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Abstract 
[bookmark: _Int_8Qn4Z4SM]Physical education is an important part of fostering young people’s physical health, wellbeing, and long-term participation in physical activity. However, research has shown that adolescent girls participation levels in physical activity are often less than boys and tend to have fewer positive experiences in PE lessons. Because of this it is important to recognise and understand the barriers girls may face when participating in PE. This study aimed to explore these barriers that are experienced by adolescent girls as a result of physical education lessons.
To gain a better understanding of student experiences a qualitative research project was used. Data was collected through individual interviews with 32 female secondary school students aged between 11 and 16 years. The questions of the interview were made to reflect on their experiences of PE, their attitudes towards physical activity, and any difficulties they may have faced during lessons. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and then analysed.
A few common themes were found from the data, including concerns about body image, fear of judgement from peers, limited choice of activities, and low confidence in physical ability. These findings suggest that more than just physical factors influence girls’ engagement in PE. Overall, the study highlights the importance of creating more supportive and inclusive PE environments and lesson structures to help improve girls’ motivation and participation.
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Introduction 
Physical activity during childhood and adolescence is often recognized as an important contributor to physical health, mental well-being, and social development. Schools play a big role in providing opportunities for young people to participate in regular physical activity. PE lessons aim to support the development of physical skills, promote positive attitudes towards exercise, and encourage lifelong participation in physical activity (Bailey, 2006). For many students, PE lessons represent the most consistent opportunity to participate in physical activity during the school week, particularly for those who may not be involved in any sports clubs outside of school. Therefore, the experiences that students have within PE can play a significant role in shaping their attitudes towards physical activity both during their school years and later in life (Whitehead, 2010). 
Despite the intended benefits of physical education, research has consistently highlighted gender differences in participation and engagement. Girls are often reported to disengage from PE and physical activity, a statement many research papers have discovered (Oliver and Kirk, 2016; Lamb, Oliver and Kirk, 2018). This decline in participation during adolescence is a concern because it coincides with a period in which overall levels of physical activity tend to decrease, adolescence is therefore considered a critical period for establishing lifelong health behaviours (Patton et al., 2016). Global reports on youth physical activity have highlighted that adolescent girls are among the least active demographic groups, with many failing to meet recommended levels of daily physical activity (Cardon, G. and Salmon, J, 2020). 
There are many factors that could contribute to these lower levels of engagement among girls in PE. Adolescence is a stage of development in which individuals become increasingly aware of their bodies and how they are perceived by others (Sum R.K.W. et al, 2018). As a result, concerns related to body image, physical competence, and social judgement can influence girls’ willingness to participate in physical activity (Davison, Werder and Lawson, 2008). Lamb, Teraoka, Oliver and Kirk (2021) suggest that within the PE setting, these concerns may be heightened, where students are often required to perform tasks in front of their classmates. Situations such as having to change into kit, participating in competitive activities, or being evaluated by teachers may increase feelings of self-consciousness for some students. 
In addition to psychological factors, the way the teacher decides to deliver the lessons may also influence how students experience physical education. Some researchers have argued that traditional PE structured lessons prioritised competitive team sports, which may not appeal to all students. Sargent, J. (2020) support this point as they state that even though competitive activities can foster valuable learning experiences, they may also create environments that highlight students who feel less confident in their physical abilities.  
Teacher attitude and the learning environment they create in PE lessons are also considered important factors for student engagement. Teachers play a key role in making a positive atmosphere in their lessons and can influence how comfortable students feel when participating in activities. Research has suggested that supportive teaching practices, including positive feedback, encouragement, and designing lesson that provide inclusive activities, can help foster a more positive learning environment for students (Standage, Gillison and Treasure, 2012). When students feel supported and valued within PE lessons, they are more likely to develop positive attitudes towards physical activity. 
Another factor that has been highlighted in the literature is the importance of student choice and variety with the PE lessons. When students have opportunities to choose the type of activities they participate in, they may feel more motivated to engage with the curriculum (Enright and O’Sullivan, 2010). Providing a bigger range of activities and giving students autonomy over their learning may help create more meaningful and enjoyable lessons. Allowing students to have some influence may also support the development of a sense of ownership and responsibility for their own learning (Youth Sport Trust, 2025). 
In recent years, researchers have focused on the concept of physical literacy as an important aspect of physical education. Physical literacy refers to the development of motivation and confidence, while also developing physical competence and creating better knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout life (IPLA, 2017). PE is not simply about developing physical skills but also about creating positive attitudes towards movement and physical activity. When students develop a sense of competence and enjoyment within PE, they may be more likely to continue participating in physical activity beyond their school years. 
Understanding how girls experience PE during adolescence is important for identifying ways in which lessons can be designed to better support engagement. While a number of research has explored girls’ participation in physical education (Sports England, 2026) (Gorely, Holroyd and Kirk, 2003) (Slater and Tiggemann, 2010) (Corder et al., 2019) (Corr, McSharry and Murtagh, 2019) (Kirk, 2010) (Deci and Ryan, 2000) (Vasconcellos et al., 2020) (Alturki and Aldraiweesh, 2024) (Tapia-Serrano et al., 2023)(Barbosa Cano and Gomez‑Baya, 2025) (Ntoumanis, 2005) (Gorely, Holroyd and Kirk, 2003) (Fernández-Espínola et al., 2022) (O’Sullivan, 2013) (Guan et al., 2023) (Duffey et al. 2021) (Lamb and Kirk, 2021) many studies focus on general trends in physical activity participation or on broad surveys of student attitudes (Nurse Researcher, 2004) (Corr, McSharry and Murtagh, 2019) (Joshi, H. 2015) (Slater and Tiggemann, 2010) (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) (Braun and Clarke, 2019). 
Qualitative research that captures students’ personal experiences can provide valuable insight into how PE environments are perceived by those directly involved. Exploring students’ perspectives may help identify the specific factors that influence whether PE is experienced as positive and supportive or as challenging and discouraging. 
To develop a more current understanding of girls’ experiences in physical education, this study focuses on the perspectives of secondary school girls who are currently experiencing PE lessons in their education. By collecting the views of students in Years 7–11, the research aims to explore how girls perceive PE in the present day and identify the factors that may influence their participation. Analysing these experiences may help highlight areas where PE lessons can be adapted to better support the needs and interests of female students. 
The primary aim of this study is therefore to explore the motivations and barriers that adolescent girls experience when participating in PE lessons. By gathering qualitative data through interviews with secondary school students, the study aims to provide detailed insights into their experiences and perceptions. 
This research project is organized into several sections. The following chapter reviews existing literature related to girls’ participation in physical education, focusing on motivational factors and the psychological needs that influence engagement in physical activity. The methodology chapter then outlines the research design used in this study, including the participant group, data collection methods, and ethical considerations. The results chapter presents the key themes identified from the interview data, followed by a discussion that compares these findings with existing research. To conclude, summarising the main findings and considering their implications for future PE practice. 
The research is guided by the following research questions: 
What motivators and barriers do secondary school girls experience when participating in physical education lessons?  
How do factors such as confidence, peer relationships, and teacher support influence girls’ experiences in PE?  
How do opportunities for choice and autonomy within PE lessons affect girls’ motivation to participate? 




