Gender and Sport – promoting/preventing health in our schools

By Kate M. Russell

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to identify how schools promote and/or prevent health through the medium of physical activity and sport. I seek to explore not only the factors that can create barriers to active participation in school-based activities, but also how such experiences can lead to long-term health-related problems. Specifically, I will be looking at the role of Physical Education (PE) lessons in the construction of meaningful experiences of being active and how it could be used to mediate health within the wider school environment. There will be a focus on the gendered structures of PE in the hope of understanding how and why girls, in particular, participate in school activities far less than boys. The chapter draws on a variety of research to highlight the gendered position that teachers and pupils find themselves in relation to PE. While sport is used as the context to promote health, it will become clear that it may actually act as a hindrance for many girls trying to maintain a healthy approach to life. There are several key factors that support this argument: PE and sport at school are gender constructed activities; girls are physically less active than boys both within and outside of school lessons; girls are given limited opportunities for sport participation; and girls are more likely than boys to suffer from poor body image and could subsequently be at a greater risk for developing eating disorders. I want to explore how sport and physical activity are constructed within the school environment, which factors drive positive and negative perceptions of the purpose of sport, and the programmes that have proved successful in actively engaging girls in sport and physical activity. 

Setting the context for health promotion


The prevalence of obesity among children and adolescents is steadily increasing throughout the world (WHO, 2003), with the level of American children being classed as overweight (BMI over 25) trebling since 1980. Within the United Kingdom, recent estimates of obesity indicate a range of between 6% in preschool children (Reilly, Dorotsy & Emmett, 1999) to 17% by the age of 15 (Fruhbeck, 2000; Rudolf et al. 2001). In 2002, The Health Survey for England (Sproston & Primatesta, 2002) indicated that 30.3% of boys and 30.7% of girls aged 2-15 years were at least overweight, and 16% of boys and 15.9% of girls aged 2-15 were obese. There are also indicators for ethnic differences in obesity levels. The 1999 Health Survey for England (Saxena et al. 2004) produced data to indicate that, compared with the general population, Indian and Pakistani boys were more likely to be overweight or obese, and Bangladeshi and Chinese boys were less likely to be overweight or obese. Among girls, it was found that more girls from an Afro-Caribbean background were overweight or obese than the general population and Chinese girls were less likely to be overweight or obese (report from Chief Medical Officer, DOH 2004). When considering the increased likelihood of obese children developing into obese adults (Freedman et al. 1999; Sinaiko et al. 1999; Twisk et al. 1997), the human as well as resource costs are staggering. The Chief Medical Officer (2004) estimates that the cost to both the NHS and the economy, in terms of absence from work, is £2.5 billion annually. At current levels, a third of all adults will be obese by 2010, bringing levels of obesity up to that currently experienced in the USA (National Audit Office, 2001).


The evidence for the role of physical activity and sport in public health is clear, as adults who engage in physical activity have ‘20-30% reduced risk of premature death, and up to 50% reduced risk of developing chronic diseases such as coronary heart disease, stroke, diabetes and cancers’ (Chief Medical Officer, 2004, p. 1). The effects of physical activity and health for children are related more to the long-term benefits of avoiding excessive weight gain, which can lead to obesity related diseases as adults. However, children who are obese are more likely to have certain cardiovascular risk factors (Freedman et al. 1999; Reich et al. 2003), are more likely to experience long-term social and economic discrimination (Gortmaker et al. 1993), and have a lower quality of life (Schwimmer, Burwinkle & Varni, 2002). As such the government has taken steps to promote the benefits of a more active lifestyle to both the adult and younger populations in an attempt to halt the obesity epidemic. 

Recommendations for active life


The government has set out a series of recommended levels of physical activity for both adults and children that seek to clarify just what is required in order to gain a general health benefit. For adults, the recommendation is a total of at least 30 minutes a day of at least moderate intensity physical activity on 5 or more days of the week.
 The recommended levels can be achieved either by doing all the daily activity in one session, or through several shorter bouts of activity of 10 minutes or more. To prevent obesity, however, a level of 45-60 minutes a day would be necessary. For children and young people the level of at least moderate intensity physical activity should be at least 60 minutes a day. At least twice a week these activities should seek to improve bone health, muscle strength and flexibility
. Again, this target can be reached through the accumulation of activity throughout the day. It is expected that this requirement will be reached through the build up of short bursts of play during break times, and longer periods in PE lessons. While it is recognised that many children do already participate at this level of activity (Sproston & Primatesta, 2002), childhood obesity continues to increase and levels may need to be raised in the near future.


