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Abstract

Adolescent girls are increasingly opting out of Physical Education (PE), a trend raising
concern. PE, being a subject where gender norms are apparent, warrants thorough
investigation into the experiences of adolescent girls within this context. This thesis aimed to
explore the experiences of adolescent girls in PE, in relation to their gender, employing
qualitative methods. Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with adolescent girls

(aged 14-16) attending a girls-only school.

Through Reflexive Thematic Analysis, four key themes emerged: the involvement of girls in
PE, the involvement of boys in PE, the influence of teachers, and mental health implications.
These themes were reflected on and discussed through the lenses of gender theories,
supplemented by relevant research. The findings from this thesis aimed to add to the current
literature, adding further evidence, and nuance to our understanding of the complex dynamics
at play in adolescent girls' experiences in PE. By integrating these theoretical perspectives
with empirical data, this research contributes to the ongoing discourse surrounding gender

and PE.

Furthermore, the findings from this research could provide further understanding for
Educational Psychologists, offering deeper comprehension of adolescent girls' experiences
and suggesting avenues for enhancing support within schools to cultivate a more inclusive

environment for girls in PE.
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1.0 Introduction

This thesis investigates the influence of gender on Physical Education (PE) through the
exploration of adolescent girls’ experiences of school-based PE. Research into experiences of

PE is still in its infancy. This thesis aims to add and extend to the research of gender in PE.

In this introduction, I will provide an overview of the following key points: my role as the
researcher, the historical background of PE and its relevance in the current sporting context,
the specific definition of gender that will be used in this thesis, the significance of gender

within the context of PE, and finally, an overview of the importance of PE itself.

1.1 Who I am as the Researcher

In this section, I reflect on the motivations behind writing this thesis, drawing on my personal
experiences in PE and sports during my childhood and adolescence. Recognising that my
individual background is an inherent aspect of the research process (Giardina & Laurendeau,

2013), I have chosen to intentionally convey my identity within this project.

I was the sporty girl growing up. My parents were both very active and I have fond memories
of exploring a variety of sports with them at a young age. When asked what I wanted to do
when I grew up, I always answered with a similar theme of being a successful athlete; an
Olympian or a professional athlete. I recall this being something I was known for, I was labelled
early as the sporty girl, which looking back, always made me feel like I was different from

other girls.



In secondary school, I was part of every sports team, often as the captain. My school were
highly successful, and I competed in a number of regional and national competitions with
hockey and netball. Alongside this, outside of school, I was part of the England Karate team,
competing monthly in European competitions and attending European and World
Championships. I was (and still am) a short, muscular female. This was not the ideal stature
for an adolescent girl in a secondary school. I was often called manly, masculine, heavy, and
stocky which impacted my self-esteem, body image, and confidence in school. Even with all
this, what strikes me the most, was how I felt silenced about my sporting achievements. In
2011, I became a World Champion in Karate. I had spent over two years training for it, though
when I returned to school, I did not wish to talk about it. My parents always said, “You should
be proud of'it, if [ were you I’d be shouting it from the rooftops”, but I never did. If I am being
honest, I hated school due to the constant looks, questions, and labelling I had. At this point, I
made a decision to protect myself and I stopped taking part in PE and slowly dropped off from

all aspects of school life.

It still feels challenging to write this. This thesis provides me with an opportunity to advocate
the importance of the impact of gender on sport, specifically what it can be like for a girl in
PE. I hope this thesis will identify factors that influence adolescent girls’ experience of PE, and

thus lead to changes in education to make it accessible and enjoyable for all.

1.2 Women in Sport

2023 has been record-breaking for women in sport. These are some highlights from the year:
Volleyball, Football, and Cricket saw record attendance and viewings over the year, in the

United States of America women’s sports media coverage increased by 15% from 2022, in
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rugby, a new women’s international rugby union competition will be held annually and will be
shown on TV. Additionally, the Women’s Sports Trust found that the UK watched record

levels of women’s sport on TV (Ali, 2024).

Rebecca Welch was the first female to referee a premiership football game, Mary Earps, an
England footballer, won the 70" BBC Sports Personality of the Year award, following her
success for club and country, while confronting the sports apparel giant Nike over their refusal
to produce replica women's goalkeeper shirts for the Women’s World Cup, Nike eventually
reversed their policy. Earps' green long-sleeve England shirt quickly sold out, setting a record

for sales (Sky Sports, 2023).

Here are a couple of instances exemplifying the noteworthy accomplishments of women in
sports this year. These achievements have served as a source of inspiration for many,
indicative of a perceptible shift in societal perspectives, support mechanisms, and

opportunities facilitating the advancement of women in sports.

1.3 Background of PE in the United Kingdom

The subject of PE has been defined as "sports and physical activities that develop a range of
motor competencies, a range of rules, strategies and tactics that are important for students to
understand and a range of knowledge to enable healthy participation” (Research Review Series,

2022, para 30).

PE in schools has been presented as a means of encouraging by providing the opportunity for

students of all ages to be physically active (Azzarito & Solomon, 2005). Participation in PE

10
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aims to provide a foundation for lifelong participation in sports (Kirk, 2005), whilst also

providing physical health, social, cognitive and mental health benefits (Fox & Harris, 2003).

In the United Kingdom (UK), throughout history, PE has held a significant position within the
educational framework. Since the implementation of mandatory education in the 19th Century,
Physical Education and School Sport (PESS) has consistently played a role, often aligning with
the broader national requirements. Following the establishment of the National Curriculum in
1992 (Evans & Penney, 2008), PE has become a fundamental subject, justified by its perceived
benefits in improving students' health and fitness levels (Foster & Adcock, 2015; Penney &

Jess, 2004).

Today, in the UK, PE is a mandatory subject in schools. The National Curriculum outlines the
requirements for the subject at each key stage (Department of Education, 2013). The
curriculum includes activities such as athletics, dance, gymnastics, games, and outdoor and
adventurous activities, with a focus on developing physical skills, knowledge, and an
understanding of health and fitness. The Department of Education (DfE) (2013) recommends
that schools should offer children and young people (CYP) a minimum of two hours of high-
quality PE per week. This allocation of time supports their well-being and resilience
development, enabling the enhancement of skills, knowledge, and understanding across

various activity domains within the PE curriculum.

In more recent times, there has been a theoretical exploration of personal development framed
in the context of life skills that students may encounter and acquire through PE (Goudas, 2010).
Life skills are defined as the skills that are required to deal with the demands and challenges

of everyday life: teamwork, goal setting, leadership, and communication skills (Bailey et al.,

11
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2013). Bailey et al. (2013) linked these skills to the enhancement of a student’s educational
attainment, quality of life, and future economic prosperity. This emphasises the wider influence
that acquiring life skills through PE can have on different dimensions of an individual's overall

well-being and success.

1.3.1 UK Government Influence on PE

In the UK, education holds a significant position in governmental policies, and the allocation
of funding for PESS has become highly politicised. With each general election, changes in
government policies have resulted in a fragmented and often inconsistent approach to PESS.
For example, during Tony Blair's New Labour administration, a substantial amount of
funding was promised for PESS, leading to the establishment of School Sport Partnerships
(SSPs). These partnerships aimed to enhance the range and quality of physical activity
opportunities for CYP by providing diverse sporting options and enabling specialist coaches

to develop expertise within schools (Flintoff et al., 2011).

