup dynamics and social comparisons across 

genders, which can influence body image concerns and 

traditional gender attitudes differently. This would 

suggest that college type shapes key psychological 

variables through the processes of  group identification 

and intergroup relations.

 At the same time, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory (1979) provides a broader framework, 

suggesting that development is the result of  complex, 

interacting influences across nested environmental 

systems. While the educational institution (part of  the 

microsystem) is certainly influential, it does not operate 

in isolation. Family attitudes, cultural expectations, 

media representations, and broader societal discourses 

(the exosystem and macrosystem) also profoundly 

shape young women's experiences of  self  and gender. 

From this perspective, the absence of  consistent 

findings across studies may not indicate a lack of  effect 

but rather reflect the reality that educational context is 

only one of  many interwoven factors influencing 

psychosocial development.
 

 As the discourse surrounding gender-segregated or 

co-educational institutions has gained renewed 

relevance in the Indian context, it becomes increasingly 

important to examine the available empirical evidence. 

Yet, there remains a notable paucity of  empirical data 

that critically examines how different educational 

contexts shape the psychosocial development of  female 

students, particularly concerning constructs as 

complex and socially embedded as self-esteem, body 

image, and gender attitudes.

 While a handful of  studies have examined the 

relationship between college type and psychological 

outcomes, findings across contexts and time periods 

remain inconclusive. Moreover, the bulk of  extant 

literature has either prioritized academic performance 

or approached psychosocial constructs in isolation, 

neglecting the relational, institutional, and cultural 

dimensions through which they are often shaped. 

Constructs like body image and self-esteem are not 

static intrapsychic traits but are continually negotiated 

through peer interaction, exposure to gendered norms, 

institutional messaging, and broader socio-digital 

influences (Grogan, 2016; Tiggemann & Slater, 2014). 

Similarly, attitudes toward women, though often 

treated as cognitive or ideological stances, are 

intimately tied to lived experiences of  gendered power 

relations, opportunities for voice and leadership, and 

the visibility of  female role models (Eagly & Wood, 

2012; Ridgeway, 2011). Given that both single-sex and 

co-educational institutions purport to empower 

women in differing ways, there is a compelling need to 

empirically investigate which aspects of  psychosocial 

development are most affected by the structural and 

cultural affordances of  these settings.

 This study aims to address this empirical gap by 

conducting a comparative analysis of  self-esteem, body 

image, and attitudes toward women among female 

undergraduate students enrolled in single-sex and co-

educational colleges in the Delhi-NCR region. By 

focusing on a culturally and demographically diverse 

sample, the study seeks to move beyond universalizing 

claims and instead offer a contextually grounded 

understanding of  how institutional environments 

interact with developmental processes. In doing so, it 
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also responds to a broader need for Indian scholarship 

that interrogates the psychological dimensions of  

gender socialization in educational spaces. The 

findings are expected to contribute not only to 

academic literature but also to ongoing policy 

conversations about gender equity, institutional 

reform, and the creation of  psychologically supportive 

learning environments for women in higher education.

Method

The present study investigates the impact of  different 

educational environments, single-sex and co-

educational institutions, on self-esteem, body image, 

and attitudes toward women among female college 

students. Adopting an ex-post facto research design, the 

study focuses on naturally occurring distinctions within 

these educational settings.

Objectives

The research has the following objectives. 

i.  To compare the levels of  self-esteem among female  

students in single-sex and co-educational 

institutions. 

ii.  To compare the levels of  perceptions of  body image 

among female students in single-sex and co-

educational institutions. 

iii.  To compare the attitudes towards women among 

female students in single-sex and co-educational 

institutions

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were formulated. 

H1. There will be a significant difference in the levels of  

self-esteem among female students in single-sex 

and co-educational institutions. 

H2. There will be a significant difference in the levels of  

perceptions of  body image among female students 

in single-sex and co-educational institutions

H3.There will be a significant difference in the attitudes 

towards women among female students in single-

sex and co-educational institutions. 

Sample 
 
Utilizing a between-subjects design, 149 college 

students were divided into two groups: participants 

from single-sex colleges catering to women (n = 87) and 

those from co-educational colleges (n = 62). The 

inclusion criteria ensured that all participants were 

assigned female sex at birth, were undergraduate 

students aged 18-24 years, and were studying in Delhi-

NCR. Non-undergraduate students,  such as 

postgraduate or non-student individuals, were 

excluded from the study. Participants were recruited 

primarily through convenience sampling, with 

communica t ion  fac i l i t a ted  v ia  WhatsApp. 

