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Nancy Lee Bergert was in the first generation of leaders who wielded the legal clout of Title IX
to level the playing fields for girls and women.

As a high school activities director in Buffalo, Minn., she was adamant about implementing Title
IX. And she made waves with a school board in Illinois that wanted to keep girls' athletics out of
the public eye.

Bergert died of cancer Thursday in Buffalo. She was 54.

She started making sports history in the 1960s at Belle Plaine High School in Iowa. At the first
girls' state track and field meet, she captured the title in the 440-yard dash.

She kept pursuing new sports horizons after the passage of Title IX in 1972, which was
supposed to ensure equal opportunities for girls and women at public institutions. Bergert, who
had received a bachelor's degree in 1970 from the University of Iowa, learned while teaching
physical education in Rockford, Ill., that "equal" was open to interpretation.

When she started sports programs for girls, the Rockford school board imposed two conditions,
wrote the Wright County Journal-Press: No parents could watch girls' games, and there could
be no publicity. They didn't want the effort to cost anything.

"At that time the stereotypes for girls and women were pretty deep," including the societal belief
that females should not sweat in public, said Dorothy McIntyre of Edina, who recently retired as
associate director of the Minnesota State High School League. "Today it sounds almost
unbelievable."

With that much pressure against girls' sports, "she had to show it would be as good for girls as it
was for their brothers," McIntyre said.

Bergert taught for 11 years at Rockford and in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. In 1981, Buffalo hired her as
activities director, which included the responsibilities of athletic director.

She focused on adding sports for both boys and girls at all competition levels, including Special
Olympics -- "and finding ways to fund them," said Julie Swaggert, assistant principal at Buffalo.

Bergert used statewide statistics and studies of Buffalo students to show that kids involved in
sports or other school activities had higher grade-point averages and were less likely to get in
trouble, Swaggert said.

In 1993, Bergert became the first woman to receive the Athletic Director of the Year award for
Class AA schools, the larger of two brackets, from the state Athletic Directors' Association. Since
her hiring in 1981, she had helped produce 21 state tournament teams and had helped increase
participation in extracurricular activities by 30 percent. Three-fourths of Buffalo's students were



involved in at least one activity.

"She was always pushing" for girls' athletics but also focused on co-curricular activities such as
band, speech and student newspapers, said Dave Alto, who is athletic director at Spring Lake
Park High School and was a girls' softball coach under Bergert's direction for 10 years.

She had been on leaves of absence from Buffalo since her cancer was diagnosed, he said.

Survivors include her parents, Richard and Virginia Bergert of Belle Plaine, Iowa; a brother, Jerry
of Belle Plaine; and a sister, Janice Bergert of Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

Services will be held at 10:30 a.m. today at St. Henry's Catholic Church in Monticello.

Staff Writer Roman Augustovitz contributed to this report. Trudi Hahn is at
thahn@startribune.com.
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