Literature review 
Physical education plays an important role in promoting physical health, psychological well-being, and lifelong engagement in physical activity among young people. Through PE, students develop movement skills, physical competence, and knowledge about healthy lifestyles. Schools therefore represent a key setting for encouraging young people to adopt active lifestyles. Sports England (2026) defines it as “Physical literacy is our relationship with movement and physical activity throughout life, shaped by how we move, think, feel, and connect about being active. A physically literate person has a positive and meaningful relationship with movement, which helps them grow in confidence, stay motivated and choose to be active across the lifespan” 
Despite these benefits, research consistently demonstrates gender disparities in participation and engagement within PE. Adolescent girls are less likely to participate in physical activity than boys and are more likely to report negative experiences in PE lessons (Gorely, Holroyd and Kirk, 2003). Studies also show that participation in physical activity often declines significantly among girls during adolescence, particularly during secondary school years (Slater and Tiggemann, 2010). This decline is concerning because low levels of physical activity during adolescence are associated with increased health risks and lower likelihood of maintaining active lifestyles in adulthood (Corder et al., 2019). 
Psychological barriers such as body image concerns and low self-confidence can reduce willingness to participate in physical activities (Slater and Tiggemann, 2010). Social influences, including peer judgement and gender stereotypes, can also discourage engagement (Corr, McSharry and Murtagh, 2019). In addition, curriculum structures that prioritise competitive sports may not align with the interests or preferences of all students, particularly girls who may prefer alternative forms of physical activity (Kirk, 2010).  
Recent research has increasingly focused on the role of motivation in understanding students’ engagement in PE. Motivation is a key determinant of whether individuals participate in physical activity and whether they continue engaging in these activities over time. Understanding how motivation develops within PE environments can therefore provide valuable insights into how participation among adolescent girls may be improved. 
One of the most influential frameworks used to understand motivation in education and sport is Self-Determination Theory, developed by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. Self-Determination Theory proposes that individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation and sustained engagement when three basic psychological needs are satisfied: competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Deci and Ryan, 2000). According to this theory, the satisfaction of these needs leads to greater intrinsic motivation, well-being, and engagement in activities (Klein, M. 2019). Within educational settings, environments that support students’ psychological needs are more likely to promote motivation and meaningful learning experiences.  
Research applying SDT to physical education has grown significantly in recent years. A large meta-analysis examining SDT within PE contexts found that students’ perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness were strongly associated with autonomous motivation and positive outcomes such as enjoyment, effort, and intention to remain physically active (Vasconcellos et al., 2020). These findings suggest that PE environments that support students’ psychological needs can improve engagement and attitudes toward physical activity.  
More recent systematic reviews continue to highlight the relevance of SDT in educational and physical activity contexts. A review of SDT-based interventions across educational settings found that interventions designed to support students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness significantly improved intrinsic motivation and engagement among learners (Alturki and Aldraiweesh, 2024). Similarly, research examining SDT-based physical activity interventions in children and adolescents found that programmes designed to support psychological needs improved motivation, competence, and participation in physical activity (Tapia-Serrano et al., 2023).   
Recent research also suggests that SDT provides a useful framework for understanding physical activity behaviour during adolescence. A Barbosa Cano and Gomez‑Baya (2025) scoping review examining SDT in youth physical activity highlighted that adolescence is a critical period in which motivation toward sport and physical activity often declines, making supportive environments particularly important during this developmental stage.  
However, despite the strengths of Self-Determination Theory in explaining motivation in educational and physical activity contexts, some researchers argue that the theory may oversimplify the complexity of students’ experiences in PE environments. While SDT emphasises psychological needs, it may not fully account for wider social and cultural influences such as gender norms, body image pressures, and school environments that can also shape girls’ participation in physical activity (Corr, McSharry and Murtagh, 2019). Therefore, although SDT provides a valuable framework for understanding motivation in PE, it may not fully improve participation.  
 Competence 
The need for competence refers to an individual’s desire to feel capable and effective when engaging in activities (Deci and Ryan, 2000). When students feel that they possess the skills required to participate successfully in physical activities, they are more likely to experience enjoyment and motivation. Perceived competence has been identified as one of the strongest predictors of physical activity participation among adolescents (Ntoumanis, 2005). Students who believe they are capable of performing well in PE activities are more likely to participate and develop positive attitudes towards physical activity.  
However, research suggests that adolescent girls often report lower levels of perceived competence in PE compared with boys (Gorely, Holroyd and Kirk, 2003). This may be partly due to traditional PE that prioritise competitive sports and performance outcomes. When lessons emphasise competition and comparison between students, those who feel less skilled may experience embarrassment or anxiety. Recent systematic reviews also highlight the importance of competence in physical activity engagement. Research examining interventions based on SDT found that programmes designed to improve students’ perceptions of competence significantly increased their motivation and intention to remain physically active (Fernández-Espínola et al., 2022).   
Teachers can support students’ perceptions of competence through a variety of strategies. Providing clear instruction, offering constructive feedback, and allowing opportunities for skill development can help students feel more capable during physical activities (O’Sullivan, M. and Penney, D. 2014). In addition, creating environments that emphasise personal improvement rather than competition may encourage greater participation among students who lack confidence. For adolescent girls, creating opportunities to build competence may help reduce feelings of anxiety or embarrassment associated with PE. When students feel capable of participating successfully in activities, they are more likely to experience enjoyment and develop positive attitudes toward physical activity (Guan et al., 2023).  
 