Comprehensive information regarding the study's 

purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits was provided to 

ensure informed consent. Data were collected using an 

online form, which was available to participants from 

November 25, 2023, to April 17, 2024. Independent 

sample t-tests were conducted using SPSS 16.0 to 

compare the data obtained from single-sex and co-

educational college participants.

Measures 

The Rosenberg Self  Esteem Scale (RSES) 

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), developed 

by Rosenberg (1965), is a widely used 10-item self-

report measure designed to assess self-esteem. 

Participants respond to each statement using a 4-point 

Likert scale, ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly 

disagree." Sample statements include “On the whole, I 

am satisfied with myself ” and “I take a positive attitude 

toward myself.” The responses are scored from 1 to 4, 

with higher scores reflecting higher self-esteem. Items 

2, 5, 6, 8, and 9 are reverse-scored. The scale’s total 

score is computed by summing all item scores. With 

s i m p l e  i n s t r u c t i o n s  a n d  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 

administration, the RSES has proven to be a reliable 

and valid tool, showing an internal consistency of  0.87 

(Baldwin & Courneya, 1997).
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Body Self-Image Questionnaire – Short Form (BSIQ-SF)

The Body Self-Image Questionnaire - Short Form 

(BSIQ-SF), developed by Rowe (2005), is a 27-item 

measure of  body image across 9 subscales. Participants 

respond on a 5-point scale with ‘a’ (Not at all true of  

myself), ‘b’ (Slightly true of  myself), ‘c’ (About halfway 

true of  myself), ‘d’ (Mostly true of  myself), and ‘e’ 

(Completely true of  myself). These responses are 

scored on a 1-5-point scale, with a=1 and e=5. Reverse 

scoring is applied only to item 1. The BSIQ should not 

be used to derive a summed "total body image" score. 

Instead, each subscale score is to be treated 

individually, with scores ranging from a minimum of  3 

to a maximum of  15. The 9-factor structure of  the BSIQ 

demonstrated a good fit across different samples, as 

indicated by the following model fit statistics: 

χ²(df=576) = 2210.19, CFI = .93, NNFI = .92, and 

RMSEA = .04. 

Attitude Towards Women Scale (AWS) 

The AWS or the Attitude Towards Women Scale is a 

25-item scale developed by Spence, Helmrich & Stapp 

in 1973. It is a shorter version of  the original, 55-item 

Attitude Towards Women Scale. The participant 

responds to each statement with (A) agree strongly, (B) 

agree mildly, (C) disagree mildly, or (D) disagree 

strongly. The responses are scored from 1 to 3, with A= 

0, and D = 3. However, items 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 18, 

21, 24, and 25 are reverse-scored. The total scale score 

is calculated as the sum of  all item scores. A high score 

is indicative of  a profeminist, egalitarian attitude, while 

a low score is indicative of  a traditional, conservative 

attitude. For the 25-item scale, Cronbach's alpha and 

Spearman Brown reliabilities were .89 and .86, 

respectively (Daugherty & Dambrot, 1986). 

Results 

Table 1

Differences between Females Studying in Single Sex vs. Coeducational Institutions in Self  Esteem, Attitudes towards Women and 

Body Image 

Variable Single Sex (n = 87)  Coeducational (n= 62)   t p   

M   SD  M  SD

Self  Esteem (RSES)  26.44  4.64  26.05  4.26 0.52  0.60

Attitudes towards   65.78  7.36  62.74  10.44 2.09 0.04
Women (AWS)

Body Image (BSIQ)  77.11  13.05  77.06  13.28 0.02 0.98

As shown in Table 1, the t-test results reveal a statistically significant difference in Attitudes towards Women between 

females studying in single-sex and coeducational institutions (t = 2.09, p = 0.04). Females in single-sex educational 

institutions scored higher on Attitudes towards Women (M = 65.78, SD = 7.36) as compared to their counterparts in 

Coeducational institutions (M = 62.74, SD = 10.44), indicating that the former hold more favourable, egalitarian, 

and profeminist attitudes. Females in single-sex institutions, therefore, showcase attitudes supportive of  increasing 

equality, expanding human choice, eliminating gender stratification, ending sexual violence, and promoting sexual 

freedom, while females in coeducational institutions may hold relatively more traditional and conservative beliefs. 
However, the t-test results indicate no statistically significant difference between females studying in single-sex and 

coeducational institutions on the constructs of  Self-Esteem (t = 0.52, p = 0.60) as well as Body Image (t = 0.02, p = 

0.98). 
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Discussion

Self-esteem is defined as a positive or negative attitude 

toward him/herself; it can also be described as an 

individual's sense of  self-worth (Rosenberg, 1965).  

