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Identifying the influences and impacts gender issues have on young girls in secondary school Physical Education lessons.

Hannah Tozer. 

Introduction 
Within secondary school Physical Education, there are many different influences that can impact young people, this then reflecting on their participation. PE faces many gender issues within its course and is mainly, and stereotypically, aimed towards the female students. Many young girls face barriers as a result of these gender issues and the inequality that they are faced with. This could be through a lack of opportunity within PE, such as low range of activities, or being prevented in participating in sports due to the label of them being a ‘male-sport’ and ‘masculine’. It is important that all students enjoy and participate in wide range of activities whilst in school, as this is where many opportunities will be given. Physical Education teachers aim to include all pupils and engage them in sport to ensure the participating of physical activity outside of school and to encourage a healthy lifestyle. Both male and female students face gender issues in Physical Education, and this is important to understand, however, this research will be based off projects that uncover issues and influences of young girls in secondary school PE. Young girls are impacted by a range of different topics circling PE, these such as the activities within lessons, as well as mental, physical and psychological challenges to overcome, influencing their participation in their secondary school Physical Education lessons.

Review of Literature
Through previous research, it has been identified that “school PE as reinforcing gender differences overtly in terms of the activities offered” (Harris and Penney, 2000, pp.245). Physical Education lessons within secondary schools are approached differently dependant on gender, and appears to be teaching different sexes separate activities and sports. Harris and Penney bring to light that with female students, teachers apply “more holistic in its health-orientation (e.g. incorporating the areas of relaxation and stress management) more lifetime-oriented and individualized in its approach” (2000, pp.261). However, male pupils’ lessons consist of “more scientifically and technically oriented (focusing on conditioning of the body through strength work, monitoring this conditioning by means of fitness testing)” (Harris and Penney, 2000, pp.261). This is what stereotypical PE lessons for genders are thought to be, but it is clear that these stereotypes are being reinforced within school PE.

It has been found that “boys were provided with access to a wider and different range of games than girls” (Harris and Penney, 2000, pp.255), with ‘masculine’ options such as football, rugby, boxing and basketball. These are also predominantly competitive activities and sports, given as part of the PE curriculum for boys, whereas “some girls see team games as conflicting with adolescent views of femininity” (Talbot, 1993, pp.85). According to Klomsten, Marsh and Skaalvik, girls are often viewed and regarded as “more graceful, coordinated, flexible, and caring.” (2006, pp.81), implying that activities offered to female students are those such as ballet, aerobics and gymnastics. These non-team, non-competitive activities cater to the idea of girls not enjoying the competitive aspect of sport and PE. 

Gender issues arise in Physical Education as there is the belief that; 
“Certain characteristics and activities in the sport domain have traditionally been assigned to boys and others to girls; in essence some sports have been defined as either having masculine or feminine characteristics and activities.” (Klomsten, Marsh, and Skaalvik, 2005, pp.629)
Dwyer, et al, reports against this ‘traditional’ view and show through their research, that this doesn’t always apply. They discovered one girl wanting to play football, “but a teacher discouraged her from playing it.” (2006, pp.81). Football, despite being previously labelled as a ‘boys’ sport’, has been recently reported in that “many girls participated in soccer, which is stereotyped as a masculine sport” (Klomsten, Marsh, and Skaalvik, 2005, pp.634), putting hold to views of ‘certain characteristics’ being possessed in specific sexes to be able to participate in other activities. 
Penney reinforces the importance of understanding in “gender needs to be recognised as an issue for men and women, boys and girls in arenas of physical education and sport.” (2002, pp.15), despite this research being strictly aimed towards females, it is a significant concept in the issues within sport for males. This being said, another common issue within Physical Education, through the activities being gender-categorised is highlighted by Harris and Penney, stating that, “dance, if offered at all, was provided only, or predominantly, for girls and was usually delivered by female staff” (2000, pp.255). This, after being a regular and collective opinion, gradually becoming a stereotype, gives young boys the view that they “see dance as an antithetical to images of masculinity which have high social currency, and decide to avoid dance” (Talbot, 1993, pp.85) which limits their opportunities due to societies outlook on specific gender ideals in Physical Education. This is then similarly to the young women who wish to play football, but are segregated. 

More specifically to female pupils, it has been reported by Whitehead and Biddle, through their own research that many girls “felt that it was possible to be both sporty and feminine at the same time” (2008, pp.247), which is important for all young girls to know, to increase the likelihood of participation within school Physical Education. Issues in relation to girls through PE can be influenced by what Dwyer, et al, finds, “some mentioned that peers, family and family culture, and teachers influence their participation in physical activity” (2006, pp.81). However, many girls have barriers that prevent their participation in school PE, many being issues that are only specific to females. Research reflects that “girls spoke of feeling self-conscious and comparing themselves to others” (Whitehead and Biddle, 2008, pp.248), this came with female students coping with issues such as “menstruation, stereotypes about femininity, and concerns about physical appearance” (Dwyer, et al, 2006, pp.83). Girls appeared to have concerns with their feelings of “felt self-conscious about their appearance in front of adolescent boys.” (Dwyer, et al, 2006, p.84), many sources have found that this topic of ‘adolescent boys’ caused distress to girls and added discomfort to being in classes with them. Girls, through research comment on self-consciousness within Physical Education, saying that “being seen in a swimming costume was extremely threatening” (Whitehead and Biddle, 2008, pp.248), and continued by emphasising particular concern “especially when boys were present” (Whitehead and Biddle, 2008, pp.248).

