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Understanding the Influences on girls’ participation and engagement within secondary school PE.
Introduction
I have researched the different influences of girls’ participation within secondary school PE lessons, and have tried to find out why some adolescent girls enjoy and engage in Physical Education while others do not. Collins states that “the research literature agrees that social barriers and gender roles have a marked influence upon physical education (1995, pp. 96). By using quantitative data through collecting the designed questionnaire and using qualitive pieces of interview data, I have worked on  finding what changes may need to be made within Physical Education lessons to make it more inclusive and complacent for the individuals. Sarah Whitehead and Stuart Biddle (2008) carried out a similar investigation where they focused on “adolescent girls’ perceptions of physical activity”. They found through their research that “girls found concerns about hair and make-up and a dislike of sweating to act as barriers to being physically active” (S, Whitehead. and S, Biddle., 2008).

Abstract 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) by Sun (2017) suggests that ‘there are three basic human needs that we all strive towards: autonomy, relatedness and competency’. If pupils are given a choice in PE lessons, they are more likely to be engaged in the lesson and have more of a positive experience to continue Physical Activity later on in life. ‘Physical Activity in PE lessons is something all pupils have to do despite lack of confidence and ability’ (Lewis, 2014), so to cater their needs and make it as enjoyable as possible for them it’s important that their opinion is heard and choice is given to them. Treacy (2017) says ‘Previous research that has explored pupil disengagement from PE has focused on what teachers should do to re-engage their pupils, or has encouraged dis-engaged pupils to create a curriculum that they perceive to be socially and culturally relevant’. Pupils and teachers need to be asked what they think needs to be done which will help impact the engagement of individuals. 
I will be using a questionnaire and interview to gather my results as I feel these are the best possible forms of conducting this type of research. From the results I found that a large majority of pupils were engaged in Physical Education lessons depending on what activity was performed. They would have preferred more options and their own choice which would have encouraged and motivated them more to participate. 
Method
During the adolescent period of girls, it is known that physical education levels decline within this specific group. Macdonald, (1989, quoted in Collins, 1995, p.10) quotes “self-perceptions reflect societal expectations and point towards a relatively low self-esteem and concept, leading towards feelings of anxiety and inferiority. The research I conducted was of a mixed methods design. I used qualitive research when using a questionnaire to find out the engagement or disengagement of girls within Physical Education, I also used quantitative research when using formal interviews to further my findings and go more in depth on the participants reasonings for their answers to the questionnaire. I found 50 girls aged 18-21 to recall back on their Physical Education Lessons. The process was completely voluntary, and they did not have to answer any questions that they felt uncomfortable answering. I used John Marshall Reeve’s ‘EDS: Engagement-Disengagement Scale’ (no date), (Appendix 1.1), questionnaire to give to the participants of my research. As this questionnaire was classroom based, I had to alter some of the wording and questions so that It would relate more to Physical Education. The questions that were used are placed in the appendix below, individuals had to choose one option from each item. From this questionnaire I was able to get a wide understanding of individuals opinions on Physical Education lessons and why they felt engaged/disengaged. I wanted to further my understanding and narrow down my findings so created a formal interview for this. To find the right participants for my interview I worked out the top 10 percentile of people who scored the highest on the questionnaire and those who were most engaged in Physical Education. I also worked out the bottom 10 percentile of people who scored the lowest on the questionnaire meaning they were mostly disengaged throughout their Physical Education lessons. These 2 groups were split into two separate focus groups according to their results. A big advantage and of me using focus groups as ways to interview my participants is that, Gratton and Jones say that an advantage of focus groups is that; “Members of the group are able to interact with each other, with the interaction leading to a greater depth of discussion, in that ideas can be generated and discussed between group members, allowing for ‘richer’ information to be gathered that if the participants were asked individually.” (Gratton, C. and Jones, I. 2004, pp.154-155). I feel that by conducting the interviews as well as the questionnaires I was able to find out essential information and have a more in-depth conversation with the participants about their Physical Education lessons experiences.