Significantly, the success of SSP initiatives was attributed to an educational pedagogy rather
than a focus solely on performance, aligning with the fundamental values of PESS (Flintoff et
al., 2011). Despite the reported benefits of SSPs, PESS funding since 2010 has experienced a
political U-turn following the election of Coalition and Conservative Governments, in which
SSP funding ceased. Instead, PE curricula emphasise competitive team sports to improve
elite success (Lindsey, 2020). The ending of funding to SSPs was highly unpopular, as many
have emphasised how SSPs had met their targets (Foster, 2015). This switch to competition
was to ensure that all students had the chance to enjoy sports but focused on promoting and
celebrating sporting excellence. Competition, by definition, does not take into account the

original meaning of com-petition, which is to “strive together” (Aggerholm, Standal, &

12
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Hordvik, 2018, p.2) However, research has shown that often competition in sports represents
a restriction to “which the coordinators promoted and developed opportunities for girls and
young women” (Flintoff, 2008, p. 400) and can lead to the creation of a hierarchy of ability in
which some students are constructed as inferior to others (Wilkinson, Littlefair, & Barlow-

Meade, 2013).

In 2023, the UK Government received open letters from those passionate about improving
CYP opportunities, experience, and learning in PE. Responding to an open letter from the
Lionesses, the England Women’s Football team, describing how all girls deserved more
school-based PE, not just those playing to a competitive level. Focusing primarily on
football, they described how all girls should be able to play football in PE lessons and they
deserve to believe they can one day play for England (School sports given huge boost to level

the playing field for next generation of Lionesses, 2023).

The government have since proposed greater funding to support girls in PE. The proposals
aim to ensure that boys and girls have access to the same sports opportunities if desired, and
that a minimum of two hours of PE per week is available up until the end of year 11
(Department of Education, 2023). The UK government has announced plans to invest over
£600 million in the next two years to enhance PE and sports in primary schools, and an
additional £57 million to establish more school sports facilities beyond regular hours, with a
particular focus on disadvantaged students, girls, and those with special educational needs

(SEN) (Department of Education, 2023).

To reward equality of provision for girls, this kitemark scheme, delivered by the Youth Sport
Trust, recognises schools that create positive sporting experiences across all sports for
students, supporting them to be active for 60 minutes a day (YST, 2019). The PE and Sport

Premium is designed to help students get an active start in life by improving the quality of PE
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and sports in primary schools. Headteachers can choose how best to spend this funding,
considering teacher training, offering more opportunities for students to take part in
competitions and widening the range of sports for both boys and girls to include football,

tennis, cricket, and hockey (PE and sport premium for primary schools, 2022a).

The Government's acknowledgement of the importance of PE is reflected in the recent
publication “New PE guidance for schools strengthens equal access to sport” (2024). This
included an updated School Sport and Activity Action Plan (SSAAP) (Department of
Education, 2024). The primary objective of SSAAP is to seamlessly integrate sports and
physical activity into both the school day and extracurricular programs, thereby ensuring that
every child has the opportunity to fulfil the recommended guidelines of engaging in moderate
to vigorous physical activity for an average of 60 minutes daily (Department of Education,

2024).

To achieve this overarching goal, SSAAP (2024) outlines several key aims, including
enhancing the quality of PE, promoting a minimum of 2 hours of weekly PE, ensuring
equitable access to sports opportunities, increasing children's participation in school sports,
and meeting curriculum expectations, particularly regarding swimming and water safety. By
providing comprehensive guidance and support to schools, SSAAP aims to empower
educational institutions to effectively implement strategies that align with these objectives,
fostering a culture of physical activity and well-being among students across the nation

(Department of Education, 2024).

This document serves as a valuable resource to assist school staff, senior leaders, and
governors in evaluating and enhancing their PE and school sport offerings. It encourages
stakeholders to assess their effectiveness and identify areas for improvement. (Department of

Education, 2024). Additionally, it aims to promote discussions and generate innovative ideas
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aimed at cultivating a positive and active school community through PE. It acknowledges the
importance of PE as a tool for enhancing student engagement, promoting holistic
development, and nurturing a supportive and inclusive school culture (Department of
Education, 2024). Through strategic planning and proactive implementation of the ideas
generated, schools can create a dynamic and enriching environment that prioritises the

physical health and well-being of all students.

1.4 The Importance of PE

Schools have been identified as important institutions for the promotion of physical activity
among CYP (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001) and PE has been recognised as the major
vehicle associated with the promotion of physical activity in the school setting (Wechsler et

al., 2000).

Ofsted (2023) produced a subject report series, in which PE was outlined as having three
interconnected forms of knowledge that encapsulate what pupils can learn and develop

through PE, school sport, and physical activity:

1. Motor competence: This form of knowledge involves the development of a diverse
range of movements that progressively become more specialised, ensuring

competency in participating in various sports and physical activities.

2. Rules, strategies, and tactics: This aspect of knowledge pertains to understanding
the conventions and regulations governing participation in different sports and

physical activities.
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3. Healthy participation: This form of knowledge encompasses understanding how to
engage safely and effectively in physical activity, thereby promoting confidence and
competence in participation. By acquiring knowledge about safe practices, injury
prevention, and the importance of physical well-being, students can make informed

decisions and maintain healthy lifestyles throughout their lives.

Overall, these three forms of knowledge highlight the multifaceted nature of learning and
development in PE. By cultivating these into PE, students can not only enhance their physical
abilities but also develop essential life skills such as teamwork, resilience, and self-

confidence.

The reduction of PE in adolescents reduces overall physical activity. This reduction is
concerning due to physical and psychological consequences. The age at which PE is reduced
correlates with the concern of obesity. In the UK one-third of 11-15-year-olds are obese
(Baker, 2023). As the previous section highlighted, PESS was originally developed to
promote healthy and active lifestyles in young people, and implicit in this assumption is the

relationship between physical activity and a healthy lifestyle.

The prevalence of sedentary behaviour and physical inactivity is on the rise, with rates more
than doubling in the UK over the past 25 years (Jebb, Kopelman, & Butland, 2007). This
statistic holds significance as habitual physical inactivity frequently takes root during

adolescence (Brooke et al., 2014).

Recommended levels of physical activity for children and adolescents is 60 minutes per day,

yet only 45% of girls meet physical activity recommendations compared with 50% of boys

(Overview: Physical activity and the environment, 2018). Furthermore, girls as a group
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participate in less physical activity than boys (Rosselli et al., 2020). Not only is lack of
physical activity a concern for physical health but there is also evidence that it is impacting
adolescents’ psychological health. Guo and Zhang (2022) identified that physical exercise
encompasses four dimensions that foster adolescents’ mental health: a sense of control,
intention to engage in positive behaviours, the establishment of habitual exercise routines,
and emotional regulation. More specifically middle adolescence (14-16 years) is a key age in
which physical activity impacts individuals’ quality of life (Kalinkova et al., 2015). Murphy
et al. (2022) examined adolescent girls’ symptoms of anxiety and depression pre- and post-
sport-based intervention. They found that participation in physical activity led to
improvement in mental well-being and significant decreases in anxiety and depression.
Therefore, it is important to consider how the impact of physical activity extends beyond
physical health, especially during adolescence and for girls. This aspect will be explored in

greater detail in 2.0 Literature Review (Chapter 2).