The present study's findings did not reveal a statistically 

significant difference in self-esteem scores between 

female students in single-sex and co-educational 

institutions; thus, the hypothesis was rejected. Several 

studies corroborate the non-significant differences in 

self-esteem observed in this research. For instance, the 

differences between women studying in co-educational 

and single-sex institutions in Pakistan were explored, 

and it was concluded that while female students in 

single-sex institutions experienced more stress, their 

life satisfaction and self-esteem were comparable to 

those in co-educational settings (Afridi & Maqsood, 

2017). Similarly, research investigating self-esteem and 

locus of  control among students from single-sex and 

co-educational schools found no significant 

differences, further aligning with our findings (Bonds-

Raacke & Nicks, 2001).

 High self-esteem scores among secondary school 

female and male students in Pakistan were also 

reported in another study, which attributed this to 

participants’ tendency to provide socially desirable 

responses (Farid & Akhtar, 2013). In a similar context 

in India, this tendency toward social desirability might 

explain the lack of  significant differences in self-esteem 

scores in our study.

 In their study, Delfabbro et al. (2011) found that 

negative views of  appearance among adolescents were 

linked to lower self-esteem, reduced life satisfaction, 

and greater distress, while protective factors such as 

extraversion, strong social networks, and supportive 

family environments maintained self-esteem despite 

poor body image perceptions. These findings suggest 

that self-esteem is shaped by various factors beyond the 

school environment, including family dynamics, peer 

relationships, and personality traits. The implications 

of  these results resonate with our study, highlighting 

the need to consider external factors when interpreting 

self-esteem outcomes. Familial support and access to 

ex te r na l  r e sources,  l i ke  soc ia l  med ia  and 

extracurricular activities, may influence self-esteem 

more than the type of  college attended. 

 Significant progress in women's empowerment and 

gender equality has been made in recent years, 

particularly in India, as evidenced by increased female 

education, fewer early marriages, and more women in 

leadership positions (Somani, 2022), empowering 

young women and possibly contributing to similar self-

esteem levels across educational settings. Both single-

sex and co-educational colleges may offer similar 

resources such as counseling and mentorship, creating 

supportive environments that foster self-esteem (Sax et. 

al, 2009).
 
 Lastly, while the RSES is a widely used and 

validated tool providing a global assessment of  self-

esteem, it focuses on general self-worth rather than 

specific dimensions, such as academic, social, or 

physical self-esteem. Some critics argue that the RSES 

may not capture desirable self-esteem components and 

suggest exploring new concepts and non-conscious 

measurement tools for more comprehensive 

assessment (Yamasaki, 2019). 

 The present study revealed a statistically significant 

difference in Attitudes Toward Women (AWS) between 

female students enrolled in single-sex and co-

educational institutions, with students in single-sex 

colleges reporting a slightly higher mean score.  

Attitudes towards women are based on gender role 

attitudes, i.e., attitudes toward the role of  women in 

society that different people have. The finding of  higher 

AWS scores in single-sex institutions may indicate that 

these environments offer conditions conducive to 

fostering progressive gender attitudes, and that the 

educational context influences perceptions and 

attitudes towards women, with females in single-sex 

institutions showing greater positive attitudes 

compared to those in co-educational institutions.

 Prior literature highlights that single-sex 

educational institutions foster empowerment, agency, 

and more progressive gender attitudes among female 

students. By dismantling traditional gender stereotypes, 

especially in male-dominated fields such as ICT, and 
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curriculum design, teacher-student interactions, peer 

culture, mentorship structures, and exposure to female 

role models, that may more directly contribute to 

shaping gender-related attitudes. 