The key question to address, therefore, is not only how we can encourage more children to be more active more of the time, but also how do health care professionals and schoolteachers educate children in understanding and accepting the long-term benefits of taking part in physical activity and sport when there is little motivation to do so at such a young age.

Promoting physical activity and sport at schools


Schools do have physical activity programmes in place, either as part of the National Curriculum or as after school activities. The key concern, in particular, for teachers and health promoters alike is the continued low participation rates of girls in these activities. A number of studies (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001; Sports Council for Wales, 1995; Youth Sport Trust/Nike, 1999; 2000) have shown that girls participate in sports and physical activity at school far less than boys and have very negative perceptions of that experience. There has also been an increase in the percentage of young people who do not take part in any sport in school lessons on a regular basis (at least 10 occasions in the last 12 months) from 15% in 1994 to 18% in 2002 (Sport England, 2002). Women are, however, participating in physical activities outside of the school environment (including activities such as aerobics, swimming and walking) far more than in previous decades (GHS, 1998). There is also an increase in the number of women participating in sports traditionally considered male, such as rugby and football. Despite this increase in women’s overall participation in out of school activities, the concern still persists around girls and young women’s engagement with sport and physical activity within the school environment. A number of factors have been identified as influencing the participation of girls and women in physical activity. These include biological and physical capabilities (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001), perceptions of femininity and masculinity (Krane et al., 2004; McDermott, 1996, 2000; Obel, 1996; Russell, in press), body image (Krane et al., 2004; Russell, in press), self – confidence (Graydon, 1997), parental influences (Deem & Gilroy, 1998: Kay, 1995), and the organisation and structure of PE and sport (Harris & Penney, 2002). I intend to look closer at how the construction of PE and sport creates an environment for girls that is often restrictive in terms of enjoyment and opportunity, but also one in which feelings of acceptable physical expression can be determined by peers and teachers.
The gendered construction of PE and sport 

Traditional structures of PE and sport at school may be one of the key factors in why so many girls have negative experiences. It is clear that existing school PE teachers and those involved in the training of potential teachers have some responsibility for this type of response. In a report delivered to the Nuffield foundation, Williams and Bedward (1999) noted that:

The disadvantaged position of girls would seem to have little to do with the recent implementation of policy and more to do with the remarkable resilience to change that physical education has demonstrated, particularly over the last 15 years. The failure to abandon a traditional gender differentiated approach has resulted in physical education being unique among subjects within British secondary education (p. 7).

PE in this country has been utilised for many years to reinforce traditional views of accepted versions of femininity and masculinity that only serve to present restricted opportunities of participation to girls at school. As such it is what Kirk (2002) describes as a ‘masculinised form of the subject’, and with it inherently masculinised versions of acceptable physical expression that do not meet the ‘needs of many girls and at least some boys’ (p. 35). Alongside this restricted version of what PE should look like comes accepted ways of delivering PE to schoolchildren. Kirk (1992) noted that this is also driven by traditional (masculine) forms of practice. This form of practice often included a reliance on command style teaching, competitive sport, particularly team sports, and an objectification of the body within biological and mechanical terms. Traditional forms of PE delivery appeared to serve and enhance the control and direction of the teacher at the expense of the individual.


Understanding where, and in what form, expected forms of PE delivery come from may bring some light onto the situation. The first aim of all subjects under the National Curriculum ensures that teachers should ‘provide opportunities for all pupils to learn and to achieve’. Teachers work towards achieving this aim by developing ‘enjoyment of, and commitment to: learning as a means of encouraging and stimulating the best possible progress and the highest attainment for all pupils. It should build on pupils’ strengths, interests and experiences and develop their confidence in their capacity to learn and work independently and collaboratively’
.  The document also notes the active involvement of teachers in the development and implementation of the curriculum in that they should ‘reappraise their teaching in response to the changing needs of their pupils and the impact of economic, social and cultural change’. The suggestion being that teachers would adapt and develop schemes of work through an understanding of the changing social and cultural world that children exist in. Whilst the aims of the National Curriculum provide an optimistic view for the advancement of PE as a subject, the reality of the situation does not always merit this outlook.