1.5 The Importance of PE for Educational Psychology

Research has shown that consistent engagement in sport and physical activity contributes to
enhanced physical health and improved mental well-being. According to the Physical
Activity Guidelines, the evidence supporting the health benefits of regular physical activity
has become increasingly compelling (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). They
assert that engaging in regular physical activity is linked with various positive outcomes,
including improved academic attainment, concentration, and learning abilities, as well as
better mental health and maintenance of a healthier weight status (Department of Health and

Social Care, 2023).
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Therefore, for Educational Psychologists (EPs) understanding the importance of PE is useful
in comprehensively supporting student well-being and academic success. PE not only fosters
physical health but also plays a crucial role in promoting mental well-being and cognitive
functioning. By recognising the holistic benefits of PE, EPs can incorporate physical activity
interventions into their practices to address diverse student needs. Through targeted
interventions and support, EPs can help students harness the cognitive, emotional, and social
advantages associated with regular physical activity, thereby enhancing their overall

educational experience and well-being.

1.5.1 Cognitive and Learning Benefits of PE

Research examining the relationship between PE and cognitive performance has found
valuable insights into the potential benefits of PE. Alvarez-Bueno et al. (2017) completed a
systemic review and meta-analysis. 36 studies were included in the systematic review,
finding that effective PE interventions and increased physical activity improved cognitive and
meta-cognitive abilities. Furthermore, Garcia-Hermoso et al. (2021) completed a systematic
review of the effects of PE finding that high-quality PE enhanced students’ cognition and
academic achievement and notably, increasing the duration of PE did not appear to adversely
affect academic performance. Peruyero et al. (2017) researched different types of PE, finding
that vigorous, high-intensity PE was better than no exercise and light intensity at increasing

cognition, namely, increasing cognitive inhibitory control.

Bidzan-Bluma and Lipowska (2018) found adolescents who engaged in PE experienced a
positive influence on cognitive functions. Additionally, Esteban-Cornejo et al. (2015)
completed a systematic review with 20 articles. The findings indicated that cognitive

performance correlates with vigorous physical activity, while academic performance is linked
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to overall physical activity, particularly among girls. These findings collectively highlight the
potential of PE to positively impact cognitive function and academic achievement among
adolescent girls, For EPs, understanding and integrating these findings into their practice can
inform interventions aimed at optimising cognitive development and academic performance
among adolescent girls, thereby contributing to their holistic well-being and educational

SuUcCCess.

1.5.2 Social and Communication Benefits of PE

Research looking into the area of social and communication skills has produced useful
insights into the benefits of PE. Opstoel et al. (2020) completed a systemic review on school-
aged children (6-18-year-olds) looking into different areas of social interaction. 16 studies
were used explore prosocial behaviour and the influence of PE. Prosocial behaviour
encompasses traits such as respect, empathy, and sympathy, Additionally, three qualitative
studies integrated both PE and sports. PE has demonstrated positive associations with various
forms of prosocial behaviour, including, engaging in turn-taking, listening attentively,
offering congratulations, fostering interpersonal connections, adhering to rules, resolving
conflicts amicably, expressing appreciation, voicing opinions, demonstrating care and
empathy, building trust, showing respect towards authority figures, adapting socially, and

gaining acceptance among peers.

Further research by Li and Shao (2022) supported this, finding that sport activities improved
pro-social behaviour and adolescent. They explained how participation in physical activity
serves as a “communication tool” (Li & Shao, 2022, p.14) and provides an environment in
which students can interact with others and explore their communication skills. The results

suggest that PE not only enhances social and communication competencies but also holds
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potential as an intervention for students facing barriers or difficulties in these domains. This
aspect is crucial for EPs to incorporate into their individualised interventions and support
strategies, as it shows the significance of integrating PE-based approaches to address social
and communication challenges among students. By recognising the role of PE in fostering
these skills, EPs can leverage this knowledge to develop tailored interventions that promote

holistic development and well-being among students.

1.5.3 Social, Emotional, and Mental Health Benefits of PE

Research into Social, Emotional, and Mental Health (SEMH) has produced valuable insights
into the advantages of PE. Andermo et al. (2020) systematic review found that interventions
promoting physical activity within schools have been shown to alleviate anxiety, enhance
resilience, boost overall well-being, and foster positive mental health among children and
adolescents. Given the broader health benefits associated with physical activity, these
outcomes highlight the importance of reinforcing school-based initiatives aimed at promoting
increased physical activity levels. Pascoe et al. (2020) conducted a scoping review of 30
publications, revealing that the benefits of PE activities varied depending on the intensity
level. PE programs incorporating a variety of intensity levels were associated with reduced
symptoms of depression, while activities ranging from moderate to vigorous intensity to light
intensity were linked to decreased symptoms of anxiety. Consequently, incorporating

exercise into PE was suggested as a means to enhance mental health.

These findings are particularly important for EPs as they highlight the potential role of PE

interventions in promoting positive mental health outcomes among children and adolescents.
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1.6 PE in UK Secondary Schools

PE is a compulsory part of the curriculum for all students across the key stages, from age four
to sixteen. However, in secondary school and more specifically in Key Stage (KS) 4, the
minimum content changes. Between KS1 and KS3 PE must include athletics, dance, games,
gymnastics and swimming, whereas in KS4 the DfE states that “pupils must have the
opportunity to plan and participate in a regular, frequent and balanced programme of PE that,
among other things, contributes to, and helps to sustain, a healthy and active lifestyle”
(Department of Education, 2024, p.3), and there were no specific requirements as there are in

earlier years (National Curriculum, 2013).

However, at the secondary school level, PE time is reduced by various factors. The Youth
Sport Trust conducted a survey with 595 teachers from 487 schools in the UK and found that
at 11 to 13 years-old students receive an average of 124 minutes of curriculum PE per week,
which decreases to an average of 98 minutes at 13- to 15-year-olds. These reductions were
attributed to core subjects receiving additional time and the pressures of exams. This
indicates that PE is constrained by competing pressures, which can limit the time available to

develop skills (PE provision in secondary schools, 2018).

1.7 The Concept of Gender

In the UK, the disparity in physical activity participation between genders begins as early as
age five, with the gap widening significantly over time. By the age of 14, only 10% of girls
meet the recommended physical activity health standards (Women in Sport, 2016). However,

it is crucial to recognise that the gender imbalance in school physical activity is not solely a
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concern affecting girls, nor is it an unavoidable circumstance. Instead, the low participation
rates among females are a result of longstanding gendered social and structural barriers
entrenched within the UK context. These barriers manifest as the traditionally dominant
cultural attitude: “Society has told teenage girls that it isn’t feminine to play sport” (Women in

Sport, 2016, p. 12).

Before delving deeper into the topic of girls in PE, it is imperative to establish a clear definition
of the concept of gender within the context of this thesis. The World Health Organisation
(WHO) defines gender norms as "the socially defined roles, behaviours, activities, and
attributes that are considered appropriate for men and women, girls and boys" (World Health
Organisation, 2021, para. 1). The definitions emphasise the socially constructed nature of
gender norms and how they can vary across societies. The consideration of intersectionality,
defined as the multiple forms of social identity, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, ability,
and more, intersect and interact with each other to shape a person's experiences of oppression

and privilege (Nash, 2008).

The term gender is frequently oversimplified by linking masculinity to males and femininity
to females, a phenomenon known as biological essentialism (Schippers, 2007). The complexity
of the social world provoked theoretical consideration of gender. Butler's concept of
performativity (1990) defined gender and provided a foundational definition for this thesis.
Further, Foucault’s (1976) work adds an additional analysis to consider tensions in gender for
the individual from the social world and power structures, using a term named the
‘Technologies of the Self” (TOS). Additionally, Bourdieu’s field theory (1986), emphasises the

complexity of the lives of young people, considering all levels of influence. Importantly, these
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theories emphasised the reflective nature of ideas surrounding gender and the need to explore

individual experiences.

