
If you are a runner you should care about the inequality between girls and boys in high school 
and collegiate cross country running in Ontario and across Canada. It has gone on for so long 
that most of you don't even notice.

Why do girls run shorter distances than boys? There is no medical/physiologic reason for this. 
It's not because if they ran further fewer girls would participate. 45 of 50 US states have 
equalized distances with no drop in participation. In track and field where girls run the same 
distances female participation is already greater. 

So what is the reason if it's not discrimination? There has been a concerted effort by coaches 
who care to force OFSAA to change its longstanding sexist practices. Similarly, coaches have 
pushed CIS to equalize distances at Canadian universities but without success.

One of the arguments being made is that the girls themselves don't want a change to occur 
because they have remained mostly silent. I don't believe this is true. I think it may be true that 
many girls are worried about running further particularly if they are already good at shorter 
distances. We are not asking you to run further though we are sure you can do it. We are saying 
you should run the same distance as boys, whatever that distance is.

I'm asking you to make your voice heard if you care about this. Organize a petition and send it 
to OFSAA. Have it signed by male and female runners at your school. It can be as simple as 
"We believe in equality for women in XC running.”

You can follow this debate also at Trackie and make your voice heard there too.
Spread the word, talk to other schools and hold OFSAA accountable.

http://www.trackie.com/track-and-field/Forum/lynn-jennings-weighs-in-on-gender-inequality-in-
xc/11263/

Pierre Mikhail

Dear Mr. Woolley, 

I am a female runner, community xc running coach, physician and - most important - the parent 
of three school-aged runners, one of whom is a 12 year old girl. There have been increased 
rumblings of late raising the question, once again, as to why the xc race distances in high 
school are different for women and men. I feel compelled to add my voice to this debate. 

Simply put, I find it astonishing and somewhat embarrassing that in 2015 we still have different 
xc race distances for female and male athletes. This notion is outdated, discriminatory and just 
plain wrong. 

When our new grade 9 runners come out for the high school team and ask me why the different 
race distance for boys and girls, I have no good answer. When my 12 year old daughter asks 
me the same question, I have no good answer. I feel ashamed and mumble something to the 
effect that this is the way it has always been. 



"How it has always been" is not good enough for our young athletes. We are sending a troubling 
message to young women that they do not have the strength, endurance or fortitude to race the 
same distance as their male counterparts. Physiologically and scientifically, we know this to be 
untrue. So why is this being perpetuated? 

I can only imagine that it is inertia. As leaders and role models, we need to overcome that inertia 
and show our young athletes that they are part of a progressive and equal competitive system. 

The cross country world has been dragging its heels on this one. I truly feel, as do others, that 
we will look back upon this debate in 5-10 years time and wonder why it took us so long to 
promote equality. 

Sincerely, 

H. Dempster

I am a female runner who competed in varsity XC and track in high school and university. If 
anyone had ever asked me when I was in school if I wanted to run longer races, I'd have said 
no. Why would I want to run farther? The 1000m, 1500m, and 3000m were definitely my 
strongest race distances at the time, and I know I would be unlikely to have performed as well 
over 10k. That being said, I never would have considered quitting if race distances were 
increased, because I loved running, I loved competing, and I loved being part of those teams. 
However, while I would not have preferred to race longer distances, if someone asked me if I 
thought women and men should race equal distances, my answer absolutely would have been 
yes. The two questions are not the same. So, I don't think it's valid to try to turn this into a 
"female athletes are happy with status quo" argument, because there is so much more to it than 
that. People's individual preferences for races distance are going to vary, for myriad reasons. 
That's true for both female and male runners. But what some people seem to be losing sight of 
is that this isn't even about what current athletes prefer. This is about something much bigger 
than that: this is about what is right. The implicit message in the disparity between females' and 
males' race distance is that girls are slower, weaker, and less capable than boys. Even if we 
don't believe this to be true, we reinforce that message if we support status quo. If you ask a 
grade 9 girl why her race distance is 2k less than her male classmates', her likely answer is 
going to be "because I'm a girl." Do we really want our kids growing up expecting less of girls 
simply because they're girls? The fact that equal race distances haven't been implemented 
already is appalling. The fact that people are willing to argue so vehemently against 
implementing them is appalling. End of story

Jess Sheppard


