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Abstract
[bookmark: _Int_6YuzI2Jt]The following study aimed to discover the barriers and motivating factors that affect adolescent girls from engaging in physical activity, therefore affecting engagement in Physical Education within school. Alongside reviewing relevant literature around this topic, a mixed method study was conducted to gather both quantitative and qualitative data via a questionnaire gathering data around varied targeted questions in relation to the Youth Sport Trust Girls Active National Report (2024). Both literature and data from this study revealed that periods act as a leading barrier affecting engagement within PE due to girls often being in pain, feeling uncomfortable and lacking body confidence. Furthermore, opportunities for both boys and girls to engage in multiple sports that break away from traditional competitive team games was a further barrier identified as data revealed that girls often disengage from PE due to the activity at hand and because they often believe they don't get access to equal sporting opportunities as boys. Girls' engagement within physical activity and PE is reported to decrease at a faster rate than boys, and engagement levels remain lower at all ages. Therefore, this emphasises the vital need for this issue regarding girls' participation within PE to be addressed to encourage adolescent girls to reap the benefits that engagement within physical activity and PE offers in order to live a happy and healthy lifestyle.




Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_z7J6Cxnc]Children and young people aged 5-18 are advised to complete 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity activity each day and this is inclusive of sports, Physical education, active travel and after-school activities. However, it is recommended that children and young people engage in a variety of types and intensities of Physical activity across the week in order to develop bone strength, movement skills and muscular fitness (National Health Service, 2024). The UK Chief Medical Officers Report (2019) explains that physical activity for children and young people should focus on being fun and enjoyable and allow for exploration of new opportunities. PE is one of the few subjects in school that carry lifelong importance due to its ability to shape lifelong lasting habits of living a healthy lifestyle (Avraam and Anagnostou, 2025). Research consistently states that boys are more likely to engage within PE and school sport in comparison to girls (UK Chief Medical Officers Report, 2019) and the World Health Organization (2024) explains that adolescent girls are less active than adolescent boys with 85% vs 78% not meeting recommended guidelines advised by the World Health Organization (2024). The Youth Sport Trust (2024) explains that periods act as the biggest barrier to girls aged 11-13 (47%) and girls aged 14-15 (52%) from participating in PE. The survey conducted by the Youth Sport Trust (2024) revealed that only 52% of girls always engage in PE when they have their period, with 17% sometimes engaging in PE. Also, this survey revealed that only 11% of adolescent girls feel comfortable discussing periods with their teacher. Some concerns identified factors that linked to engagement in PE when having their period included being in pain (72%), lacking energy (55%), low confidence levels (37%) and feeling self-conscious (26%). 41% of girls claim that greater flexibility to participate in PE when having a period alongside better PE to help increase comfort levels (34%) and girls only PE lessons (18%) would help support adolescent girls during this time. The Youth Sport Trust (2014) created “Girls Active” which is a scheme committed to increasing participation of girls in PE, sport and physical activity. Girls Active (2014) has identified 6 key principles that they believe should be adopted and supported by schools in order to encourage adolescent girls to engage in PE. These principles include taking a long-term approach to engaging girls, placing development of self-confidence at the heart of PE, making PE relevant to girls' lives, recognising the power of friends in driving progress, developing role models and empowering girls to design and deliver sport and PE. Since 2015, Girls Active has been delivered in over 1000 primary and secondary schools and has proven to be effective in increasing girls' enjoyment, participation and engagement in PE, school sport and physical activity. Following the delivery of this scheme in 2023, one Girls Active leader stated “I have learnt that being a female role-model can influence other females to have faith and believe in themselves. It really doesn't matter the shape or size of anyone's body, everyone is equal and can do the same things as others can do”. Following engagement within this scheme, 58% of participants felt more confident to engage in sport and Physical Activity, 47% of girls felt happier engaging in PE and 62% felt more resilient. Further data stated that 55% of participants have an improved belief regarding how good they are at sports and 54% of participants feel more engaged in the wider school environment. The overall aim of this study is to identify the common and reoccurring factors that prevent adolescent girls from engaging in Physical Education within Secondary School and analyse results in comparison to relevant literature. 



Literature Review
Importance of being Physically Active
[bookmark: _Int_BJIoYaxz]The World Health Organization (2024) defines Physical Activity as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expenditure”. The National Health Service (2024) explains that there is strong scientific evidence linking physical activity and living a happy and healthy life. Being physically inactive is a modifiable risk factor for obesity, bone and joint diseases, depression, chronic diseases and cancer (Warburton et al., 2006). Further research has also confirmed that unhealthy habits and physical inactivity are the main underlying causes of weight gain, obesity, and medical diseases such as type 2 diabetes (Reiner et al., 2013). A primary intervention study has also revealed that there was a reduction in relative risk by approximately 20-30% of death from both men and women who reported increased levels of physical activity (Warburton et al., 2006). Gibson-Moor (2019) quoted that “if physical activity were a drug, we would refer to it as a miracle cure, due to the great many illnesses it can prevent and help treat” (pp. 320). This emphasis the vital role that living a physically active lifestyle can have upon the health and well-being of individuals. Although physical activity offers multiple health benefits to individuals, research explains that it can also offer personal benefits such as improved self-esteem, better quality of sleep and improved stress management (DHSC, 2019a as cited in Gibson-Moore, 2019). Alongside this research, physical activity has been reported to offer financial savings for healthcare systems and offer social benefits to the community by a reduction of air pollution by switching to active travel (DHSC 2019a, as cited in Gibson-Moore, 2019).

