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“Sneakers, Shots and… Skirts” from WNPR
March 5th, 2008 
“It seemed to me to be about strong young women, rooted in tradition, who figure out ways to live in a contemporary world.”
-WNPR’s Diane Orson

[Download the MP3 for this week]

Thanks for checking out the NPR Station Showcase with PRX. I’m Aaron Henkin, your host and curator for this weekly podcast where we shine a light on the excellent local reporting being done at hundreds of public radio stations across the country. This week we tune in to the Connecticut Public Broadcasting Network, WNPR, where producer Diane Orson recently spent some time with a high school girls basketball team that’s been making quite a name for itself. The “BCA Skirts” hail from a private Orthodox Jewish school in Orange, Connecticut, and they’ve been racking up wins on the court, in spite of their highly ‘unorthodox’ uniforms… Here are a few words from Diane about what she learned when she was putting together the story…

How did you find out about this story, and what got you interested in pursuing it?
I saw an article about the Skirts in the New Haven Register more than a year ago. I called the school to find out more… but the basketball season was nearly over. I stayed in contact with the principal during the year. When this season’s scheduled was finalized, she called me and we set up a time to cover a game. I was interested in the story for a number of reasons. It seemed to me to be about strong young women, rooted in tradition, who figure out ways to live in a contemporary world. Coincidentally I’d done a story just before this for NPR about a Muslim student from Yale. Among her many accomplishments, she plays football wearing her hijaab. The issue of traditional religious dress in sports has arisen recently in the news. It’s also come up in the past at Olympic Games when Muslim women wanted to compete. There were several lawsuits in the U.S. on the issue in the 1980s. The BCA Skirts story was quite unusual, because skirts on the basketball court seemed so unlikely! 

It sounds like the girls you interviewed were all proud to be able to wear their traditional clothes as part of their basketball uniforms… did you hear any complaints from them about feeling restricted by their clothes, like they maybe could have performed better in the standard shorts-and-tank-top?
I asked each girl that question. Most often they told me that they’ve never worn anything other than skirts for their entire lives, so they had nothing to compare it to. They said they were used to wearing skirts and learned to accommodate to Orthodox Jewish tradition. 
The girls seem to be aware that they’re somewhat of an unusual spectacle to opposing teams… do you think they feel awkward about their own appearance when they’re at another school and out of their own element?
I think the answer probably varies from girl to girl, and over time. Some girls seemed to enjoy the psychological advantage they had, because when they met new teams, many underestimated their abilities. The BCA Skirts are a small and very bright, cohesive group of girls. Now that the team has been around for a number of years, they’ve learned - there’s safety in numbers. Some girls questioned why I was profiling their team - why were skirts on the court a story at all? I think they were (appropriately) concerned that the story might be disrespectful or make fun of them, or present them as some kind of weird spectacle… but most seemed proud of the team, of their Orthodox Jewish faith and of themselves as individuals. 

You mention that some of these girls have the prospect of college basketball in their sights… do you think they’ll be able to continue wearing their traditional garb at that level?
It may depend upon which schools they attend. The Denver Post recently ran an article about a Muslim woman who is a senior at the University of Michigan-Dearborn. She wears a hijaab head scarf and long pants on the basketball court. My guess is that we are going to hear more about this issue as more young women step out and join mainstream sports. 

Tell us a bit about background and the sort of work you do at WNPR…
My background is in music. In addition to radio, I continue to work professionally as a musician. I began at WBUR in Boston in the 1980s. I came to WNPR in the late 1980s as a producer for The Faith Middleton Show. I began reporting in the late 1990s. My stories air locally and nationally. I am also an advisor for WNPR’s “Where We Live”. 

Have you got any other interesting stories that you’re working on at the moment?
There are so many interesting stories in CT that I can’t keep up! Right now I am following the terrorism trial of a former Navy sailor accused of leaking classified information to terror suspects in London. I have also been following the dispute between Yale University and the government of Peru over archaeological artifacts from Machu Picchu. And for many years, I’ve followed CT’s landmark school desegregation case called Sheff vs. O’ Neill. I also plan to profile DelMonico Hatter - a hat business that’s been open in downtown New Haven for 100 years.
You can hear more from the Connecticut Public Broadcasting Network, WNPR, online at The Public Radio Exchange. That’s where producers from around the world share their work. Log on, write your own reviews, and have a say in what ends up on the radio at www.prx.org.
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