Results
The first and I believe one of the most important questions we asked out participants was ‘How do you feel about Physical Activity?’, it was important to find this out as this would give me a understanding from the start on how they actually felt about being active. The majority of the participants explained that they enjoyed physical activity because ‘I was able to express my true self through sport, by pushing myself to the best I can be’. People not only enjoy physical activity because they can push themselves to reach different targets and goals, but they also that it improves your quality of life and how it can have immediate and long-term health benefits. Only a small percentage of participants said they did not really like physical activity; this was because it was depending on the type of activity they do. Going for a walk or a run may be boring and tedious to some individuals where they pay prefer more of a competitive activity such as football or rugby where they are encouraged to keep motivated and work as a team. When asking the participants what their Physical Education lessons included of and how it affected their participation, a lot of the answers seemed to be Netball and Hockey the ‘Traditional Girls Sports’. A few participants played some rounders in the summer. This is showing that there may not be much of a variety of sports and acitivtys in Physical Education lessons, so this is leading girls to have a lack of motivation and a bad experience of Physical activity meaning they’re less likely to participate later on in life. One participant said that ‘When we got to choose what activities we got to do, I think I found myself a lot more engaged, because I could choose to play badminton for a few minutes then move on to doing just dance for example. I found these lessons definitely catered more people’s preferences and everyone seemed to enjoy them more’. Giving pupils a choice and more of a variety in Physical Education lessons, allows them to be more engaged within the lesson and more inclined to take part in these lessons as it’s what they enjoy and what they want to do. We then asked the participants what actually motivated them to participate in their PE lessons, Intrinsic Motivation or Extrinsic Motivation. Not one participant said Extrinsic alone, they either had a mix of both or intrinsic on its own. All participants were motivated to take part as they ‘wanted to work on my confidence and body image’ and thought that ‘it was a great way for that to happen in a healthy and effective way’. Some said that they get did get competitive now and again and wanted to do everything they could to win, but I believe that the participants enjoyed putting forth their effort to learn, enjoy and improve their skills achieving the health benefits whilst having fun along the way. Another important question asked which I believe related to girls’ participation in Physical Education a lot was whether their PE lessons were mixed gender or not. All participants said that the classes were not mixed gender and they just had one girls’ class and one boys’ class. Each participant also agreed with this structure as ‘I think I would feel so uncomfortable in PE with boys, I’d feel they would look and be judging the entire time’. Girls should not, not want to participate in PE because of other people’s opinions, they should feel comfortable and happy when taking part in physical activity. Another opinion was that ‘Boys’ build is a lot different to a girl, so I think it would be much harder for a girl to go against a boy’. In some circumstances this is true as girls can’t exactly play rugby against the boys, but in activities such as rounders and badminton I feel that these can be mixed gender and it may be better for the girls and they have someone different to play against. Consideration needs to be taken when deciding this as we want to encourage everyone to enjoy and participate in PE and not push them away. If both boys and girls are happy with the structure that is in place now, then I feel that things should remain the same as long as participation is at its fullest. The final question that was asked was ‘Do you take part in any other Physical Activity now?’. I wanted to see if there were any links between their physical education lessons in school and their participation in Physical Activity now. Each individual said that they do participate in physical activity now but nothing that that they did in PE lessons one person said ‘I take part in outdoor activities such as Climbing and Hill Walking. I also take part in a wide range of water sports activities’. Others said they do dance or enjoy going for walks. I feel that I have developed more of an understanding of girl’s participation and engagement within secondary school PE and how it has affected them now.
Discussion
Engaging female students in physical education (PE) has been recognised as a challenge for high school teachers (Rich, 2004; Slater &Tiggemann, 010; Wright, 1999). This may be related to the curriculum or more of the social perspective of PE. From my research and results this ‘challenge’ of engaging girls into PE lessons and helping them continue with physical activity is down to the curriculum and the way the teachers are planning the lessons. Murphy (2014) created a study where he interviewed female students and Teachers to find out their perspectives on engagement within PE and what strategies they think can be put into place. A student in this study related to a participant in my study when they said they ‘reported feelings of embarrassment, low perceived ability, concerns over body image, lack of interest in the activities being offered and the dominance of  boys  in class as affecting their  involvement  in  PE’ (Flintoff  &  Scraton,  2006;  Wright  1995;  Wright  &  Macdonald, 2010). Wright (2001) believes that to prevent these feelings it’s up to ‘How  teachers organise  their  classes  and  their  choices  of  activities  has  the  potential  to construct, reproduce or challenge assumptions’ on how engaged the girls are in the PE lessons. Lloyd (2013) also created a study where she researched the impact on year 8 and 10 girls’ engagement in Physical Education and Physical Activity. we both had similar findings where the participants thought more choice of activity was needed. ‘Another predominant theme discussed was the lesson content, emphasising the skill and technique ‘repetitive’ regime’ (Lloyd, 2013). A lot of girls do not get enjoyment out of being competitive or having pressure on them to perform well. Capel, (2007) suggested that ‘many girls prefer to participate in activities with a social and recreational emphasis rather than competitive and team sports’. Activities such as social running or games played with no score just for enjoyment can be solutions to the competitiveness in PE. Bray (2013) believes that ‘Inactivity is attributed to a decrease in motivation due to various factors, including boredom of repeated activities, coeducational classes, and a lack of perceived competence’. This is way I believe it is extremely important the give the pupils choice in PE as it will keep them involved and will allow them to have a positive experience to continue on with physical activity later on in life. ‘Physical educators need a model to assist in providing choice to students. Further, curriculum design is aided by placing choice on a continuum and focusing on instilling autonomy and promotes lifelong physical activity among children. Figure 2 illustrates a choice continuum and its relation to student autonomy and self-determination’ (Bray, 2013).
Conclusion 
Throughout my research I have found more information on girls’ engagement in Physical Education lessons and how it has affected their participation in Physical Activity now. I feel that PE lessons do impact individuals thoughts and experiences on Physical Activity and does support how they keep fit now. In the future I would like to see more sports and activities being performed in PE lesson and pupils can be given more of a choice and a large variety of options to choose from. This way they may become more motivated and feel more positive about taking part in both Physical Education lessons and Physical Activity. 
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Appendix Questionnaire
Behavioural Engagement Items:
1. When I was in PE, I listened very carefully. 
2. I paid attention in PE. 
3. I tried hard to do well in PE. 
4. In PE, I worked as hard as I could. 
5. When I was in PE, I participated in discussions. 
Behavioural Disengagement Items:
1. When I was in PE, I just acted like I was working. 
2. I didn’t try very hard in PE. 
3. In PE, I did just enough to get by. 
4. When I was in PE, I thought about other things. 
5. When I was in PE, my mind wandered. 