Relatedness 
The need for relatedness refers to an individual’s desire to feel connected to others and experience a sense of belonging within social environments (Klein, M. 2019). Within PE contexts, relationships with peers and teachers can significantly influence students’ relatedness.  
Adolescence is a developmental stage in which peer relationships become increasingly important. Research suggests that fear of negative peer judgement can discourage girls from participating in physical activities during PE lessons (Duffey et al. 2021). Girls may feel uncomfortable performing in front of classmates due to concerns about embarrassment or criticism. Studies examining adolescents’ experiences of physical activity have shown that supportive peer relationships can significantly increase enjoyment and motivation in PE (Challenges and successes in promoting gender equality, 2025). When students feel accepted and encouraged by their classmates, they are more likely to participate actively and engage in physical activities.  
Recent research has also highlighted the importance of supportive social environments in promoting motivation in PE. Studies applying SDT frameworks have demonstrated that students who experience positive relationships with peers and teachers report higher levels of intrinsic motivation and engagement in physical activity (Vasconcellos et al., 2020). These findings suggest that relatedness plays a critical role in shaping students’ experiences of PE. Teachers play a key role in fostering relatedness within PE environments. Strategies such as cooperative learning activities, group tasks, and inclusive teaching practices can help strengthen social connections between students. By creating supportive environments where students feel valued and respected, teachers can help reduce anxiety and encourage greater participation in PE.  
 