Penney (2002) provides an excellent review of the development and implementation of the National Curriculum for Physical Education (NCPE) in England throughout the 1990’s and highlights a number of the key principles the NCPE sought to address, such as equal opportunity. She pays particular attention to the Interim Report of 1991 in which some common practices and perceptions of PE were noted worthy of further consideration. Two of these practices and perceptions have particular resonance to this chapter: the legacy of single-sex teaching and teacher education in physical education and; the barriers to young people’s involvement caused by restrictive ways some sports and forms of dance are portrayed and practised.  
As part of our understanding of the ways in which PE is constructed and delivered to schoolchildren, we must start with a recognition and exploration of how PE teachers are trained. Brown and Rich (2002) examined how gender is positioned within a Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) course in an English University for teachers wanting to specialise in PE. Their research takes a relational perspective of gender in PE by following Messner and Sabo’s (1990) ‘Gender Order’ in which femininity and masculinity are critically examined in relation to each other within a given system of inequality. In this instance Brown and Rich seek to show the ways in which ‘gendered student teacher identities, masculine and feminine, are positioned and deployed as pedagogy’ (Brown and Rich, 2002: 80). Humberstone (1990) noted that the PE curriculum itself mediates the complicated interrelationships between our cultural values, and how we develop gender identity and gender based sport stereotypes. It does this in two key ways. Firstly, PE helps to define acceptable physical activities for girls and boys through the inclusion and exclusion of certain events throughout the sporting calendar. In doing so, it demarcates what is considered to be appropriately feminine and masculine behaviours. Sport is often regarded as a male preserve (Dunning, 1994) and an area in which images of ideal masculinity are constructed and promoted (Connell, 1987). In this environment boys learn what it is to become ‘men’ and notions of the differences between men and women, and between men who do and do not compete, are also developed (Connell, 1987). These differences often reflect notions of the differences between men and women's physical capabilities and the questioning of the sexuality of men who do not play competitive sport. Similarly, Connell (1987) argues, sport provides the avenue in which many girls construct their identities, forming boundaries for acceptable behaviour, future sporting career opportunities and notions of their importance in the sporting world. Secondly, the style of PE teaching, rooted in Initial Teacher Training (ITT) also comes to define preferred methods of sport delivery. The construction of appropriate teaching practice is often predicated by concerns that not teaching traditionally female or male sport may have consequences, not only for the presumption of a teacher’s ability/inability in that sport, but also fears over being identified as homosexual (Brown & Rich, 2002; Clarke, 2002; Griffin, 1992; Squires & Sparkes, 1996). In this way individual choice in terms of specialising in a particular sport is limited. To accept traditional notions of what a female or male PE teacher should specialise in, such as netball for women and football for men, merely reinforces the gendered construction of sport. To reject these notions teachers challenge the accepted ideal of being a female or male PE teacher and place themselves in a subordinate or ‘other’ position (Brown & Rich, 2002). For women it is the presence of supposed ‘masculine’ qualities such as aggression and competitiveness that often pre-empts the definition of homosexuality, whereas for men it is often the absence of such qualities that can label themselves as homosexual (Russell, in press). 

This classification of female homosexuality mirrors much of the research into women’s participation in sports traditionally deemed as masculine (Krane et al., 2004), such as boxing (Halbert, 1997), body building (Choi, 2000), football (Scraton et al., 1999; Kolnes, 1995; Pirinen, 1997), rugby (Russell, in press; Russell, 2002) and wrestling (Sisjord, 1997). This research suggests that female participation in sports stereotyped as male, and in particular those sports that require some display of power and strength result in many women being perceived as aggressive, overly competitive, and ultimately ‘unfeminine’. Veri (1999) points to the definition of the female athlete as deviant because of its open defiance of the discipline of femininity. Any transgression from the traditional ideals of what the feminine body should be doing labels itself as deviant, masculine and thus homosexual.