1.7.1 Butler

Butler's concept of performativity (1990) will be used in this thesis as the definition of
gender. Following this theory, gender is not a fixed or inherent trait, but rather a social
construct that is repeatedly performed and enacted through various discursive practices.
Gender identity is not something that individuals inherently possess, but rather something

that is constructed and reinforced through repetitive acts and behaviours.

In Butler's view, gender is performative in the sense that it is produced and maintained
through the performance of specific gender norms, roles, and expectations (Stoller, 2010).
Through the repetition of these performances, individuals come to embody and internalise
societal notions of what it means to be masculine or feminine. This process of performing
gender not only shapes individual identities but also contributes to the larger social

construction of gender as a whole (Stoller, 2010).

1.7.2 Foucault

Further considering the influence of society on gender, Foucault wrote about the history of
society and its impacts in the present. Foucault’s writing in “Power: The Essential Works of
Michael Foucault (1954-1984) (Foucault, 1976) focused on the role of the physical body and
action. Importantly, for considering how Foucault’s work relates to the concept of gender and
Bourdieu’s work. Foucault's identification of power provides an understanding of the
hierarchical nature of power structures within society (Foucault, 1977). This concept is

particularly pertinent to understanding the gender order and the hierarchical framework of
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gender, revealing that not all men uniformly benefit from masculinity, just as not all women

are universally subordinated.

This thesis will consider the ToS as a framework for exploring the influences of gender. The
ToS are the use of practices by individuals to “transform themselves in order to attain a
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection or immortality” (Foucault, 1988, p.25).
Therefore, ToS represent individual practices which are used to transform the body. In
essence, ToS encompass individual practices directed at how one presents themselves in

relation to gender,

1.7.3 Bourdieu

I have also considered Bourdieu's understanding of gender (McNay, 1999) for this thesis, as I
found the framework useful in considering the individual and wider influences of gender.
This theory is rooted in social reproduction and generational change. Bourdieu (1996) argues
that gender is not solely a product of individual actions or preferences but is deeply
embedded in social structures and institutions. Therefore, to study gender effectively, it is
crucial to critically examine the societal context, both past and present, in which individuals
are situated. By doing so, researchers can establish a stronger foundation for understanding

the complexities of gender dynamics.

Bourdieu’s writings on gender have been applied to the study of gender, education, and sport
(Ingram, 2011), though these focus on masculinity, and specifically PE (Hay & Macdonald,
2010). Bourdieu's conceptualisation of the social world revolves around three interconnected
components: habitus, field, and capital (Bourdieu, 1986). These elements are intimately

linked and manifested through social practices. I will provide a brief overview and definition
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of each concept before illustrating how these components of Bourdieu's theory interrelate

with the premise and purpose of this thesis.

Via the habitus, individuals are inclined to select from a range of possible practical and
behavioural options. However, Bourdieu states that these choices are not uniform across all
individuals. Factors such as personal history, past experiences, and social class position shape
the array of options accessible to each person (Bourdieu, 1990, 2001). I link this to systemic
thinking, e.g., Bronfenbrenner's bio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, & Morris, 2007) as it
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the multifaceted influences on
human development, emphasising the importance of considering various interconnected
systems rather than focusing solely on individual factors. This illustrates the
interconnectedness of Foucault's (1988) technologies with Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts,
particularly highlighting the role of the legitimate gendered body shaped by both social and

physical capital.

Foucault (1982) posits that individuals must encounter different behavioural possibilities.
Linking this to Bourdieu's habitus, it proposes that this confines choices and practices,
restricting the range of what behaviour is accepted. Socially endorsed behaviours and bodily
regimes highlight the pressure on young people to conform to prevailing expectations of
masculinity and feminity. Foucault’s ideas can be applied within a Bourdieu framework in
this way, where gendered habitus and expectations regarding behaviour and appearance are
so deeply ingrained that truths are internalised, leading to a diminished sense of agency and

individualism.

Fields denote distinct domains within the social sphere distinguished by their unique sets of

regulations. Participants within each field are aware of these regulations and engage in the
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associated activities (Bourdieu, 1985). Crucially, each field is marked by "a more or less
overt struggle over the definition of the legitimate principles of division in the field"
(Bourdieu, 1985, p.34), implying that the notion of legitimacy fluctuates across fields

depending on the particular rules and principles governing each one.

Bourdieu (1986) described four types of capital that influence an individual's position in a
social field. The significance and value of these capital types vary between different fields,
and while capital holds importance across all fields, the extent and significance differ
(Huppatz, 2012). Bourdieu's original notion of capital distribution based on class and age
highlights the relevance of studying young people in this thesis, focusing on them as an
adolescent group. This recognition acknowledges the specific dynamics at play during the
formative years and highlights the impact of class and age-related capital on their social

positioning.

Though Bourdieu's work has faced criticism for presenting an androcentric view of society
(Huppatz, 2012), I feel it still is an important theory as part of this thesis. This critique points
out that the work excludes the experiences of modern women in Westernised societies (Krais,
2006). However, I believe it is important to recognise that Bourdieu's historical consideration
of society reflects an androcentric reality, where men have traditionally held power and
authority. Consequently, historical accounts often have been written from a male perspective.
While this androcentric viewpoint is flawed and diminishes the accomplishments of females,
it is not necessarily an inaccurate representation of how some men have historically benefited
from patriarchal dominance. There is criticism directed at Bourdieu's work and the
recognition of the justifications. This awareness promotes the need for future additions and
adaptations to existing theories, reflecting the evolution of society toward a more modern and

dynamic state. This thesis is flexible in adjusting theoretical frameworks to align with
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contemporary perspectives, which is crucial for ensuring relevance and applicability in

understanding the complexities of our developing social landscape.

This section has outlined the characteristics of adolescence which makes the exploration of
the influence of gender in adolescence an important consideration. I have explained my
understanding of gender as a social construction, drawing on Butler’s (1988, 1990) concept
of performativity to further allocate elements of agency and action in how young people
develop their own gendered identity. This definition of gender aligns with my
epistemological and ontological positioning, which will be further discussed in 3.0

Methodology (Chapter 3).

This thesis explores adolescent experiences of PE in relation to gender. The evolution of PE
has historically mirrored deeply ingrained gender divisions, resulting in the segregation of PE
into separate subjects for boys and girls (Kirk, 2002). Notably, PE stands out as one of the
most heavily gendered subjects in schools (Berg & Lahelma, 2010). As the researcher, I have
conscientiously approached the investigation of PE through a gendered lens. Throughout this
thesis, I have frequently used the terms: girls and boys, men and women, largely adhering to
a binary framework. This approach aligns with the current state of PE and was chosen to
accurately capture the experiences of the participants. Nevertheless, I acknowledge the
ongoing societal shift towards a more inclusive understanding of gender, moving away from
a strictly binary perspective. I believe that further research endeavours can contribute to
integrating this evolving understanding of gender into the discourse surrounding PE and the

influence it has.

1.8. Girls in PE

Numerous studies have consistently demonstrated that adolescent girls engage in less
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physical activity compared to boys (Vescio et al., 2005; Whitehead & Biddle, 2008). Youth
Sport Trust found that on average, boys spend more time on PE in school per week compared
to girls. Secondary-aged boys report an average of 141 minutes per week, while secondary-
aged girls report an average of 127 minutes per week. Furthermore, there appears to be a
disparity in the reported amount of PE among girls based on age, with a downward trend in
the number of minutes spent on PE. Girls in KS3 reported an average of 133 minutes per

week, whereas those in KS4 reported an average of 107 minutes per week (YST, 2019).