 Autonomy 
The need for autonomy refers to an individual’s desire to feel a sense of control and choice over their actions (Deci and Ryan, 2000). When students feel that they have opportunities to make decisions and influence their learning experiences, they are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation. Within PE settings, autonomy can be supported by providing students with choices regarding activities, encouraging self-directed learning, and allowing students to express their preferences. Research suggests that autonomy-supportive teaching approaches can significantly increase students’ motivation and engagement in physical activity (Ntoumanis, 2005).  
Research suggests that girls often report higher levels of enjoyment when PE lessons include activities that align with their interests, such as dance, fitness-based exercise, or recreational activities (Humbert et al., 2008). When students feel that they have ownership over their learning experiences, they are more likely to feel motivated to participate. For adolescent girls who may feel disengaged from traditional sport-focused, opportunities for choice may help create more inclusive and engaging PE environments.  
Motivation is also closely linked to the concept of meaningful physical education. Meaningful PE emphasises experiences that are enjoyable, socially engaging, and personally relevant for students (Ní Chróinín, Fletcher and O’Sullivan, 2018). By focusing on these aspects, teachers can create learning environments that encourage long-term engagement with physical activity. Supporting motivation within PE aligns closely with the concept of physical literacy. Whitehead (2010) argues that developing motivation and confidence in movement is essential for promoting lifelong participation in physical activity. When students have positive and meaningful experiences in PE, they are more likely to remain physically active beyond their school years. For adolescent girls, addressing motivational barriers may therefore be a key strategy for improving participation in PE. By creating supportive environments that satisfy students’ psychological needs, educators can help ensure that PE lessons are engaging, inclusive, and meaningful.  
Although providing choice within PE lessons is widely recommended as a strategy for increasing autonomy and motivation, some researchers argue that simply offering choices may not automatically lead to greater engagement. Students may require guidance and support in order to make meaningful choices that enhance their learning experiences. Therefore, autonomy-supportive teaching should involve not only providing options but also helping students develop the confidence and understanding necessary to engage with those choices effectively. Research examining pedagogies of affect in physical education highlights the importance of creating supportive learning environments that attend to students’ emotional and social experiences, rather than focusing solely on structural changes such as offering choice (Lamb and Kirk, 2021). These findings suggest that autonomy-supportive practices should be embedded within broader teaching approaches that prioritise students’ feelings of belonging, support, and positive engagement in PE lessons.  
Focusing on motivation within PE has important implications for the development of meaningful learning experiences. When students’ psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy are supported, they are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation toward physical activity (Klein, M. 2019). Creating environments that address these needs can encourage more positive emotional responses to PE and increase students’ willingness to participate in physical activity both within and beyond school. 
 
While previous research has identified a range of factors influencing adolescent girls’ participation in physical education, including body image concerns, social influences, and motivational factors, there remains a need for further research exploring girls experiences within PE environments. Although Self-Determination Theory has been widely applied to understand motivation in physical activity settings, much of the existing research relies on quantitative methods or focuses on general adolescent populations rather than specifically examining girls’ perspectives in secondary school PE. Although studies highlight the importance of supporting competence, relatedness, and autonomy within PE lessons, there is limited research exploring how these psychological needs are experienced by adolescent girls in real school contexts. Therefore, further investigation is required to better understand the motivators and barriers that adolescent girls experience when participating in physical education. By exploring these experiences, this study aims to contribute to the existing literature and provide insights that may help inform more inclusive and supportive PE practices


Methodology 
The aim of this study was to explore the barriers that adolescent girls face when participating in physical education lessons. To understand students’ experiences, perceptions, and feelings towards PE, a qualitative research approach was adopted. Qualitative research is commonly used in educational studies as it allows researchers to explore participants’ perspectives and gain a deeper understanding of social experiences (Nurse Researcher, 2004). Rather than focusing on numerical data, qualitative methods enable researchers to gather detailed information about individuals’ thoughts and experiences. 
A qualitative approach was considered appropriate for this study because the research aimed to explore the lived experiences of adolescent girls within PE lessons. Previous research suggests that participation in PE is influenced by a complex range of psychological, social, and environmental factors (Corr, McSharry and Murtagh, 2019). These experiences are often personal and subjective, meaning that they are best explored through qualitative methods that allow participants to describe their own perspectives in detail. Within qualitative research, semi-structured individual interviews were selected as the primary data collection method. Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to prepare a series of planned questions while still providing flexibility for participants to expand their answers (Joshi, H. 2015). This approach enables participants to discuss their experiences in their own words, which can provide deeper insight into the factors that influence their engagement in PE. 
Individual interviews were chosen rather than focus groups because the topics discussed within the research may involve personal experiences, such as confidence, body image, or feelings about participating in physical activities in front of peers. Conducting interviews individually can help participants feel more comfortable sharing their views, as they are not required to discuss their experiences in front of other students. 
Participants 
Participants in this study are female secondary school students in Years 7 to 11, typically aged between 11 and 16 years old. This age group was selected because adolescence is a developmental stage in which participation in physical activity often declines, particularly among girls (Slater and Tiggemann, 2010). Understanding girls’ experiences of PE during these school years may therefore provide valuable insights into the barriers that influence their motivation and participation. A total of 32 participants took part in the study. This number of participants allowed the researcher to gather a range of perspectives. Using participants from multiple year groups also allowed the research to explore whether experiences of PE differed across different stages of secondary education. 
[bookmark: _Int_ldm6TR6W]Here is a table of each participant and their current opinion on physical education. 
	P1
	Year 7