Importance of Physical Activity for Young People
In children and young people, engaging in regular physical activity improves cardiovascular fitness, learning and attainment, mental health and helps contribute to maintaining a healthy bodyweight (Gibson-Moore, 2019). Existing literature explains that 80% of adolescents globally are insufficiently active with many engaging in more than 2 hours of screen time daily (Sluijs et al., 2022). Alongside general health benefits, it is vital that young people engage in physical activity in order to develop their fundamental movement skills and form the building blocks for developing skills and movements that sport requires (McMurray, 2020). It is explained that young people who perceive themselves to have low motor skill competence and demonstrate low levels of motor competence are often drawn into a negative spiral of disengagement from physical activity (Stodden et al., 2008). This confirms the importance of children and young people having the opportunity to develop skills via physical activity to prevent physical inactivity and obesity (Stodden et al., 2008).



The role and importance of PE
[bookmark: _Int_h5YXx8yQ]It is noted that few subjects within the school curriculum carry as much lifelong importance as Physical Education (Avraam et al., 2025). A number of studies have explored the importance of PE for young people. Thiel and Tchounwou (2023) argue that PE should be at the forefront of a schools effort to promote physical activity and develop knowledge, skills, values and confidence in order to live healthy and active lifestyles. The Government (2024) also recognises the benefits that PE, physical activity and sport offer children and young people for developing character, building resilience, health benefits and the development of leadership and teamwork skills. For many young people, PE in school is often the sole form of exercise accessible to them. Schools are identified as a key aspect for promoting physical activity within children and young people (Routledge, 2006). Therefore, this emphasis the importance of high-quality PE to help develop knowledge, skills and living an active lifestyle. The Welsh Curriculum (2020) has created a holistic structure for the development of Health and Well-Being of pupils. The fundamental aspects within this area of learning include mental health and physical health development, alongside developing social and emotional well-being. This structure aims to help schools foster a whole school approach to help pupils understand the importance of living healthy lifestyles alongside meeting the aims of the new curriculum such as creating motivated, empathetic and resilient individuals who become ambitious, capable learners ready to learn throughout their lives (Welsh Government, 2020). Guidance for PE correlates with the UK Chief Medical Officers (2020) advice and aims to offer young people a minimum of 2 hours of PE per week during curriculum time alongside access to extra-curricular activities. PE allows for the development of motor competence which involves developing various movements suited to sport and physical activity, healthy participation which involves knowledge surrounding how to engage in sport and physical activity safely alongside understanding rules, strategies and tactics to help improve knowledge of various sports and promoting a sense of belonging (Department for Education, 2024). It is vital that children and young people are provided with meaningful experiences within PE in order to support their development for lifelong Physical Activity. Following a pupil feedback survey, it revealed that pupils felt PE and school sport was predominantly dominated by boys, often leaving girls excluded from receiving the same opportunities. Due to this feedback, one particular school offers Year 7 girls football which gained moderate interest but importantly showed changes in attitude and engagement in regard to PE. This emphasises the importance of pupils' feedback within school (Department for Education, 2024).

The differences between boys and girls within PE
Multiple studies show a clear correlation between boys and girls engagement in PE and physical activity with girls engagement levels being lower. The UK Chief Medical Officers report (2019) stated that “global and UK scientific evidence shows that boys are more active than girls at all ages and that physical activity levels decline through childhood into adolescence”. Similarly, further research by the World Health Organization in 2024 has revealed that women are less active than men by approximately 5% which has not changed since 2000. Also, it is reported that adolescent girls were less active than adolescent boys with 85% vs 78% not meeting the World Health Organizations recommended guidelines for Physical Activity (2024). A strong divergence between boys and girls engagement levels is noted to begin around puberty and is prominent in school environments as girls participation levels in vigorous exercise and sports decline, with this gap increasing further when girls progress through secondary school (Avraam et al., 2025). Further research (Lamb, 2024) explains that the 2022 Health Behaviour in School Aged children report in Scotland reported that at the onset of teenage years, 28% of boys claimed to engage in a minimum of 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity activity each day, in comparison to only 17% of girls. Once again, emphasising the increased engagement levels of boys in comparison to girls.

[bookmark: _Int_LhA8e3ga]Barriers preventing girls engagement in Physical Activity and Physical Education
Avraam et al (2025) explains that once PE becomes optional in secondary school, girls often choose to opt out of PE or engage in PE less frequently. Several authors and studies have identified factors such as appearance, school PE kit, embarrassment, periods and choice of activity as barriers to engaging in Physical Education. For example, Mitchel et al (2025) identified many psychological barriers to girls participating in PE. The most notable barriers identified were a lack of motivation to be active and feeling self-conscious. A further barrier identified to affect engagement levels of girls in Physical Education involves embarrassment in front of peers and fear of not being good enough (Duffey et al., 2021). Similarly, a further research paper agreed that individuals who feel self-conscious about their physiques engagement to training were affected due to their motivation of the activity being negatively affected (Trigueros et al., 2019). Compulsory activities regardless of the weather and a lack of appropriate equipment was a further barrier identified to affect girls engagement levels in PE (Mitchell et al., 2015). Autonomy is viewed to play an important role in engagement as a clear difference between attitudes towards PE in school and physical activity outside of school has been identified due to adolescent girls having the choice regarding what activity they engage in based on enjoyment (Brooks and Magnusson, 2007 as cited in Mitchell et al., 2015). Research explains that the school curriculum for PE is predominantly dominated by competitive team games so therefore acts as a barrier for girls who enjoy being physically active without being competitive. Having completed further research, it explains that girls are viewed to prefer individual sports such as swimming and gymnastics that still withhold a team element in comparison to team sports that the curriculum is currently favoring (Wetton et al., 2013). “Clothing is used by individuals to express how they feel and want to show off their body to the rest of society ” (Rudd and Lennon, 2001 as cited in Mills 2019).The Youth Sport Trust Survey (2024) explained that only 1 in 4 girls aged 11-13 feel confident within their PE kit and 58% of girls want more PE kit options in comparison to 29% of boys. Research has revealed that PE kit acts as a barrier to girls engagement in PE due to the influence it has upon body image and self-confidence (Porter et al., 2025). However, even though this paper explains that wearing an ‘active uniform’ increases better physical activity levels in primary school aged pupils, there is a lack of evidence surrounding how uniform policies may impact engagement levels in secondary school PE lessons (Porter et al., 2025). The Department for Education in 2024 explained that due to cost often acting as a barrier for families, schools should try to prevent from being overly specific in kit requirements and try to offer a facility for families and the local community to access second hand uniform. The Department for Education (2024) explains that pupil voice should play an important role when developing PE kit requirements in order to increase adolescent girls participation in PE and schools should try to communicate with parents to design a uniform policy. It recommends considering factors such as practical and comfortable clothing that are affordable and appropriate to the activity at hand (Department for Education, 2024). Periods are often an overlooked barrier when discussing girls engagement in Physical Education with menstrual-related symptoms often affecting up to 90% of adolescent girls (Pfeifer and Himberrt, 2025). Factors such as mood swings and abdominal pain often act as barriers preventing girls from engaging in school sport and PE (Pfeifer and Himberrt, 2025) and further research explains that young girls often feel self-conscious during this time therefore preventing them from wanting to engage within PE. Menstruation is unique to each individual and is often accompanied by symptoms such as pain and bloating and can negatively impact an individuals ability to engage in physical activity (Morse et al., 2024 as cited in Kolic et al., 2024). It is stated that tight fitting clothes and shorts often increase anxiety around exposure and offer more challenges to individuals when engaging in physical activity and PE (Harvey et al., 2025).