This disparity intensifies during adolescence, particularly evident in a significant decline in
girls' participation in school sports by the age of 15 (Schofield et al., 2002). Research
suggests that girls are inactive and demonstrate lower involvement in PE during adolescence,
possibly stemming from prior disengagement from PE (Rich, 2003; Brooks & Magnusson,
2006). According to a report, Gender. Sport England. (2022), which compiled insights from
over 4,000 adolescent girls and boys, 43% of girls had disengaged from PE since primary
school. Additionally, findings from the annual Girls Active. Youth Sport Trust (2023), that
since 2016 indicate a declining trend in girls' enjoyment of PE, with only 64% reporting
enjoyment compared to 86% of boys. Notably, enjoyment levels among girls have decreased

over time; in 2016, 74% of all girls reported enjoying PE.

Research into adolescent girls disengaging in PE has highlighted some barriers for girls,
which will be discussed in the following literature review chapter in greater detail.

Research has identified significant psychological barriers to girls' engagement in PE,
including feelings of self-consciousness, with enjoyment being a protective factor (Robbins,
Pender & Kazanis, 2003). Low perceived competence among adolescent girls can deter their

participation in PE, especially given its prevalence in this demographic (Ryan et al., 2003;
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Inchley, Kirby, & Currie, 2011). Social factors, such as peer support and scrutiny,
significantly impact girls' involvement in PE, with some peers encouraging participation
while others engage in body-related criticism and bullying (Mitchell, Gray & Inchley, 2015;
Dove). Environmental factors, including inappropriate PE attire, also contribute to girls'
disengagement from PE, highlighting the need for further research on uniform-related issues

from an intersectional perspective (Howard, 2023).

1.9 Research Rationale

Research into experiences of PE is still in its infancy. This thesis aims to add and extend to the
knowledge of gender influence in PE for adolescent girls by exploring their experiences. This
thesis intends to investigate various aspects of the participants’ PE experiences about what has
influenced them. This includes exploring whether the participants have encountered societal

gender expectations and how they intersect with their experiences

1.9.1 Research Question

The research question (RQ) I will address in this thesis is:

RQ1: What are the experiences of Physical Education for adolescent girls in relation to gender

norms?

This RQ aims to provide a more in-depth exploration of students’ experience of PE in relation
to the influence of gender. The RQ is designed to allow participants to share their experiences.

Gender is the primary lens through which young people’s experiences of PE will be explored
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in this thesis. The RQs aim to give students a voice with the hope that a greater
acknowledgement and reflection can occur following a greater understanding of students’

experiences.

The impact of this thesis will likely occur at each level of EP work. The primary aim of this
thesis for EPs is to provide scope for them to consider gender in their work. It aims to allow
EPs to link theory and practice with the findings from this thesis, in a way that is accessible
and useful for them. It will contribute to the current literature, incorporating a new participant

group and geographical area.

I will discuss how EPs can apply the findings from this thesis into their work, as a suggestion
for EPs when relevant in their work. At the individual level, this thesis relates to EPs current
work with individual students in schools. EPs are required to support with the four areas of
SEN (cognition and learning, communication and integration, SEMH, and physical and
sensory needs). This introduction has highlighted the benefits of PE on those four areas. EPs
can incorporate this thesis to consider their work with adolescent girls, with further reflection
on the influence of gender. This will enable greater reflections for EPs, understanding CYPs
viewpoints and use this information to help generate formulations, subsequently thus

enabling EPs, when working with individual adolescent females, to have greater insight.

At the group level, this thesis has the potential to enhance comprehension by exploring
perspectives and obstacles related to PE, ultimately aiming to design interventions and
projects that promote the re-engagement of adolescent girls in PE. A systematic review of
interventions found five of 21 studies reported favourable interventions for adolescent girls

and recommended further research into what makes an effective physical activity intervention
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(Camacho-Minano et al., 2011). Dishman et al., (2004) found self-efficacy mediated the
impact of PE interventions. EPs could support schools to utilise PE time more effectively

with support from evidence-based practice.

At the systemic level, EPs using their enhanced understanding of the influence of gender in
PE for adolescent girls, can provide systemic support where necessary in their work.
Furthermore, this deeper understanding from the thesis may help support EPs to support
schools with their understanding of the influence, and then to break down any barriers and

enhance opportunities for adolescent girls in PE.
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2.0 Literature Review

The purpose of this literature review is to establish the current research focusing on
adolescent girls experiences of PE in the UK. This sought to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the influences impacting girls and their experiences to develop a clearer

insight into the situation.

This literature review aims to systematically identify and analyse relevant evidence whilst
being guided by ‘Making an argument’ principles (Braun, Clarke & Hayfield, 2022). The
systemic method of a literature review addresses specific criteria, facilitating a
comprehensive examination of the research question. Employing explicit and systematic
methods throughout the review process helps minimise bias, ensuring a thorough analysis of
articles and all available evidence, which in turn contributes to the generation of reliable
findings and supports informed decision-making (Moher et al., 2009). Therefore, this review
aims to hold these methods in mind whilst also considering how there is an emphasis that
crafting an argument involves active interpretation and analysis rather than mere description
or summarisation of data (Braun et al., 2022). Therefore, this review integrates traditional
systemic values with a proactive stance towards data interpretation, aiming to construct

coherent and persuasive arguments based on the analysed evidence.

The literature review question: What are the experiences of adolescent girls participating in

PE in the UK?

Following a scoping review to isolate key terms, a literature search was undertaken on 18%

July 2023, covering two prominent psychology and educational databases (PSYCHINFO and
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ERIC). A second search was completed 15% January 2024, to ensure recent research was

included. These two databases were used as they were relevant to my topic area and

encompass educational psychology, as suggested by Siddaway, Woods, and Hedges (2019).

Table 1 shows the search terms below:

Table 1: Mapping and Search Terms

Subject mapping terms

Keyword search terms

Rationale

1. Physical Education

OR PE OR school sport

This review intended to find

studies that were specific to

Physical Education.
AND
2. Adolescence OR adolescen* OR
teenage®*OR key stage 4 OR
KS4
AND
3. girls OR female* OR girl*
AND OR England OR Wales OR | Terms for each of the UK
Scotland OR Northern countries were included so
4. UK Ireland that the full scope of articles

was considered

Each of the 4 subject heading search terms were combined with the equivalent keyword

search terms using OR. Siddaway, Woods, and Hedges (2019) stated that when completing a
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literature review, and especially when conducting a narrative review, it was important to

consider different terminology. This led me to consider synonyms of my mapping terms,

singular and plural forms, broader and narrower terms, and different spellings. The four

search terms were then combined with AND. This method led to 113 papers (PsychINFO)

and 42 papers (ERIC). I used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and

34

Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) flowchart in the retrieval and selection process (Moher et al. 2009)

(see Figure 1).

Records identified through
database searching

PsychINFO n=113
ERIC n=42

\ 4

Titles and abstracts screened
Full-text articles assessed for
eligibility

(n=120)

v

Studies included in literature
review.
(n=12)

Full-text articles excluded with reasons
(n=108)

Participants n=31
Research design n=18
Location n=8
Duplications n=9

Not focused on PE n= 42

Figure 1: Literature Review Flowchart

The results from the 2 databases were compared so that duplicates could be removed, and

then the inclusion and exclusion criteria (See Table 2) were applied to the full-text articles.

34




35

Though Braun and Clarke (2022) suggest utilising narrative text, the qualitative studies and

mixed-methods study included in this research provided data primarily in text form.

Table 2: Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria in Literature Review

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Rationale

1. Research design

Studies were included if
they were empirical and had
an experimental or quasi-
experimental survey design.