Method
To begin the research process, I had to decide on a topic that both interested me, but also allowed me to write a detailed article. I chose gender issues within Physical Education because, from previous experience of my own, whilst in secondary schools on work placement, I saw first had that many young girls were disengaged in PE lessons. I wished to find out more about these gender issues that could be behind disengagement of female students and so began seeking for work by other researchers. 

I used the search engine ‘Google Scholar’ to search for research articles that had a similar theme to the research I wished to report on. Common key words and phrases such as ‘gender issues’, ‘adolescent barriers within physical education’, ‘masculine and feminine views on sport’, and ‘equality’, were used in the search to located a variety of different sources. Moving on to analysing the data and findings found by previous researchers. I used a ‘skim and scan’ technique while reading through the research articles to enable me to pick out key and common points throughout, while continuing to move through each piece of work at a fast pace. I was then able to compare enough data to pick out shared themes, allowing me to discuss with more depth and greater literature support.

Discussion
From these prior results from various researchers, as previously reviewed, there are three common areas to be discussed. These three topics of discussion are the ‘activities within PE’, ‘girls’ feelings of self-consciousness’ and the belief in ‘single-sex classes’. 

Firstly, activities taught through PE lessons seem to differ when taught to males and females, Harris and Penney found that the different styles of gymnastics were delivered to the male and female students. They reported that girls were taught ‘educational’ gymnastics, including an emphasis on the development of creativeness through individual routines. Whereas boys were taught ‘Olympic’ gymnastics which involves a more skills-focused approach (2000, pp.255). Another example of this gender issue within PE is that many researchers found “complaints from girls who are prevented from playing football in their physical education programmes or in school sport” (Talbot, 1993, pp.79), this suggests that schools should have improved and well-defined guidelines within Physical Education, and enforce policies where PE and games should be taught with gender equity in mind, allowing girls to play football if they wish.
However, it has been established that to some girls that they view “games as conflicting with adolescent views of femininity” (Talbot, 1993, pp.85), highlighting these stereotypical opinions that girls are led to believe. Dwyer, et al, argues this, girls disliking competitive activity, as they found through their research project that “some were motivated to participate in physical activity because of competition” (2006, pp.83). It is clear that the different genders get a different array of activities in PE due to the view of some being ‘masculine’ and others being ‘feminine’. 

Pupils also spoke of feelings of self-consciousness when participating in PE lessons, which was only found in the female students. Whitehead and Biddle say that “girls spoke of feeling self-conscious and comparing themselves to others” (2008, pp.248), highlighting a common reoccurrence in other research. The reflection of self-perception within girls and their personal expectations “point towards a relatively low self-esteem and concept, leading towards feelings of anxiety” (Collins, 1995, pp.10), in a physical activity environment that only heightens these concerns. It is also been brought to attention that these young, adolescent girls “may be undergoing physical changes associated with puberty, feelings of self-consciousness and negative body image” (Kirby, Levin, and Inchley, 2011, pp.111), and that the curriculum and PE teachers should be understanding of this. Girls find changing room and showering facilities uncomfortable which only pressure these feelings of a lack of confidence in body-image and cause a strain and effect in part of the reason why they are disengaged and dislike physical activity. Dwyer, et al, comments on this saying that “menstruation, stereotypes about femininity, and concerns about physical appearance” (2006, pp.83) are many of the reasons why girls, more so than boys, push away from physical education at this adolescent age.

Many of these feelings of discomfort not only came from issues specific to female issues, but that girls experienced this self-consciousness when participating in PE lessons “in front of adolescent boys.” (Dwyer, et al, 2006, pp.84). This issue was also found by Whitehead and Biddle, they highlighted that girls were less likely to participate, “especially when boys were present” (2008, pp.248). The added anxiety to girls as “concerns about hair and make-up and a dislike of sweating” (Whitehead and Biddle, 2008, pp.247), becomes an issue to their participation in PE, as they become conscious of the fact they must look good in front of adolescent boys. A range of schools have now implemented single-sex classes, which have had an apparent effect and increase in girls’ participation. Collins comments that these “single sex classes were more enjoyable for girls in physical education” (1995, pp.89), implying that this is a successful tactic to use. It has been said that this method allowed for “girls to be less self-conscious” (Collins, 1995, pp.13) in their PE lessons, and that Collins’ research provides evidence that “physical education was enjoyable for girls was due to the absence of boys” (1995, pp.89), suggesting single-sex classes have accomplished the issue between female and male mixed classes, engaging more girls in participation.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it has been established throughout this research project that there are many gender issues that specifically young, adolescent girls must go through in secondary school Physical Education. These issues build barriers to participation in students which discourages them to be physical active. Aspects such as self-consciousness, partaking in lessons with boys and plainly the activities and/or sport that is planned for a particular lesson, can all be in effect damaging to young girls’ motivation and self-esteem. Many researchers found that stereotypes in certain activities allowed all pupils to categorise sports into ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ activities, proving evident to many viewpoints’ pupils have with girls playing football and boys participating in dance. Despite both male and female students face gender issues within school PE, the focus on young girls allowed for a range of different matters to be highlighted and discussed, in comparison to a variety of research material provided by previous researchers.
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