Self Determination Theory
The Self Determination Theory (1985) “differentiates motivation, with autonomous and controlled motivators constituting the key, broad distinction”. The main distinction that has been identified between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation is engaging in something because it is enjoyable compared to engaging in something because it leads to a separable outcome. Intrinsic Motivation means that individuals engage in activity regardless of rewards and purely for enjoyment. Intrinsic motivation appears to weaken when people get older due to freedom and social demands (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Extrinsic Motivation is often driven by outside factors such as rewards and punishments.  A multidimensional approach to extrinsic motivation is built around the concept of internalization with various types of regulation located on a continuum of self-determination. One motivational type is external regulation which means that behaviour and engagement are externally controlled by rewards and to avoid punishment.  Secondly, there is introjected regulation which is when behavior is regulated by interpersonal contingencies such as guilt, pride and ego. Identified regulation involves behavior being adapted once they understand the value of the activity. Furthermore, integrated regulation involves the behavior being regulated once the value of the activity aligns with their current core values, needs, and goals (Ryan, 2023).

Motivators factors to encourage engagement in Physical Activity and Physical Education
[bookmark: _Int_QtNwzplU]Motivating factors such as removing comparisons between boys and girls within PE have been identified to make girls feel more comfortable (Tidmarsh et al., 2019). It is stated that if girls had access to equal opportunities within PE and school sport, it is likely to increase engagement levels and develop a love for lifelong physical activity (Women in Sport, 2025). In 2025, Stephanie Hilborne OBE stated that “The way girls experience PE and school sport can shape their attitudes towards sport and activity for life. When PE enables girls to feel seen, supported and capable, it lays the foundation for healthier, happier lives and builds respect between girls and boys at a formative age”. This emphases the importance of allowing both boys and girls access to equal opportunities within PE. However, it is also stated that girls and boys are different and therefore teachers need to understand how to meet the diverse needs to positively impact their pupils (Women in Sport, 2025). Women in Sport (2012) explain that the National Curriculum is broad enough to allow for schools to work collaboratively with girls to choose activities that will be engaging and motivating for students. This paper explains that lessons could consider focusing on the health and social benefits of PE in comparison to primarily focusing on traditional competitive sports. Research explains that girls often dislike the competitive aspect within these traditional team sports (Mitchell et al., 2013). It must be considered however, that despite its many benefits, offering students the opportunity to choose what activities they engage in within PE may not always be possible due to facilities, staff capability and teachers attitudes (Green, 2000 as cited in, Mitchell et al., 2013 ). Furthermore, this paper explains that providing ‘choice’ to pupils won’t automatically improve their engagement levels, but it will help to develop a supportive, enjoyable and enhanced teacher to pupil relationship (Mitchell et al., 2013).



Method
Rationale
Data was collected via a mixed method approach. A mixed method approach is defined as “ the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers combine elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Burke Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123 as cited in Almalki, 2016). Further research reveals that "this approach allows for the exploration of diverse perspectives, enabling the collection of rich, contextual data alongside statistical analysis” (Ahmed et al., 20204, p.1). Therefore, I opted to collect data via a mixed methos approach to help validate findings and gain deeper insights into research questions (Ahmed et al., 2024). As published by the Government in 2020, collecting data via a mixed methods approach balances out the limitations of each method, provides stronger evidence and confidence within findings, and offers more granular results than each individual method. Similarly, further research explains that mixed method research “provides a more complete picture of the phenomenon under study than would be yielded by a single approach, thereby overcoming the weaknesses and biases of single approaches” (Denscombe, 2014, p. 147 as cited in, Cohen et al., 2017).

Participants
The sample of participants involved within this data collection were all female students from one school in Southwest Wales and were selected via a stratified sample. This meant that, I, the researcher, selected a school within my local authority, then a random selection of students were selected from within this school (Armour and Macdonald, 2012). This school is located in a rural area with a total of 876 pupils as reported in 2024 (ESTYN, 2024). It is reported that 11.4% of these pupils receive free school meals (ESTYN, 2024). This questionnaire was sent electronically to the PE department staff who later provided female pupils in Year 7,8,9 and 10 the questionnaire link to participate within this study which helped me gather a wide variety of data. I was also present to support individuals completing the questionnaire. As advised by Kuphanga in 2024, questions within my questionnaire were easy to understand and age appropriate for all participants which helped to ensure that I had access to meaningful and reliable data. 