	Enjoys PE and likes trying new sports


	P2
	Year 7
	Finds PE fun but feels shy in team activities


	P3
	Year 7
	Likes active lessons but dislikes competitive games


	P4
	Year 7
	Enjoys PE because it breaks up the school day


	P5
	Year 7
	Feels nervous participating in front of others


	P6
	Year 8
	Enjoys PE when lessons include different activities


	P7
	Year 8
	Feels confident in sports and enjoys competition


	P8
	Year 8
	Participates but prefers individual activities


	P9
	Year 8
	Likes PE but sometimes feels judged by peers


	P10
	Year 8
	Enjoys fitness-based activities more than games


	P11
	Year 8
	Finds PE motivating when teachers are supportive


	P12
	Year 9
	Enjoys PE but feels some activities favour athletic students


	P13
	Year 9
	Participates actively and enjoys team sports


	P14
	Year 9
	Feels less confident compared to others in class


	P15
	Year 9
	Likes PE when lessons involve choice of activities


	P16
	Year 9
	Finds PE enjoyable with friends but stressful in competitions


	P17
	Year 9
	Thinks PE lessons can be repetitive


	P18
	Year 10
	Enjoys PE for fitness and health benefits


	P19
	Year 10
	Feels comfortable in PE when working in small groups


	P20
	Year 10
	Prefers non-competitive activities


	P21
	Year 10
	Feels motivated when teachers encourage effort


	P22
	Year 10
	Sometimes avoids participation due to lack of confidence


	P23
	Year 10
	Enjoys PE but dislikes being assessed


	P24
	Year 11
	Sees PE as important for wellbeing


	P25
	Year 11
	Enjoys PE but focuses more on exam subjects


	P26
	Year 11
	Feels confident in most physical activities


	P27
	Year 11
	Participates but prefers gym-style fitness sessions


	P28
	Year 11
	Thinks PE should offer more activity choices


	P29
	Year 11
	Feels peer pressure affects participation


	P30
	Year 11
	Enjoys PE mainly for social interaction


	P31
	Year 11
	Finds PE less engaging than earlier school years


	P32
	Year 11
	Believes PE helps reduce stress from schoolwork



Participation in the study was voluntary, and students were informed that they could choose whether they wished to take part. As the participants were under the age of 18, parental consent was required prior to their participation in the study. Parents or guardians were provided with an information sheet explaining the purpose of the research, what participation would involve, and how the data would be used. Written parental consent was obtained before the interviews were conducted. 
Method – Interviews 
Data was collected through individual semi-structured interviews, each lasting approximately 5–10 minutes. Prior to the interviews, participants were provided with a copy of the interview questions so that they could read them beforehand. This was done to help participants understand what the interview would involve and to reduce any anxiety they may have felt about being interviewed. As many of the participants were not familiar with taking part in interviews, providing the questions in advance helped them feel more prepared and comfortable. 
The interview questions were designed to explore students’ experiences of PE lessons, their feelings about participating in physical activities, and any barriers they may experience when taking part. The questions were informed by the existing literature on girls’ participation in physical education and were also guided by the principles of Self-Determination Theory, particularly the psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Questions  
To help participants feel more relaxed at the beginning of the interview, ice-breaker questions were used. These questions were simple and informal, such as asking participants what their favourite PE activities were or what sports they enjoyed outside of school. The purpose of these questions was to create a comfortable atmosphere and reduce any nervous feelings participants may have felt about the interview situation.  
All interviews were conducted in a quiet and private area within the school to ensure that participants felt comfortable speaking openly. With participants’ permission, the interviews were audio recorded using the voice notes app on the researcher’s mobile phone. Recording the interviews ensured that participants’ responses could be captured accurately and allowed the researcher to focus on listening to the participants rather than writing extensive notes during the conversation. 
Audio recording interviews are widely recommended in qualitative research because it helps ensure that data are recorded accurately and can later be reviewed during the analysis process (Joshi, H. 2015). After the interviews were completed, the recordings were transcribed to allow detailed analysis of participants’ responses.  
Data Analysis 
The data collected from the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, which is a widely used method for analysing qualitative data. Thematic analysis involves identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data that represent important aspects of participants’ experiences (Braun, V. and Clarke, V. 2019). Thematic analysis was considered appropriate for this study because it provides a flexible approach to analysing qualitative data while allowing the researcher to identify common patterns across participants’ responses.  
The quotes were grouped together in order to identify broader themes within the data. These themes represented patterns that appeared across multiple participants’ responses. Examples of themes that may emerge from the data include confidence levels, embarrassment, lack of choice in activities, and physical ability. 
The next stage involved reviewing the themes to ensure that they accurately represented the data, then finally the themes were clearly grouped and named. The themes were then used to present the findings of the study within the results and discussion sections of the dissertation. 
Ethics 
In addition to parental consent, participants themselves were also required to sign an assent form before the interview began. The assent form confirmed that participants understood the purpose of the study and agreed to take part voluntarily. Participants were also informed that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time without providing a reason. 
Ethical considerations were an important aspect of this research, particularly because the participants were under the age of 18. Ethical research practice requires that participants are protected from harm and that their rights and privacy are respected throughout the research process (Cohen, L. et al. 2007). 
Parental consent was obtained before participants were allowed to take part in the study. Parents or guardians were provided with detailed information about the research, including its purpose and the procedures involved. Participants’ names were not included in the data or final report, and any identifying information was removed from the transcripts. This ensured that participants’ identities remained protected. 
Participants were also informed that the interviews would be recorded and that the recordings would only be used for research purposes. All recordings and transcripts were stored securely and were only accessible to the researcher. In addition, participants were reminded that they could choose not to answer any questions they felt uncomfortable with and that they could withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences. 
Limitation of methodology 
Although the chosen methodology provided valuable insights into girls’ experiences of PE, several limitations should be acknowledged. While the sample size of 32 participants allowed a range of perspectives to be collected, the findings may not relate to all secondary school girls. However, the aim of qualitative research is to explore experiences in depth rather than produce statistically generalizable results. 
Additionally, the interviews were relatively short, lasting between five and ten minutes. Although this allowed the researcher to collect responses from a larger number of participants, longer interviews may have provided more detailed insights into participants’ experiences. Finally, participants may have been influenced by social desirability bias, meaning that they may have provided answers that they believed were expected rather than expressing their true opinions. Efforts were made to reduce this by ensuring that interviews were conducted in a comfortable and supportive environment.