2. Location

Studies were included if
they described practice
taking place in the UK

3. Participants

Studies were accepted in

participants were adolescent

girls

4. Publication date

Studies were excluded if
they were opinion pieces or
position papers which were
not reporting results of an

empirical study.

Studies were excluded if the
practice was described as

outside the UK.

Studies were excluded if
participants were male or of
a different age group. Also if
participants were from other
professional groups e.g.
teachers, sports coaches,
headteachers.

Studies were excluded if

they did not appear in a

The review aimed to find
research into practice not

solely theory.

Research evidence was
sought that was directly
related to UK educational

contexts.

The review aimed to look

solely at the experiences of

adolescent girls.

The quality of studies will

already have been checked if
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Studies were included peer-reviewed journal in the

last 25 years.

5. Focus on PE Studies were excluded if

they focused on physical
activity outside of PE; e.g.
extra-curricular sports,
sports clubs outside of

school

36

published in a journal. 30
years should give a wide
scope to include all relevant
research.

The focus of the literature
review is specifically on
barriers to PE, not to

physical activity.

This elimination process produced a final 12 papers for the literature review.

Table 3: Final papers for Literature Review

Paper  Paper Reference

number

1. Azzarito, L., & Hill, J. (2013). Girls looking for a ‘second home’: Bodies,
difference and places of inclusion. Physical education and sport
pedagogy, 18(4), 351-375.

2. Cockburn, C., & Clarke, G. (2002). “Everybody's looking at you!”: Girls

negotiating the “femininity deficit” they incur in physical education. In Women's

Studies International Forum (Vol. 25, No. 6, pp. 651-665). Pergamon.
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Goodyear, V. A., Casey, A., & Kirk, D. (2014). Hiding behind the camera: Social
learning within the cooperative learning model to engage girls in physical

education. Sport, education and society, 19(6), 712-734.

James, M., Todd, C., Scott, S., Stratton, G., McCoubrey, S., Christian, D., ... &
Brophy, S. (2018). Teenage recommendations to improve physical activity for

their age group: a qualitative study. BMC Public Health, 18(1), 1-9.

Jones, R. J., Polman, R. C., & Peters, D. M. (2009). Physical self-perceptions of
adolescents in Years 8, 9 and 10 in independent schools, state comprehensive

schools and specialist sport colleges in England. Physical Education and Sport

Pedagogy, 14(2), 109-124.

Kirby, J., Levin, K. A., & Inchley, J. (2012). Associations between the school
environment and adolescent girls’ physical activity. Health education

research, 27(1), 101-114.

Metcalfe, S. (2018). Adolescent constructions of gendered identities: The role of

sport and (physical) education. Sport, Education and Society, 23(7), 681-693.

Niven, A., Henretty, J., & Fawkner, S. (2014). ‘It’s too crowded’ A qualitative
study of the physical environment factors that adolescent girls perceive to be

important and influential on their PE experience. European Physical Education

Review, 20(3), 335-348.
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9. Smith, A., Green, K., & Thurston, M. (2009). ‘Activity choice’ and physical

education in England and Wales. Sport, Education and Society, 14(2), 203-222.

10. Stride, A., & Flintoff, A. (2017). ‘I don’t want my parents’ respect going down
the drain’: South Asian, Muslim young women negotiating family and physical
activity. Asia-Pacific Journal of Health, Sport and Physical Education, 8(1), 3-

17.

1. Vaughan, J., Boduszek, D., & Rodriguez, A. (2015). Factors influencing subject
selection in upper secondary education (Key Stage 4) for males and females in

England. Current Issues in Personality Psychology, 3(3), 166-174.

12. Whitehead, S., & Biddle, S. (2008). Adolescent girls' perceptions of physical
activity: A focus group study. European physical education review, 14(2), 243-

262.

2.1 Introduction to Literature Review

A growing body of literature is currently investigating the experiences of participation in PE
among adolescents (Coleman et al., 2008). Consistent findings from longitudinal studies
illustrate a pronounced decrease in participation in PE and levels of physical activity (PA)
during adolescence (Aaron et al., 2002). Notably, girls exhibit lower rates of PA
participation, reporting less engagement in PA compared to boys throughout their teenage

years (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008). This decline in activity levels among adolescent girls is
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most conspicuous during the transition from primary to secondary school (Collins et al.,

2010).

Over the past few decades, research has demonstrated that girls do not actively participate in
PE within the school setting as much as boys, leading to a significant number of relatively
inactive girls within PE classes (Rich 2004; Brooks & Magnusson, 2006). These girls are
frequently recognised in the literature as “less physically active” (Jones et al., 2009, p.12), or
“disengaged” (Azzarito & Hill, 2013, p.6). More recently, the focus has shifted from merely
recognising girls' disengagement to exploring strategies to overcome this disengagement
from PE (Oliver & Lalik, 2001; Oliver et al, 2009; Enright & O'Sullivan, 2010; Fisette,

2011).

This literature review will summarise the existing body of research, outlining the consistent
trend in adolescence, and a significant decline in participation in PE, particularly among girls.
In order to complete the literature review, this section will detail the findings of the research
question, followed with critical appraisal of the aims, methodology, sample, analysis, theory,

and reflexivity.

2.2 Themes in the Literature Review

This literature review identified several themes, which will be discussed individually. These
themes were discerned following the methodology outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022),
employing a deductive approach rooted in the research question posed in the literature

review.
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The literature outlines that the challenge of involving girls in PE is multifaceted. Within the
same class, girls may exhibit varying preferences for activities, and their motivations or
perceived obstacles to participating in physical activity can be diverse. One main theme was
self-perception, discussed as an internal occurrence for girls regarding their wish to involve
themselves in PE. Other themes were more focused on external influences, including
masculinity in PE, choice of activity, the purpose of PE, and the awareness of culture and

ethnicity.

2.2.1 Self-Perception

The predominant theme in the literature revolved around the self-perception of adolescent
girls when considering PE. Jones et al. (2009) described self-perception as

an aspect of a person that plays a pivotal role in determining their level of self-esteem.
Moreover, the perception of one's physical self emerges as a crucial component of overall

self-perception, with implications for health, well-being, achievement, and health behaviours.

Jones et al. (2009), James et al. (2018), and Smith et al. (2009) outlined how these girls
placed significant emphasis on various aspects of their self-concept, including their
appearance, confidence, physicality, and self-confidence. Vaughan et al. (2015) also
demonstrated a connection between these self-perceptions and external influences,
particularly the impact of factors such as social media and prevailing gender norms. These
external factors played a pivotal role in shaping and influencing how adolescent girls

perceived themselves within the context of PE.

The literature outlines the challenges adolescent girls face in their PE classes due to their

internal self-perception. Vaughan et al. (2015) administered an Academic Self-Perception

40



41

(ASP) questionnaire and completed individual interviews finding that boys exhibit higher
self-perception not only in academic classes but also in PE, whereas girls, who are not as

physically active, tend to score lower in various aspects related to physical self-perception.

In an exploration of identities, subjectivities, and their interrelation with engagement,
Goodyear et al. (2014) explored engagement in PE with an eight lesson Cooperative Learning
programme. Data collection included the teacher’s reflective journal, and post-lesson teacher
analysis tool (Dyson & Rubin, 2003). Their findings suggest that girls who adopt a 'sporty’
identity engage in PE and describe it as both fun and enjoyable due to their high levels of
physical competence. Whitehead and Biddle (2008) further explored girls’ perceptions of
physical activity in focus groups. Their thematic analysis highlighted the influence of peer
comments in PE, with friendship groups frequently making remarks about girls, such as
assigning nicknames. Additionally, girls expressed concerns about weight gain, leading to

temporary and unhealthy motivation for physical activity.