Methods
It was important for this study to gather relevant data that not only was appropriate and meaningful to suit the focus of the study but was also easy for children and young people to understand and therefore answer meaningfully. Many studies covering this topic have used qualitative approaches (Porter et al., 2025; Avraam and Anagnostou, 2025; Mitchell, 2011) however, despite these being helpful, it was important for this study to incorporate some quantitative approaches to allow for a quicker data collection process for both the researcher and participants. It was therefore important to find a suitable survey to follow and align with the aims of my study alongside being appropriate and suitable for adolescent girls in secondary school. The questionnaire from the Youth Sport Trust Girls Active National Report from 2024 focused upon secondary school aged pupils and their engagement and attitudes to PE. This survey was used between October 2023 and June 2024 and has been completed by over 15,000 young people across 161 different schools demonstrating validity and reliability even though it has not been peer reviewed. This survey aligned with the current focus of my research and was targeted at a similar audience reassuring myself it is age appropriate to adolescent girls in secondary school. However, despite being allocated to over 161 schools within the UK, this survey also had its limitations including the lack of testing around reliability and validity. Research explains that “to produce meaningful and trustworthy research, ensuring validity and reliability is absolutely essential, no matter which methodology is used” (Hossan et al., 2025, p.1). Further research explains that questionnaires require time and effort when designing and being able to understand the art of engaging surveys helps to enhance the validity and reliability of their findings (Sharma and Ruikar, 2025).
Questionnaires have the ability to collect high quality data, provide anonymity, and achieve good response rates (Marshall, 2005). Participants were all made aware that any data collected would remain anonymous to ensure that pupils felt comfortable expressing their true thoughts and feelings without concern that responses can be linked back to them causing embarrassment or worry. Anonymity is described as “information provided by participants should in no way reveal their identity” (Cohen et al., 2017, pp. 169). Research confirms that responses to questions are more likely to be genuine due to anonymity and confidentiality (Kang and Hwang, 2023). It is also explained within this paper (Kang and Hwang, 2023) that the answers provided based upon experiences are more interesting and beneficial to data collection than the specifics of the individuals life, therefore showing no reason for myself to be aware of individual responses (Kang and Hwang, 2023). Furthermore, collecting data via a questionnaire allowed me to gather data at a low cost (Kuphanga, 2024). This form of data collection ensured that all participants were presented with the same questions which allowed for more ease when analysing (Patten, 2017). Further benefits to collecting data via an electronic questionnaire are the speed in which it takes to distribute, complete, gather and process data and the convenience meaning that they can be completed at a time suited to themselves (Cohen et al., 2017). However, I am mindful that questionnaires offer limitations when gathering data as I am reliant on individuals taking the time to think about the questions and provide in-depth and honest responses (Ranganthan and Caduff, 2023). A further disadvantage to questionnaires is their ability to provide a “snapshot” of opinions and data due to restricted questions in comparison to more in-depth responses (Patten, 2017). Also, questionnaires provide respondents with the opportunity to neglect particular questions leading to incomplete questionnaires (Cohen et al., 2017).
Open and Closed Questions
Within this questionnaire, participants were provided with both open-ended and closed questions to answer. Closed questions require individuals to use checkboxes or possibly agree or disagree with a statement (Armour and Macdonald, 2012). Closed questions provide ease for respondents due to these questions often being easy to answer and therefore easy to analyse as the researcher (Armour and Macdonald, 2012). Further advantages of closed questions include speedy responses and lower levels of strong communication skills from the respondent (Hyman and Sierra, 2016). Alternatively, open-ended questions offer the opportunity to gain responses in a more explorative way and often raise new points of interest (Armour and Macdonald, 2012).

Reliability and Validity
Validity indicates that a questionnaire measures what it means to measure and therefore, the limitations of a questionnaire-based study need to be considered. Reliability is often described as a questionnaire that receives consistent responses when repeatedly conducted by various researchers (Ranganathan and Caduff, 2023).
By adopting a similar approach within my questionnaire to the Youth Sport Trust National Report (2024), it helped to ensure that all data collected measured what I wanted it to measure, the barriers and motivators to girls' participation within PE. This survey has proven that all questions presented to participants are age appropriate, which reassured me that they are suitable for pupils in Years 7-10. Any additional questions within my data collection were written and adapted to suit pupils in Secondary school. If I were to conduct this study again, I would ensure to follow the Youth Sport Trust Survey (2024) as a guide when designing my questionnaire and offering my assistance within school to offer support to pupils if required. However, I would also like to explore further peer reviewed research studies and incorporate this into a future study.



Results
The following section will present the findings from my questionnaire titled “Motivators and barriers for engagement in Physical Education”. The questionnaire received a total of 60 responses from female students with 13 (22%) respondents being in Year 7, 20 (33%) in Year 8, 13 (22%) in Year 9 and 14 (22%) being in Year 10. 