Results 
Analysis of the interviews identified several recurring themes relating to the barriers that adolescent girls experience when participating in physical education lessons. Four key themes were identified within the data: body image issues, peer judgement /social pressure, lack of choice in activities, and confidence in physical ability. These themes highlight a range of psychological and social factors that influence girls’ engagement and participation in PE lessons. 
Theme 1: Body Image issues  
One of the most commonly discussed barriers among participants was concern about body image during PE lessons. Many girls reported feeling self-conscious about their appearance when participating in physical activities, particularly when wearing PE kits or performing activities in front of others. 
Many participants explained that PE lessons made them feel uncomfortable because they were aware that other students could observe their bodies while exercising. This self-consciousness sometimes reduced their willingness to participate fully in activities. 
One participant stated: 
“I don’t really like doing PE because everyone can see you and it makes me feel uncomfortable sometimes.” (Participant 7) 
Similarly, another participant explained that the changing room environment contributed to feelings of insecurity: 
“Sometimes I feel embarrassed changing in front of some classmates because it makes me feel like people are looking at me and judging me.” (Participant 14) 
These responses suggest that body image concerns can create feelings of discomfort that may discourage girls from enjoying the lessons or from even taking part. 
Theme 2: Peer Judgement / Social Pressure 
Another theme that was strongly highlighted in the interviews was the influence of peer judgement during lessons. Many participants expressed concern about being judged by classmates when performing physical activities, particularly if they felt their abilities weren't as advanced as other classmates. 
Participants often described feeling nervous about making mistakes or being laughed at during activities. This fear of negative evaluation from peers was reported to reduce confidence and willingness to participate. 
One participant explained: 
“Sometimes I don’t try as hard because I don’t want people laughing if I do something wrong.” (Participant 12) 
Another participant described feeling pressure when performing in front of others: 
“If you’re not good at something everyone watches you and it’s quite embarrassing.” (Participant 19) 
In addition to this when questioned about mixed pe lessons, all 32 participants stated that they feel uncomfortable participating in front of male classmates. Even students with positive attitudes towards physical activity shared this view. 
These responses suggest that social dynamics within PE lessons can significantly influence the students' experiences and may contribute to reduced participation. 
Theme 3: Lack of Choice in Activities 
A number of participants also discussed the limited choice they experienced within PE lessons. Some students reported that there was no autonmy over what activites they had intrest in, and even though they negative response to some activites, there was no chagne made in the lessons. 
Participants indicated that having greater choice in the types of activities offered could increase their enjoyment and engagement in PE. 
One participant explained: 
“Sometimes we have to do sports I don’t really enjoy so I don’t feel very motivated.” (Participant 3) 
Another participant highlighted the importance of personal preference: 
“I would probably enjoy PE more if we could choose what activities we wanted to do.” (Participant 21) 
These responses suggest that a lack of autonomy within PE lessons may influence girls’ motivation and engagement with physical activity. 
Theme 4: Confidence in Physical Ability 
Confidence in physical ability was another important theme identified in the interviews. Many participants reported that their confidence in PE was influenced by their perceived skill level in different sports and activities. 
Some girls explained that they felt less confident when participating in activities that required specific technical skills, particularly if they believed others were more capable than them. 
One participant stated: 
“Some people are really good at sports, and it makes me feel like I’m not as good.” (Participant 9) 
Another participant described avoiding certain activities because of low confidence: 
“If I’m not good at a sport, so it's scary trying new complex sports when I cant do the basics.” (Participant 26) 
These responses suggest that perceptions of ability and competence can play an important role in shaping girls’ experiences of PE lessons. 
 
Overall, the findings highlight several barriers that influence adolescent girls’ participation in PE lessons. Concerns about body image, fear of peer judgement, limited choice in activities, and confidence in physical ability were all identified as factors that can affect girls’ engagement and enjoyment in PE. 
These themes demonstrate that girls’ experiences of PE are shaped not only by physical ability but also by social and psychological factors within the school environment.