Overall, self-perception seems paramount within the realm of PE for adolescent girls. These
girls place significant emphasis on various facets of their self-concept, influenced by external
factors such as social media (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008) and prevailing gender norms
(Metcalfe, 2018). The challenges they encounter in PE classes, as outlined in the research,
stem from internal self-perceptions and are exacerbated by societal influences (Cockburn &
Clarke, 2002). Issues like peer comments, concerns about appearance, and societal
expectations contribute to lower physical self-perception scores for girls, contrasting with
higher scores observed in boys (Jones et al. 2009). Furthermore, unhealthy motivations for

physical activity may arise from these concerns (Metcalfe, 2018).
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Notably, Stride and Flintoff (2017) described how adopting a “sporty' identity” (p.22)
appears to positively impact engagement, with girls expressing enjoyment in PE due to
heightened levels of physical competence. This nuanced understanding of self-perception and
its external influences is crucial for developing strategies to enhance the PE experience for

adolescent girls.

More specifically, appearance has been argued as an important facet of self-perception, and it
has been extensively explored in the literature. Appearance seems to play a pivotal role in
shaping self-esteem, and this connection holds true across all stages of childhood (Jones et
al., 2009). Furthermore, during adolescence, a person's physical appearance and competence
have been argued to have a significant impact on how they perceive and navigate other

aspects of life, such as social and emotional domains (Harter, 1990).

Building on this, adolescence emerges as a crucial phase in self-development, where the
encounters and attitudes during this period significantly shape future behaviours and social
interactions (Jones et al., 2009). Relating this to PE, James et al. (2018) suggested that girls
often prefer solitary exercise to avoid fixating on their appearance, particularly concerns
about sweating. Niven et al. (2014) found that swimming was difficult for girls as they had
“self-presentation concerns about wearing swimwear in the presence of boys” (p.5). A vital
aspect is fostering physical self-esteem in adolescent girls. Furthermore, Jones et al. (2009)
used two questionnaires, named the Children and Youth Physical Perception Profile and
Children and Youth Perceived Importance Profile, finding that exercise serves as an effective

tool for enhancing self-esteem among children and adolescents.

Cockburn and Clarke (2002) noted that the physical demands of activities such as getting

sweaty and muddy run counter to the expectations of adolescent girl culture. The concept of a
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"femininity deficit" (p.655) as described seems to revolve around the idea that societal
expectations of appearance within teenage feminine culture create a disparity or deficit for
girls. This deficit arises from the pressure to conform to certain standards of appearance that

are deemed acceptable or desirable within their peer groups and by society at large.

The concept of a "femininity deficit" (Cockburn & Clarke, 2002, p.655) as described seems
to revolve around the idea that societal expectations of appearance within teenage feminine
culture create a disparity or deficit for girls. This deficit arises from the pressure to conform
to certain standards of appearance that are deemed acceptable or desirable within their peer
groups and by society at large. The conflict arises when these standards clash with the
expectations or norms imposed by authority figures such as teachers, as well as the
perceptions and expectations of boys. Girls may find themselves torn between adhering to the
standards of appearance within their peer group and meeting the expectations of those around
them. Furthermore, it highlights the need for further understanding of these expectations and

the impact they have on girls' sense of self-worth, autonomy, and well-being.

Society often instils the idea that engaging in sports is a way of proving, heightening, and
focusing on one's masculinity. Metcalfe (2018) outlined how “the social construction of
masculinity is strongly associated with maleness, and is characterised by sporting prowess,
musculature, physical dominance, and confidence” (Gerdin, 2016, p.683). Consequently,
girls may fear facing discrimination when they challenge this norm and involve themselves in
sports that are not traditionally associated with femininity (Stride & Flintoff, 2017; Cockburn

& Clarke, 2002).

Azzarito and Hill (2013) described how girls decide to insert themselves into
and/or withdraw from a space depending on how they view and how they believe others

view their bodies in these spaces. For instance, Garrett (2004) has argued that in the space of
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PE, girls can feel significantly more “vulnerable to being measured and evaluated in terms of
their outward signs and bodily shape” (p. 224). In summary, the literature extensively
explores the significance of appearance in self-perception during adolescence, a crucial phase
in shaping future behaviours and social interactions. Appearance holds a pivotal role in
shaping self-esteem across all childhood stages, influencing how individuals perceive and
navigate various life domains during adolescence. Within the context of PE, studies reveal
that adolescent girls often prefer solitary exercise to mitigate concerns about appearance,
such as sweating. Swimming, for example, poses challenges due to self-presentation
concerns. Fostering physical self-esteem in adolescent girls is crucial, as exercise is identified
as an effective tool for enhancing self-esteem. However, societal expectations and gender
norms contribute to a "femininity deficit" (Cockburn & Clarke, 2002, p.655) when girls
engage in physically demanding activities, potentially leading to discrimination and
harassment. In PE settings, girls may feel vulnerable to external evaluations based on their
outward signs and bodily shape, reinforcing the complexities of self-perception in the context

of physical activity.

2.2.2 Gender Norms

The link between gender norms and self-perception was outlined by Azzarito and Hill (2013)
as they discuss how adolescence is often marked by a heightened awareness of the body as an
integral aspect of self-identity. Within this context, gendered spaces that promote a limited
conception of the ideal female body further accentuate the societal expectations for girls to
adhere to established gender norms. This, in turn, increases the likelihood of self-

consciousness among girls (Heilman, 2001). The studies explored and integrated gender
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norms into their research, each offering a distinct perspective, all of which are elaborated

upon below.

Whitehead and Biddle (2008) discuss the perception of femininity in the context of PE and
sports. Focus groups in this research suggested that the conventional feminine image is often
incongruent with the expectations of sports participation. Consequently, they suggested girls
may engage in PE to a limited extent, with a reluctance to break a sweat or display

aggression, to conform to traditional notions of femininity (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008).

Metcalfe (2018) observed that adolescent girls often found themselves compelled to conform
to certain behavioural expectations and norms imposed by societal perceptions. This pressure
was believed to lead to females acting and presenting themselves in a certain way to fit with
their gender. This observation aligns with Connell’s (1987) concept of emphasised
femininity, where females are expected to adhere to traditional gender roles and girls attempt
to construct an identity acceptable within the existing gender order. They may often strive to
create an identity that aligns with the prevailing gender norms, but this endeavour can put
them in a challenging position (Azzarito & Hill, 2013). Girls may face the choice of resisting
these norms, either by opposing the group's expectations or grappling with internal conflicts.
In doing so, it could be seen that they encounter awareness of societal pressures and find

themselves constrained by them.

Cockburn and Clarke (2002) discuss Connell's concept of "othering" (p.652) as it relates to
females. This notion emphasises the considerable societal pressure on girls to conform to the
expectations of emphasised femininity. Such pressures can significantly limit their

participation in PE. Whitehead and Biddle (2008) researched adolescent girls using focus
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groups, and the thematic analysis found that social norms and societal influences impacted
girls’ participation. They suggested that adolescent girls are often highly impressionable and
feel a strong desire to conform to established norms, which can further contribute to the

challenges girls face in engaging in PE (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008).

Vaughan et al. (2015) explained how, for adolescent girls, these gender norms are
perpetuated through interactions within the environment. Students are commonly influenced
by gender stereotypes, which can deter them from certain activities, such as PE. This
complicates engagement in PE, as it often requires an approach associated with traditional
masculinity (Cockburn & Clarke, 2002). There is a narrative in the literature that this is
something that an adolescent girl cannot achieve, especially in the eyes of others. Hills
(2006) highlights the issue of girls not being perceived as physically competitive, which leads
to them being excluded or feeling excluded from team sports and how this perception of

physical competitiveness can create a barrier to their participation in such activities.