How do you feel about...?
[bookmark: _Int_PfjeULow]Individuals were asked how they feel about taking part in physical activity, taking part in PE and learning at school and ranked these factors on a scale from I don't ever want to do it up to I do it because I love it.15.8% of respondents explained that they engage in physical activity to avoid punishment and 33.% of young girls claim to engage in physical activity because it helps to make them fit and healthy. Similarly, 23.7% of respondents explained that they don't ever want to take part in PE or only do it simply to avoid punishment. Only 13.6% of respondents claimed to engage in PE because they love it. A large majority of respondents (50.7%) seemed to value the importance of learning at school as they opted to engage in it because it is important for their future. The Kruskal- Wallis test was run through SPSS to identify a difference between the independent groups. Although most questions maintain a null hypothesis, meaning there is no significant difference between the answers, one question highlighted a significant difference showing a significance value of 0.025. This difference related to the question; How do you feel taking part in PA? The nonparametric test demonstrated there was a significant difference between how pupils in years 7 and 8 answered the question.
Table 1: SPSS Significant Values Table
	Null Hypothesis
	Test
	Sig Value

	
	
	

	The medians of:
How do you feel about taking part in Physical Activity are the same across categories of, what year group are you in?
	Independent-Samples Median Test
	.052

	The distribution of: How do you feel about taking part in Physical Activity 
is the same across categories of, what year group are you in?

	Independent-Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test

	.025

	The medians of:
How do you feel about taking part in Physical Education are the same across categories of, what year group are you in?
	Independent-Samples Median Test

	.059

	The distribution of:
How do you feel about taking part in Physical Education is the same across categories of, what year group are you in?
	Independent-Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test


	.063

	The medians of:
How do you feel about learning in school are the same across categories of, what year group are you in?
	Independent-Samples Median Test

	.609

	The distribution of:
How do you feel about learning in school is the same across categories of, what year group are you in?
	Independent-Samples Kruskal-Wallis Test


	.888


Table 1.

Figure 1: How many days a week do you engage in Physical Activity?
[image: ]
Figure 1: 1 respondent claimed that they do not engage in any physical activity throughout the week. However, 22% of respondents claim to engage in Physical activity 2 days per week with only 9 participants (15%) engaging in Physical Activity 7 days per week.



Figure 2: How many days do you engage in Physical Activity, excluding PE lessons?  
Figure 2: Similarly, the graph above shows that 11 respondents (9%) claim to engage in Physical Activity 2 days a week excluding Physical Education with only 7 individuals (12%) engaging in physical activity across 7 days of the week, excluding Physical Education.

[image: ]
Would you like to be more active in school?
When asked if individuals would like to be more active within school, 52% (30 respondents) answered “no”.

Figure 3: How would you like to be more active in school?
[image: ]
Figure 3: As shown in the graph above, more opportunities to be active in other lessons received the most votes when asked how young people would like to be more active within school with 43% of respondents selecting this option. More PE was selected by 13 individuals and more opportunities to be active after school was selected by 8 respondents (10%). Alongside the options provided, participants were provided with the opportunity to provide alternative responses. One individual stated, “I think we should have more clubs for unusual sports than children would not do often... like badminton and cross country”. 

Table 2: From the activities listed, which 3 would you most like to do in PE or other sport at school?  
Table 2: The table below shows that from the list provided; badminton was the most popular activity alongside gym (such as weight training) with 24 respondents claiming they would like to do this within PE or school sport. The second most popular activity selected was netball and dance, both receiving a total of 16 votes. Baseball, however, only received a total of 3 votes. 5% of respondents provided alternative options including rounders, running and horse riding.
	Activity/Sport
	Responses

	
	

	Badminton
	24

	Football
	15

	Trampolining
	17

	Dodgeball
	12

	Netball
	16

	Dance
	16

	Hockey
	3

	Basketball
	10

	Baseball
	3

	Swimming or aquatics activities
	15

	[bookmark: _Int_BUdT0nbW]Gym (such as weight training)
	24

	Archery
	15

	Boxing
	9

	Other
	11


Table 2





Figure 4: How would you like to be grouped for sport, Physical Activity and PE?
[image: ]
Figure 4: As clearly shown in the chart above, 75% of respondents opted for sport, physical activity and PE to be grouped as girls only, with only 6 respondents (10%) opting to be grouped with all young people mixed together. The remaining 15% of respondents state that they don’t mind how they are grouped for sport, physical activity, and PE. 


Do any of the following barriers to taking part in PE apply to you?

The following question asked participants to select what, if any barriers from a list provided applied to them. Half of the respondents claimed that they do not want to take part in PE outside in horrible weather. 27 individuals (14%) claimed they do not want to take part in PE when they have their period, alongside 24 individuals (12%) being worried about how they look during PE. Confidence was selected by 20 participants (10%) and 26 individuals (13%) claimed they didn't like other people watching them. Furthermore, this question revealed that 15 individuals (8%) don't like the PE kit and 7% of individuals (14 respondents) don't like taking part with boys. Individuals provided me with alternative responses such as “injury”, “being tired from a race day the day before” and “people get really competitive over a game”. 






Table 3: What 5 WORDS would you most use to describe an active or 'sporty BOY'?


	Rank
	Description
	Number of Respondents
	Percentage of Respondents

	
	
	
	

	1
	Competitive
	42
	14%

	2
	Confident
	36
	12%

	3
	Energetic
	27
	9%

	4
	Aggressive
	25
	9%

	5
	Judgmental
	24
	8%

	6
	Strong
	23
	8%

	7
	Boastful
	18
	6%

	8
	Determined
	17
	6%

	9
	Motivated
	17
	6%

	10
	Skillful
	16
	5%

	11
	Healthy
	16
	5%

	12
	Friendly
	12
	4%

	13
	Impressive
	9
	3%

	14
	Other
	8
	3%

	15
	Calm
	4
	1%



Table 3: The table above represents the statistics taken from the question aimed at discovering what words are used to describe an active or “sporty BOY”. Competitive was selected by 42 respondents followed by confident (36 respondents) and energetic which was selected by 27 respondents. 8 participants provided alternative descriptive words including “stupid”, “boisterous sometimes” and “a showoff”.


Table 4: What 5 WORDS would you most use to describe an active or 'sporty GIRL'?