The experiences of student teachers wanting to specialise in PE (Brown & Rich, 2002) can provide an excellent insight into how traditional structures of PE often force students to take up positions that enforce the dominant ideals of masculinity and femininity. One example indicated a lack of opportunity for a male student to deliver a dance programme to boys. The comment from the head of department was simply that ‘I don’t believe boys should do that’ (p. 86). Not only does this prevent boys from having the opportunity to experience dance, but it also serves to limit the student’s range of teaching techniques and place of dance in the curriculum. Similarly a more relaxed approach to teaching male pupils was criticised by another teacher for being ‘too soft’, indicating once again the presupposition that there is only one style of appropriate teaching, that being very regimented and structured. The student teacher in question then had to reposition his approach to teaching boys in a way that was more authoritarian, because that was how his work was considered to be of value. In this way accepted versions of teaching practice are reinforced and maintained. On another occasion a female student teacher (Christie) failed to speak out against a male teachers derogatory comments about the dress of some of the girls in his class. This experience exemplifies what Brown and Rich (2002) call the ‘double bind’ of those wanting to challenge the Gender Order
. The difficulty being that many students want to have a more inclusive perspective and practice to PE lessons and education as a whole, but to do so can often place them in a disadvantaged position. If Christie challenges the comments, she risks being stigmatised and identified as a non-complicit female and student teacher. If she does nothing, she is a willing participant in the process and consequently merely reinforces the established order. For both men and women seeking to become PE teachers there is a clear barrier to openly challenging the status quo without negative consequence. Many student teachers abide by the expectations of their teaching mentors and programme advisors in order to be successful. This may take place even though this practice contradicts some of the National Curriculum’s aims and objectives for equal opportunity.

It is also evident that female teachers often have to ‘prove’ themselves in order to be taken seriously by male pupils.  Frequently, when taking an all boys group for football or basketball, Christie was only taken seriously when she was able to demonstrate a high level of skill to the class:

I took an all-boys football group, and it was quite interesting the way that they [the boys] reacted. One of the balls rolled over to me, and naturally I did take a flick and then a few keepie-up and, you know, that was it, you know all the lads were like, ‘Miss do you play football?’ And I had my women’s football top on, and then the lads started taking the mick out of one of the other boys in the group saying, ‘Miss is better than you’ (citied from Brown & Rich, 2002, p. 92).

While Christie is able to demonstrate her ability to do the same things that the boys can do, she is also accepting that this is the only way in which to gain respect as a female teacher. What this account also indicates is that the boys in this group rated her performance initially as a woman playing ‘their’ sport, and accomplished player second when they used her performance as a method of peer ridicule. Being ‘beaten by a girl’ is still utilised as one of the worst indicators of performance by young men and male teachers alike. Having to prove one’s ability in sports considered to be in the male domain, such as cricket, football and rugby is a consistent message in the sporting development of many girls and young women (Russell, 2002). Considering the often-restrictive forms of teaching practice accepted by mentors within the school environment and the associated beliefs of limited physical capabilities of both girls and boys, it is not surprising to find that many girls have negative experiences of school sport.  

Girl’s experiences of PE and sport

It should be recognised that girls and boys participate in sport and physical activity within a socially constructed environment. It is socially constructed in the sense that, while the National Curriculum sets guidelines for content and provision time for sport within schools, the delivery of this programme is based on long standing ideals of accepted physical activity. As noted earlier in this chapter, stereotypical notions of sports suitable for girls and boys are reinforced through teacher training. This training limits both opportunities for girls and boys to experience a greater variety of sports, and also restricts a teachers capability to learn and deliver non-traditional activities, such as women teaching football and men teaching dance. The relative stability of this cultural practice (Kirk, 1999) is problematic in the sense that while many educators may be critical of the way in which sports are delivered to school children, there appears to be a limited opportunity for changing this. Recent research (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001; Hargreaves, 1994; Williams & Bedward, 1999, 2000, 2002; Youth Sport Trust/Nike, 1999, 2000) has highlighted that school sport often fails to provide a positive experience for girls because of this limited view of what PE is and how it should be delivered. Whilst Penney and Evans (1999) noted that there are often political frameworks that prevent many teachers from challenging and restructuring the way in which sport is delivered, it is important to consistently present material that highlights the dissatisfaction of both pupils and teachers alike in the hope that change will come. Some of the key factors, which influence the positive and negative experiences of girls, include: the gendered structure of the curriculum and the lack of choice of activities; a highly prescribed uniform chosen by those in authority and not the pupils; sexist attitudes of teachers and pupils regarding participation in non-traditional sports; lack of awareness regarding body image and its consequences; and conformity to codes of conduct which have little relevance to recreational sports. 