Discussion  
The aim of this study was to explore the barriers that adolescent girls experience when participating in physical education lessons. The purpose was to gain insight into girl's experiences of PE and to understand the factors that may influence their engagement and motivation by conducting qualitative interviews. The results of the interviews identified four key barriers to participation, including body image concerns, fear of peer judgement, lack of choice in activities, and low confidence in physical ability. These findings align with existing literature that highlights psychological, social, and environmental factors as key influences on girls’ participation in PE. The results also provide additional insight into how these experiences relate to the psychological needs identified within Self Determination Theory particularly competence, relatedness and autonomy. The following discussion links each of the themes from my results to the existing literature. 
Body Image Concerns and Participation in Physical Education 
One of the most mentioned barriers identified in the findings was body image concerns. Many participants described feeling self-conscious about their appearance during PE lessons, particularly when wearing PE kits, changing room environments, or performing activities in front of peers. These feelings often resulted in discomfort and reduced motivation to participate in the lessons. 
These findings strongly align with previous research suggesting that body image concerns can significantly influence girls’ engagement in physical activity during adolescence. For example, Slater and Tiggemann (2010) found that adolescent girls frequently report feelings of self-consciousness when participating in physical activities in front of others, particularly in school environments. During adolescence, young people often become increasingly aware of their bodies and how they are perceived by others. This heightened self-awareness can lead to feelings of embarrassment or anxiety when participating in physical activities that involve movement, sweating, or wearing sports clothing. 
The school environment may further intensify these concerns. PE lessons often require students to perform physical tasks in front of their peers, which can create situations in which girls feel that their bodies are being observed or judged. Corr, McSharry and Murtagh (2019) argue that gendered expectations surrounding appearance and femininity can also influence girls’ experiences of PE. Girls may feel pressure to maintain socially accepted standards of appearance, which can conflict with the physical demands of sport and exercise. 
From the perspective of Self-Determination Theory, body image concerns may undermine students’ sense of competence and relatedness within PE environments. When girls feel self-conscious or embarrassed about their bodies, they may experience anxiety that reduces their confidence in participating in physical activities. In addition, concerns about how others perceive them may negatively affect their sense of belonging within the class. As a result, body image concerns may contribute to reduced intrinsic motivation to participate in PE. 
These findings highlight the importance of creating supportive and inclusive PE environments that reduce appearance related pressures. Teachers may play a key role in addressing these concerns by encouraging inclusive participation and ensuring that students feel comfortable during physical activities. 
Peer Judgement and Social Influences in PE 
Another key theme identified in the results was the influence of peer judgement. Many participants reported feeling nervous about making mistakes or being judged by classmates during PE lessons. Some participants explained that they avoided fully participating in activities because they feared feeling embarrassed or negative reactions from peers. 
These findings are consistent with existing research highlighting the importance of peer relationships during adolescence. As adolescents place increasing importance on social acceptance, the opinions and behaviours of peers can strongly influence their participation in activities. Research by Duffey et al. (2021) found that fear of negative peer judgement is a common barrier to physical activity participation among adolescent girls. Girls may avoid activities in which their performance could be criticised or compared to others. 
The competitive nature of many PE activities may also contribute to these concerns. Traditional PE often emphasise performance, competition, and skill comparison between students (Kirk, 2010). While these approaches may motivate some students, they can also create environments in which less confident students feel exposed or vulnerable. When students feel that their abilities are constantly being evaluated by peers, they may become reluctant to participate. 
Within Self-Determination Theory, these experiences are closely related to the psychological need for relatedness. Relatedness refers to the desire to feel connected to others and experience a sense of belonging within social environments. When students feel accepted and supported by their peers, they are more likely to participate actively in physical activities. Conversely, when students fear judgement or exclusion, their sense of belonging may be reduced, which can negatively impact motivation. 
Research by Vasconcellos et al. (2020) supports this perspective, demonstrating that students who experience positive relationships within PE environments report higher levels of motivation and engagement in physical activity. Therefore, fostering supportive peer environments may be essential for improving girls’ experiences of PE. 
Teachers can support relatedness by implementing cooperative learning activities, encouraging teamwork, and creating classroom cultures that emphasise respect and inclusion. By reducing social pressure and promoting supportive peer interactions, PE environments may become more engaging and enjoyable for adolescent girls. 
Lack of Choice and Autonomy in Physical Education 
A further theme that emerged from the findings was the limited choice available within PE lessons. Several participants indicated that they did not enjoy certain activities but were required to participate because they were part of the curriculum. This lack of choice appeared to reduce motivation and engagement among some students. 
These findings support previous research suggesting that traditional PE lessons may not always align with the interests and preferences of all students. Kirk (2010) argues that PE curricula have historically prioritised competitive team sports, which may not appeal to all students, particularly girls. Research by Humbert et al. (2008) also suggests that girls often express greater interest in alternative forms of physical activity, such as dance, fitness-based exercise, or recreational activities. 
The concept of autonomy within Self-Determination Theory provides a useful framework for understanding these findings. Autonomy refers to the need to feel a sense of choice and control over one’s actions. When students feel that they have opportunities to make decisions and influence their learning experiences, they are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation. 
Studies examining autonomy-supportive teaching practices in PE have shown that providing students with choices can significantly improve motivation and engagement (Ntoumanis, 2005). For example, allowing students to select from a range of activities or contribute ideas for lesson content may help create more meaningful learning experiences. 
However, as noted within the literature review, providing choice alone may not automatically increase engagement. Students may also require guidance and support in order to make meaningful choices that enhance their learning experiences. Therefore, teachers may need to balance structure and flexibility within PE lessons to ensure that students feel both supported and empowered. 
The findings of this study reinforce the importance of autonomy-supportive teaching approaches in PE. By offering a wider range of activities and incorporating student preferences, educators may be able to create more inclusive PE environments that better support girls’ motivation and participation. 
Confidence and Perceived Competence 
Confidence in physical ability was another key factor influencing girls’ experiences of PE. Several participants described feeling less confident when participating in activities in which they perceived themselves to be less skilled than their peers. In some cases, this lack of confidence resulted in reduced effort or avoidance of certain activities. 
These findings are consistent with research suggesting that perceived competence is one of the strongest predictors of physical activity participation among adolescents (Ntoumanis, 2005). Students who feel capable of performing physical tasks are more likely to experience enjoyment and motivation within PE lessons. Conversely, students who perceive themselves as less skilled may experience embarrassment, anxiety, or frustration. 
Research has also shown that adolescent girls often report lower levels of perceived competence in PE compared with boys (Gorely, Holroyd and Kirk, 2003). This may be influenced by the types of activities commonly included within PE curricula, which often emphasise sports traditionally associated with male participation. 
Within the framework of Self-Determination Theory, competence refers to the need to feel capable and effective when engaging in activities. When this need is satisfied, individuals are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation and positive attitudes towards participation. However, when students feel that they lack the necessary skills to succeed, their motivation may decrease. 
Teachers can support students’ perceptions of competence by creating mastery-focused learning environments that emphasise personal improvement rather than comparison with others. Strategies such as providing constructive feedback, offering opportunities for skill development, and adapting activities to different ability levels may help students feel more confident in their abilities. Research by O’Sullivan (2013) highlights the importance of supportive teaching practices in helping students develop both competence and confidence in PE. 
Implications for Physical Education Practice 
The findings of this study have several implications for the design and delivery of PE lessons. Firstly, the results highlight the importance of creating inclusive learning environments that address body image concerns and reduce feelings of embarrassment among students. Schools may consider reviewing PE uniform policies and ensuring that students feel comfortable during physical activities. 
Secondly, fostering supportive peer environments appears to be crucial for encouraging participation among adolescent girls. Teachers may benefit from incorporating cooperative learning strategies and promoting positive social interactions within PE classes. 
Thirdly, providing greater choice within PE curricula may help support students’ sense of autonomy and improve engagement. Including a wider range of activities that reflect students’ interests may make PE lessons more enjoyable and meaningful. 
Finally, supporting students’ confidence and perceptions of competence may play an important role in improving participation. Teachers can achieve this by focusing on skill development, providing positive feedback, and creating learning environments that emphasise personal progress rather than competition. 
Limitations and Future Research 
While this study provides valuable insights into girls’ experiences of PE, several limitations should be acknowledged. The research was conducted with a relatively small sample of participants from a specific school context, which may limit the generalisability of the findings. Additionally, the interviews were relatively short, which may have restricted the depth of participants’ responses. 
Future research could explore girls’ experiences of PE in a wider range of school settings and cultural contexts. Longer interviews or focus groups may also provide more detailed insights into the factors influencing girls’ participation in physical activity. Furthermore, future studies could examine the effectiveness of specific teaching strategies designed to support students’ psychological needs within PE environments.