	Rank
	Description
	Number of Respondents
	Percentage of Respondents

	
	
	
	

	1
	Competitive
	45
	15%

	2
	Confident
	40
	14%

	3
	Energetic
	28
	9%

	4
	Healthy
	22
	7%

	5
	Friendly
	21
	7%

	6
	Motivated
	20
	7%

	7
	Skillful
	19
	6%

	8
	Judgmental
	18
	6%

	9
	Determined
	17
	6%

	10
	Impressive
	16
	5%

	11
	Strong
	16
	5%

	12
	Aggressive
	13
	4%

	13
	Boastful
	10
	3%

	14
	Calm
	8
	3%

	15
	Other
	3
	1%



Table 4: The same question was provided to respondents but focused upon words used to describe an active or “sporty GIRL”.  Similarly to results from the previous question, ‘competitive’ was also the highest selected response used when describing an active or “sporty GIRL”. Confident (40 respondents), energetic (28 respondents) and healthy (22 respondents) were the following most popular responses. However, ‘aggressive’ only received a total of 13 responses in comparison to 25 respondents describing a sporty boy as aggressive. Alternative words provided to describe an active or sporty GIRL were ‘fun’ and ‘a showoff’. 

Figure 5: In PE, who would you prefer to teach you?
Figure 5: When questioned, “In PE, who would you prefer to teach you?”, a large majority of respondents (78%) claimed to prefer being taught by a female teacher/ coach. The graph below also illustrates that 17% of respondents don't mind yet 0% of participants claimed they want to be taught by a male teacher/coach.
[image: ]



Figure 6: Do you take part in PE when you have your period?

[image: ]
Figure 6: As the graph above shows, 14 respondents (25%) claim to always take part in PE when they have their period alongside 16% (9 respondents) answering mostly. Both sometimes and rarely were selected by 18% of respondents, and an increased 23% of respondents claimed to never take part in PE when they have their period. 

Figure 7: In your PE lesson, how comfortable would you feel talking to your teacher about your periods?

[image: ]
Figure 7: The above graph clearly demonstrates that participants' views regarding how they feel talking to their teacher about periods are mixed with the majority of individuals (46% of respondents) stating that they do not feel comfortable discussing this topic at all, 40% of respondents feel somewhat comfortable however, only 14% of respondents feel very comfortable discussing this topic with their teacher.

Figure 8: When you have your period, which of the following things concern you about participating in PE or school sport?  
[image: ]
Figure 8: The bar chart above illustrates the responses to a question that asked participants which of the following things from a list provided concerns them about participating in PE or school sport when they have their period. The highest value stated is being in pain/uncomfortable, which was selected by 38 respondents resulting in more than half of the participants raising this issue as a main concern. Furthermore, lacking energy (32 respondents), being worried about leaking (29 respondents), and mood being low (23 respondents) were also ranked as high barriers within this question. Some respondents reported personal factors such as feeling self-conscious in changing rooms, lacking confidence, and being concerned they won’t be able to participate to the expected level.

What, if anything, can your school do to help you in PE when you have your period?  
Due to these issues, participants were asked what, if anything, their school could do to help them in PE when they have their period. From the options provided, 10 individuals claimed that greater flexibility to participate to their ability at this time would help, alongside 22 individuals claiming to want greater understanding/empathy shown by others. Further responses revealed that 18 individuals would prefer better options for PE kit to help them feel more comfortable. Further data showed that 13 individuals would like access to sanitary products, and 12 individuals claim to want more support to help them cope with how they feel throughout this time within PE. Alternative options included girls only PE lessons (8 respondents), more support to help understanding about periods and exercise (6 respondents), 15 respondents wished that their parents were provided with more information about PE and periods and 15 individuals claiming that what their school already do is good enough. 


Discussion and Finding
The following section will discuss the relevant findings from data collected throughout this study and make connections to relevant literature as discussed previously within this study. 
This mixed methods study aimed to identify the barriers and motivators that effect adolescent girls from engaging in physical activity affecting engagement in Physical Education within school. From the quantitative questions, two key results were highlighted from the data.
Result 1: The majority of participants involved within this study do not meet the UK Chief Medical Officers Guidelines for physical activity.
Result 2: Disengaging from PE due to periods causing pain and body confidence issues acts as a leading barrier preventing girls from wanting to engage in PE.
Additionally, qualitative data gathered from the participants generated six key findings with several sub findings:
Finding 1: PE kit was identified to be a main barrier affecting participation within PE with results claiming that it can be uncomfortable and raise concerns for individuals regarding how they look, therefore affecting confidence.
Finding 2: Changing rooms were identified to cause confidence issues surrounding body image and stress when preparing for the rest of the school day, therefore discouraging engagement within PE.
Finding 3: This finding identified that girls prefer to engage within PE separate from boys due to boys being over competitive. They often feel they lack opportunities in comparison to boys, therefore causing a lack of motivation to engage within PE.
Finding 4: This finding identified that the majority of participants do not meet recommended guidelines for physical activity.
Finding 5: Activities being conducted and pupil voice surrounding this was identified as a key barrier preventing engagement within PE as participants claim to disengage from PE due to the sport/activity they are required to complete.
Finding 6: Periods were identified to prevent girls from engaging with PE and physical activity due to various concerns such as being in pain and leaking.