Emotional Engagement Items: 
1. When we worked on something in PE, I felt interested. 
2. PE lessons were fun. 
3. I enjoyed learning new things in PE. 
4. When I was in PE, I felt good. 
5. When we worked on something in PE, I got involved. 
Emotional Disengagement Items: 
1. When we worked on something in PE, I felt bored. 
2. PE was no fun for me. 
3. When I was in PE, I felt bad. 
4. When I was in PE, I felt worried. 
5. When we worked on something in PE, I felt discouraged. 
Agentic Engagement Items: 
1. I let my teacher know what I needed and wanted. 
2. I let my teacher know what I was interested in. 
3. During PE, I expressed my preferences and opinions. 
4. During PE, I asked questions to help me learn. 
5. When I need something in PE, I’d ask the teacher for it. 
Agentic Disengagement Items: 
1. Most of the time in PE, I was passive. 
2. Most of the time in PE, I was silent and unresponsive. 
3. During PE, I hid from the teacher what I was thinking about. 
4. In PE, I avoided asking any questions. 
5. In PE, I did only what I was told to do—nothing more. 

Cognitive Engagement Items: 
1. When reading for PE, I tried to explain the key concepts in my own words. 
2. When learning about a new topic in PE, I usually tried to summarize it in my own words. 
3. When reading for PE, I tried to connect the ideas I was reading about with what I already knew. 
4. When thinking about the concepts in PE, I tried to generate examples to help me understand them better. 
Cognitive Disengagement Items 
1. I found it difficult to develop ideas for PE. 
2. In PE, I often found that I don’t know what to do or where to start. 
3. I was not sure how to study for PE. 
4. In PE, I found it difficult to organize my time effectively. 
5. When I studied for PE, I had trouble figuring out what to do to learn the material.





Appendix Interview

	How did you feel about physical activity?


	






	What are your experiences from PE lessons at school?


	







	What activities did your PE lessons include, how did this affect your participation and engagement, and why?


	






	What motivated you to participate in PE lessons? Intrinsic or Extrinsic motivation, or both, and why?


	







	Were your PE lessons mixed gender? Do you agree with this structure?


	







	Disengaged – What activities would have encouraged you to participate in PE lessons?


	







	Engaged – What do you believe were the factors that influenced other girls to not engage and participate in PE? 


	







	Do you take part in any physical activity now? If so, what? If not, why?


	