Conclusion  
The purpose of this study was to explore the barriers that adolescent girls experience when participating in physical education lessons. Through a qualitative research approach, the study’s aim was to gain a deeper understanding of girl's experiences and the factors that influence their motivation and engagement within PE environments. Interviews were conducted with 32 female secondary school students. The findings revealed key themes influencing girls’ participation, including body image concerns, peer judgement, lack of choice in activities, and low confidence in physical ability. 
These findings reinforce existing research suggesting that adolescent girls often face a range of psychological and social barriers that may discourage participation in physical activity during PE lessons. Feelings of self-consciousness, fear of embarrassment, and perceived differences in ability can significantly influence girls’ willingness to engage in activities. In addition, the structure of PE lessons and the limited choice of activities may reduce motivation for some students. These factors highlight the complex nature of participation in PE and demonstrate that engagement is shaped by more than physical ability alone. 
Overall, the findings suggest that creating supportive, inclusive, and supportive PE environments may help improve girls’ experiences of physical education. By addressing social pressures, promoting confidence, and providing opportunities for choice within PE lessons, educators may be able to encourage greater participation among adolescent girls. Further research exploring girls’ experiences across a wider range of school contexts may provide additional insights into how PE programmes can be designed to better support students’ motivation and long-term engagement in physical activity.
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