Finding 1: PE kit was identified to be a main barrier affecting participation within PE with results claiming that it can be uncomfortable and raise concerns regarding how they look therefore affecting confidence.
As previously discussed, “Clothing is used by individuals to express how they feel and want to show off their body to the rest of society” (Rudd and Lennon, 2001 as cited in Mills 2019). However, having conducted research identifying the barriers to girls' engagement within PE, kit and sporting uniform was a common factor identified. When asked “if you could change 3 things about PE, so everyone enjoys it, what would you change and why?”, I received shortened responses including “the kit”, “the PE kit” and “better and more comfortable kit”, all from pupils in Year 8. Therefore, this raised the concern that kit often acts as a factor that could be changed or adapted to increase engagement levels in PE. Further data from a Year 8 pupil stated “more flexible and comfortable pe kit like a hoodie and joggers so they feel more comfortable with what they are wearing which would boost confidence” followed by a Year 10 pupil claiming that “being able to wear whatever athletic wear we want, as it makes us feel more comfortable and confident “obviously there would have to be some sort of resistance on what exactly)” are factors they would like to change within PE. Porter et al., (2025) confirms that adolescent girls often lack self-confidence surrounding body image due to feeling uncomfortable in PE kit with statistics revealing that only 1 in 4 girls aged 11-13 feel comfortable in their PE kit alongside 58% of girls wanting more options in regards to PE kit (Youth Sport Trust, 2024). Examining my research, it revealed that 15 individuals (15%) do not like their PE kit and 24 individuals raised concern regarding worries about how they look within PE. It is recognised by the Department for Education (2024) that pupil voice can act as an important tool to work collaboratively with staff to develop an appropriate and affordable PE kit that may increase confidence and therefore increase engagement within PE and school sport.

Finding 2: Changing rooms were identified to cause confident issues surrounding body image and stress when preparing for the rest of the school day, therefore discouraging engagement within PE.
Despite the varied research surrounding self-confidence and pe kit acting as a barrier to PE (Mitchel et al., 2025; Trugueris et al., 2019; Porter et al., 2015), the impact of changing rooms and their facilities is a less common barrier identified throughout research. However, having conducted research personally, it was noted that changing rooms and their facilities act as a barrier that prevents adolescent girls from engaging within PE particularly across the younger year groups. One year 7 pupil claimed “i dont like getting dressed/undressed in front of people” followed by similar responses from Year 8 pupils stating “people staring at me getting changed i dont like showing my arms”  and “people judging my body” when questioned what factors would stop them from taking part in PE. Further responses to a different question asked participants, ‘what do you find challenging about PE?’ and a common theme within responses to this question shared a similar approach of answers including “I feel self-conscious changing in the changing rooms” (year 8) and “getting change and people watching you” (year 8). This emphasis the clear influence that a facility could have upon young people. Once again, responses to the question, ‘if you could change three things about PE, so everyone enjoys it, what would you change and why?’, shared a similar view with 2 Year 8 participants stating “better changing rooms” and “put cubicle in changing rooms” alongside 1 Year 7 pupil claiming that “a mirror and more time to get changed to avoid the stress of being late” may help engage people within PE and make it more enjoyable for all involved. Research recognises that self-confidence (Mitchel et al., 2025) acts as a psychological barrier to participation within PE, therefore it is important for schools to work with pupils to overcome these issues in a similar approach as the Department for Education (2024) recommends in regard to PE kit and a collaborative approach to improving this issue.

Finding 3: This finding identified that girls prefer to engage within PE separate from boys due to boys being over competitive and feel they lack opportunities in comparison to boys therefore causing a lack of motivation to engage within PE.
As shown in Figure 4, 45 pupils claimed that they would prefer to be grouped as girls only when engaging within sport, Physical Activity and PE with only 6 individuals claiming they would like to be combined with boys. Data collected revealed that girls would disengage from PE due to “mixed groups” (year 7) and “being with boys not being confident” (year 7). Table 3 explains that respondents commonly described an active or ‘sporty BOY’ as competitive, confident, energetic, aggressive and judgmental. These definitions clearly raise concern as to why girls would prefer not to engage in combined lessons as the top response, competitiveness was a common factor that appeared throughout my questionnaire. Two pupils from year 9 both stated “i dont like over competitiveness” alongside two pupils in year 8 answering “people being competitive or rude” and “when we have to do something really competitive when in a non competitive group” when questioned, ‘What do you find challenging about PE?’. The World Health Organization (2024) and The UK Chief Medical Officers report from 2019 both share similar views that girls engagement within Physical Activity are lower in comparison to boys at all ages and this declines from childhood into adolescence. Further research states that if boys and girls had access to equal opportunities within PE and school sport, girls would be more likely to develop a love for lifelong physical activity and improved confidence levels (Women in Sport, 2025). One quote retrieved from a Year 10 pupil states that changing “the teachers (they are, make things equal for (boys and girls, boys get to go on trips girls dont)” could make PE more enjoyable for everyone. It is possible that allowing both boys and girls access to equal opportunities would motivate girls to work hard and engage within PE in order to experience these opportunities. This response shows that some respondents across various age groups may be externally motivated meaning they are driven by outside factors, such as a reward or trip for example, however, it is important that individuals learn to develop their internal motivation levels by engaging in PE and physical activity for pure enjoyment in order to develop lifelong physical activity (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