In summary, the literature explores the intricate relationship between gender norms and self-
perception during adolescence, a phase marked by heightened body awareness and societal
expectations. Gendered spaces, such as PE, contribute to self-consciousness among girls.
Additionally, the literature highlights the narrative that girls are often perceived as lacking
physical competitiveness, leading to their exclusion from team sports, based on their gender.
Overall, these findings shed light on the complex challenges girls encounter in navigating
self-perception within the confines of societal gender norms, significantly impacting their

participation in physical activities such as PE.
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2.2.3 Masculinity in PE

According to Vaughan et al. (2015), there is a link between masculinity and PE resulting in a
bias in favour of boys. Their quantitative study, using two questionnaires (Attitudes Towards
School and Academic Self-Perception) were included. They collated this data with
demographic measures and the Children’s Sex Role Inventory (CSRI) (Boldizar, 1991),
students who score higher on the masculinity sub-scale of the CSRI are significantly more
likely to “select physical education/sport subjects compared to creative and performance
subjects” (p.171). Metcalfe (2018) emphasised that PE and sports are predominantly
associated with boys, and a strong sporting physique plays a pivotal role in fostering a
successful masculine identity. They highlighted that this situation may create challenges for

girls who may not conform to the conventional expectations of PE (Metcalfe, 2018).

Hills (2006) highlights the phenomenon where girls often suppress or downplay their
sporting abilities, even if they are actively involved in sports outside of the school
environment. This behaviour is driven by a desire to conform to prevailing gender norms
within PE classes and maintain a specific discourse about what constitutes an appropriate
form of female physicality. Girls who choose to challenge this status quo face an additional
hurdle, as they must not only excel in sports but also confront societal expectations and
actively represent themselves as athletes outside of traditional gender roles.

Metcalfe (2018) also noted that these expectations extend to males, who are likewise
burdened by the societal demand for them to embody traditional masculinity. One participant
said that "I’'m aware [of gender] sometimes, but mostly it’s just background noise" (p.688).
This highlights how gender norms are often downplayed or seen as natural by young people

and how Gender-related influences are pervasive throughout the lives of young people,
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although these influences often operate in the background and may not always be consciously

acknowledged.

The literature presents a pervasive link between masculinity and PE, favouring boys. The
association of PE and sports predominantly with boys, coupled with the emphasis on a robust
sporting physique for a successful masculine identity, poses potential challenges for girls to

conform to social norms.

2.2.4 Environment Surrounding PE

Stride and Flintoff (2017) emphasise the crucial role of family support in enabling physical
activity opportunities for young women, a finding that aligns with previous research
(Azzarito & Hill, 2013). The study outlines the significance of creating PE settings that are
inclusive of the diverse identities of adolescent girls, recognising their right to participate in
physical activities. However, it also reveals that there is often debate about what constitutes
an appropriate space for such activities. Benn et al. (2011) acknowledged that for physical
activity providers and educators still need to take a proactive approach, they must collaborate

with the girls they serve to acknowledge and accommodate differences.

2.2.5 Choice of Activity for PE

The literature highlights adolescent girls derive enjoyment from having a choice in their PE
lessons. James et al. (2018) used focus groups with adolescent girls, in which they expressed
a preference for PE when it was student-led rather than teacher-led. This approach increased

their motivation to participate in PE, primarily because it granted them more autonomy and
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the opportunity to voice their preferences regarding the activities. Jones et al. (2009) further
indicate that girls valued having their opinions considered during PE lessons. They felt that
there was insufficient communication and collaboration between them and the teaching staff
concerning the selection of PE activities (James et al., 2018). This lack of consultation led to
a disconnect between school-based PE and the leisure or sports activities that girls enjoyed
outside of the school environment, making it more challenging for adolescent girls to engage
in PE. On the other hand, Whitehead and Biddle (2008) described positive communication
between girls and teachers. In their focus groups, participants explained how some girls
successfully reached agreements with their PE teachers to wear leggings or tracksuit trousers

instead of short game skirts.

Smith et al. (2009) observed the advantages of expanded options for sporting and physical
activities in Year 11, contrasting it with their previous years in PE. They concluded that
having a broader selection of activities tended to enhance overall enjoyment. “It would
become a good deal more enjoyable, and, as a consequence, more attractive to 15-16-year-

olds” (Smith et al., 2009, p.14).

The availability of sports and activity choices in PE has a positive impact on the engagement
of adolescent girls. However, the literature also revealed a gender disparity in available
choices, with girls having fewer options compared to boys (Smith et al, 2009; Hills, 2006).
Smith et al. (2009) noted an overrepresentation of sports favouring boys, like football and
rugby, which were exclusively male sports at the time. As girls could not partake in these

activities, their choices were further limited.

The limitations on options seemed to have a more pronounced impact on the girls in the

literature. Comments from many adolescent girls resonated with findings from other studies
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(Jones et al. 2009; Smith et al. 2009; Metcalfe, 2018), indicating that girls were noticeably
dissatisfied with what they perceived as an overemphasis on a small number of traditional
team sports in PE (Stride & Flintoff, 2017; Smith et al., 2009). Additionally, Niven et al
(2014) found that even if the choice was there for the girls, other factors would deter them
from joining in. For example, “we also get the choice of football but not very many girls take

it because half the boys go and they get really competitive” (Niven et al., 2014, p5).

Furthermore, it is not just the choice of sport but also the underlying purpose of the PE lesson
that matters for girls' engagement. Jones et al. (2009) emphasised that an excessive focus on
competition and peer comparison in PE was a barrier. Instead, the research indicates that
unstructured, informal, and light-hearted fun activities are more likely to engage adolescent

girls (Kirby et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2009; James et al., 2018).

The research discussed here presents the importance of offering choices, unstructured
activities, and a variety of options in PE to better engage adolescent girls, as a rigid,
competitive approach can be a deterrent. Addressing the gender disparities in available

activities is also important for inclusive and equitable PE.

2.2.6 Purpose of PE for Girls

Goodyear et al. (2014) stated that the goal of PE is to enable young individuals to embrace an
active lifestyle. Consequently, PE should serve as an environment where students are inspired
to engage in physical activity (Haerens et al., 2011), and an effective PE program ensures that
every student actively participates, (Dyson & Strachan, 2000). The literature focused on the
issue of motivation among adolescent girls in the context of PE, with many of them

struggling to see its purpose. According to James et al. (2018), two key factors for girls'
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participation in PE are enjoyment and a clear understanding of the purpose of PE. The
research suggests that designing PE lessons with the primary aim of providing fun rather than
solely focusing on winning, burning calories, or practicing specific skills, can enhance girls'

engagement (Whitehead & Biddle, 2008)

Whitehead and Biddle’s (2008) findings suggest that many of the benefits offered by
traditional PE were short-term and did not provide a compelling purpose for sustained
engagement in PE and physical activity into adulthood. Hobbs et al. (2015) identified that
some adolescent girls fell short of the anticipated level of achievement in PE, primarily
attributing this to the structure of the lessons. These girls encountered challenges in grasping
the purpose of activities and struggled with self-regulation in participation. This lack of

comprehension and self-regulation posed obstacles to their performance and engagement in

PE.

Furthermore, adolescent girls often prioritise other aspects of their school life, such as
friendships, relationships, and their image, 