 The study's findings did not reveal a statistically 

significant difference in body image scores (BSIQ) 

between female students in single-sex and co-

educational institutions. These results suggest that 

body image concerns are not significantly influenced by 

the type of  educational context.

 For instance, Spencer et al. (2012) found no 

significant differences in body concern or physical 

appearance social comparison based on college type or 

year of  study. Likewise, Hannan et al. (1996) reported 

that while boys in co-educational settings exhibited 

lower self-reported body image, no such differences 

were observed among girls. Further, Willoughby and 

Carroll (2009) noted no significant differences in body 

image or related traits, such as impulsivity and 

extroversion, among students residing in co-

educational versus gender-specific housing. Davey et 

al. (2011) too found no meaningful differences between 

single-sex and co-educational students in their current 

and ideal body image ratings.

 T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t we e n  b o dy  i m a ge 

dissatisfaction and self-esteem is well-documented. 

Higher body image dissatisfaction is associated with 

lower self-esteem (Vasudeva, 2013). The absence of  

significant differences in RSES among participants 

across single-sex and co-educational institutions may 

partially explain the non-significant differences in 

BSIQ scores observed in this study.

 Moreover, societal standards and media portrayals 

strongly shape body image, affecting both groups 

equally through social media, advertisements, and 

cultural norms. Media consumption correlates with 

body dissatisfaction, particularly among women 

(Grabe et al., 2008). Higher education environments 

may play a smaller role in shaping body image as 

students develop greater awareness of  these issues, 

which could act as a protective factor. 
 

 Further, research suggests a relationship between 

educational attainment and body image dissatisfaction. 

Body dissatisfaction tends to increase in women with 

lower education over their life course (Rosenqvist et al., 

2024). This implies that a statistically significant 

difference might emerge if  a comparison between 

groups with varying education levels were conducted. 

The current study sample comprised women pursuing 

undergraduate degrees, where no significant 

differences in body image were observed between 

single-sex and co-educational institutions.

Limitations 

Firstly, the instruments used such as RSES, AWS, and 

BISQ-SF, were developed in Western contexts, 

potentially impacting their cultural relevance and 

applicability to the study's participants. Two of  these 

are older than 10 years, which may compromise their 

relevance to contemporary contexts. Additionally, 

relying predominantly on quantitative measures like 

surveys might limit the depth of  insights into 

participants' opinions towards women and feminism; 

qualitative methods like interviews could provide a 

more comprehensive understanding. The study's 

relatively small sample size, further restricted by being 

limited to Delhi NCR, may raise concerns about 

generalizability. Moreover, sensitive topics like self-

esteem, body image, and feminist identity carry the risk 

of  eliciting socially desirable responses. The reliance on 

self-report measures also introduces inherent biases like 

social desirability bias, memory errors, and inaccurate 

self-perception.

Future Directions 

Though in the present study, attempts have been made 

to study participants' Self-esteem, Body Image, and 

Attitude towards Women through quantitative 

measures such as the survey, the use of  mixed methods 

may provide further insights. This can also mitigate 

biases and capture diverse cultural perspectives. There 

is also an urgent need for more pervasive and large-scale 

studies in the Indian context, and the use of  recently 

developed and culturally relevant scales will be apt for 

such further research. Employing multidimensional 
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scales in future research could provide a more nuanced 

understanding of  these potential differences. 

Additionally, conducting longitudinal studies could 

offer a deeper understanding of  how self-esteem, body 

image, and attitude towards women evolve over time, 

and how they relate to individuals' life trajectories. 

Future research can be aimed at investigating the 

intersection of  educational experiences with religious 

values and mental health implications, and 

a c c o r d i n g l y,  t h e  f o r m u l a t i o n  o f  p o l i c y 

recommendations for supportive environments needs 

to be carried out.

Conclusion

The shift from single-sex to co-education has sparked 

debate on its effectiveness. This study revealed that 

students from single-sex college had more liberal 

Attitudes toward Women, though Self-esteem and 

Body image showed no significant differences. These 

findings highlight the role of  all-girls educational 

environments in fostering egalitarian gender attitudes, 

while Self-esteem and Body image may be influenced 

by individual traits and family dynamics beyond 

college type. Further research using mixed-method and 

longitudinal approaches is essential to explore these 

constructs, considering cultural and regional contexts. 

Such studies can guide educational policies to support 

holistic psychosocial development in diverse learning 

environments.
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