Finding 4: This finding identified that the majority of participants do not meet recommended guidelines for physical activity.
Research confirms the vital impact that physical activity has upon children and young people and explains that physical activity helps to develop fundamental movement skills and movements required for sporting performance (McMurray, 2020) alongside improving cardiovascular fitness mental health, learning and attainment and contributing to a healthy body weight (Gibson-Moore, 2019). Only 9 respondents across all four year groups claimed to engage in physical activity 7 days per week as illustrated in Figure 1 meaning that the majority of respondents from this questionnaire, are not meeting the UK Chief Medical Officer’s (2019) guidelines of 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity activity each day. Furthermore, only 7 respondents claim to engage in Physical activity 7 days per week excluding PE lessons, with a total of 21 girls claiming to engage in Physical activity 1-2 days per week excluding PE lessons. This shows that for a large percentage of participants within this study, PE lessons within school act as their main form of physical activity. As PE is often the sole form of physical activity available to young people, it is vital that students are provided with high quality PE to help develop knowledge, skills and the information required to help live an active lifestyle (Routledge, 2006)
Finding 5: Activities being conducted and pupil voice surrounding this was identified as a key barrier preventing engagement within PE as participants claim to disengage from PE due to the sport/activity they are required to complete.
Autonomy is viewed to play an important role in engagement as a clear difference between attitudes towards PE in school and physical activity outside of school has been identified due to adolescent girls having the choice regarding what activity they engage in based on enjoyment (Brooks and Magnusson, 2007 as cited in Mitchell et al., 2015). When asked ‘give 3 reasons for things that would stop you taking part in PE’, the choice of activity available was identified as a common factor with similar responses appearing from pupils in Year 7, 8, 9 and 10. Responses included “doing a sport I hate” (year 7) and “some of the stuff we do i dont like” (year 9). Therefore, this implies that young girls often disengage from PE due to the activity they are asked to complete, however, if they had the opportunity to access various activities, they may be more likely to engage. Further responses confirmed this hypothesis as respondents claimed they like PE but it “depends on the activity” (year 10), “its fun depending on what we do” (year 9) or, “when we do a different range of things” (year 10). One Year 9 pupils also stated “i like that sometimes we vote on what we do which is a good idea”. Allowing pupils to vote on what activities they engage in within PE may help motivate girls (Women in sport, 2012) and help to build a supportive and enhanced teacher to pupil relationship (Mitchel et al., 2013). A further research question within this questionnaire asked participants, ‘if you could change three things about PE, so everyone enjoys it, what would you change and why?’. The most common theme that appeared from this question was also based around the activity being completed with responses including “at the start of each term, we get to choose the activities we do for that term”, “seeing what everyone likes”, “having more opportunities instead of doing the same thing for a long period of time” and “larger variety of activities” all being supplied by pupils in Year 10. Similar views were shared by pupils in Year 9 stating “we get to choose what we do” and “choose what sports we do, if we dont feel comfortable doing the sport, i shouldn't have to do it”. Furthermore, Year 8 pupils also appeared to share similar views as they provided statements such as “you get some opinion on the sport you do”, “votes” and “free choice or majority votes”. This data shows that pupils across multiple year groups share similar views regarding choices available to them in PE, therefore implying that if teachers and schools can work with their pupils to resolve this issue, it may help increase girls participation in PE across all year groups. This emphasises the clear impact that pupil voice alongside specific activities have upon the participation levels of adolescent girls. Research completed by Women in Sport (2012) explains that lessons surrounding the health and social benefits of PE could be incorporated into school alongside traditional competitive sports as it is vital that young people understand the benefits that physical activity has upon them. Engaging in physical activity helps to modify the risk of obesity, bone and joint diseases, chronic diseases, cancer and depression (Warburton et al., 2006). Some respondents claim to take part in PE “to keep fit, my wellbeing, have a healthy balance of eating and exercise” (year 10), “it is important for the future” (year 9) and “because it is good for me” (year 7). Despite these responses, there were only a few responses in relation to this factor implying that more awareness around the benefits of exercise could be introduced into the curriculum with one individual in Year 10 stating they would like “having classroom lessons as well as physical lessons” which would therefore provide the opportunity to educate young people about the importance of being physically active.
Finding 6: Periods were found to prevent girls from engaging with PE and physical activity due to various concerns such as being in pain and leaking.
As shown in figure 6, 35% of respondents claim to always take part in PE when they have their period, 18% of respondents claimed to rarely engage in PE and 23% claimed to never take part in PE when they have their period. Being in pain and being uncomfortable was the most common concern raised with 32 respondents claiming that this factor prevents them from engaging within PE. Lacking energy affected 32 respondents and worries about leaking affected 29 participants. Research confirms this data and explains that mood swings and abdominal pain often act as a barrier preventing girls from engaging within sport and PE (Pfeifer and Himberrt, 2025). Qualitative data asked participants to “give three reasons for things that would stop you taking part in PE” and answers provided by a year 8 pupil included “cramps”, “periods” by a pupil in Year 10 and being“on ur period” (year 8). Once again confirming that periods are a common barrier to physical activity within young girls. This also incorporates the issue of PE kit with 18 individuals claiming they would prefer better options for PE kit to help them feel more comfortable within PE. Research conforms this data and explains that tight fitting clothing and shorts would often increase anxiety around exposure and offer more challenges to individuals when engaging in physical activity and PE (Harvey et al., 2025)

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to identify the barriers and motivators that effect adolescent girls from engaging in Physical activity affecting engagement levels in Physical Education. Throughout this study, I completed research of relevant literature and completed a mixed method approach when collecting my own data. Similarly, these both revealed that physical activity levels in adolescent girls decrease and decrease at a faster rate in comparison to boys. Global data reveals that boy's engagement in physical activity and Physical Education is most often far higher than girls and this study allowed me to explore various reasons as to why this may be. Adolescent girls claimed that periods act as a main barrier preventing them from engaging within Physical Education. They often disengage from PE due to being in pain, being uncomfortable and due to a lack of self-confidence surrounding body image around this time. Furthermore, research revealed that girls feel second best to boys within school due to boys having access to more opportunities and varied sports. Choice in regard to activity was a further barrier identified by pupils across years 7, 8, 9 and 10 implying that they disengage from PE not because they dislike being physically active, but because they dislike the repeated and often competitive activity they are required to do. Participants from this study identified that pupil's voice and their input may help to encourage more girls to be physically active and could be completed by working collaboratively with pupils and guardians to design a comfortable, practical and appropriate PE kit that helps to improve body confidence rather than effect it negatively. It is widely recognised that PE offers lifelong benefits not only to learning, but to the health and well-being of all individuals, and therefore it is vital that adolescent girls are given an equal and motivating opportunity to engage in Physical Education within school with an overall aim of encouraging lifelong physical activity.
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