Many girls in Williams and Bedward’s (2002) study noted the inequity of providing boys the opportunity to play football, while they were excluded. It was clear from the accounts given to Williams and Bedward that the girls were very aware of the gendered structures of PE and critical of it. One reason for this may be that many girls had played football within the primary school environment and were now unable to continue simply because they were at secondary school. Ravinder, one of the students interviewed by Williams and Bedward highlighted this situation:

Well, I don’t really like hockey and I enjoy football because I’ve done football a lot in my primary school. I was going to join a team, but then, no. We were going to a team in Year 7 but then Mr Jacques says you can’t (p. 151).

The study also found that one of the reasons for the exclusion of girls from football may be a lack of awareness by the teachers themselves regarding the opportunities for girls to play football outside of the school setting. This reflects, not only, traditional views of gender appropriate activities, but equally a failure to recognise the growth of new sports and its opportunities for girls and women in the long term. Robert, a white male head of PE, was clearly unaware of the recent growth in girl’s football and the knock-on effects that greater involvement produces:

I feel that it is their best interest for us to teach them games that they are actually more likely to be able to follow up after they leave school, so I actually feel that we’re better sticking to the traditional range – that we teach rugby to boys and football to boys, basketball to boys, although we have done some mixed basketball, and netball and hockey to girls (Williams & Bedward, 2002p. 152).

What Robert is demonstrating could be considered a realistic sport plan for girls. Boys and men may well have a greater opportunity to make a financially viable career from their chosen sports, such as cricket, rugby or football, but Robert is clearly missing the point. Girls should be provided the same opportunities to experience and enjoy a whole variety of sports and physical activity programmes, not simply cordoned off into sports that require little effort on his part. Such responses highlight what Williams and Bedward (2001) noted as the cultural and generational gap between current teachers and their pupils. This gap results in a lack of awareness on the part of teachers to what girls actually want to do and are certainly capable of undertaking. Even when opportunities are made available for girls to participate in sports they enjoy, such as football and basketball, the results are often negative because of the attitude of male peers and teachers (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001). In an examination of both student and teachers perceptions of PE in middle and high school programmes within the US, Ennis (1999) found that co-educational lessons only served to decrease participation motivation levels among girls. She noted numerous occasions where male students dominated mixed basketball sessions through their aggressive and individualised style of play. This practice, which relegated female students to observers and a nuisance was often supported by male teachers and highlighted as a reason to exclude girls from this activity. Ennis also noted that one of the key reasons for this is the boys’ belief that in order to be chosen for a preferred team and respected by their male peers they had to demonstrate their aggression, regardless of the impact it had on other classmates:

You gotta be in there fighting for the ball or the other guys won’t want you. If you don’t they be saying stuff like, ‘You be sorry…you play like a mother..’ I try to drive around the girls and not hit them, but they’re in my way. I can’t be backing down to no girl…no matter what. I would never be allowed to play on Sean’s team again. And you know that’s real important to me (Ennis, 1999, p. 34).

This research suggests the strength of the belief of these young men that in order to be successful they need and have to display appropriate aggressive characteristics. This action not only reinforces preconceived ideas of what it is to be a good basketball player, but also the position of girls in the PE school programme. Girls are provided an opportunity to play basketball, but on male terms. 
The role of PE uniforms


PE uniforms are often noted as key determinants in the negative experience of girls within PE lessons and this is closely associated to observation by male peers. Many schools impose a uniform for PE for both girls and boys in an attempt to present a school identity, not only in competitive matches against other schools, but as a way to promote an image of itself to a wider social environment. Within many schools, this is seen in the preference of gym skirts or gym knickers with t-shirt for girls and shorts and t-shirt for boys. The biggest concern expressed was related to the revealing state of the gym skirts and gym knickers:

The PE skirts are really short, but you have to deal with it because that’s the school uniform for PE. And you’re not allowed to wear cycling shorts either. I don’t think its fair…We have to wear PE pants. Even though it’s not showing your other pants, it’s still a bit revealing I think (Diane, year 11 student. Williams & Bedward, 2002, p. 154).

There is clearly a conflict between the wishes of many girls to wear clothes that are less restrictive and revealing, and that reflect more fashionable styles and the teachers need to maintain a traditional style of uniform that is ‘smart’. The Youth Sport Trust/Nike project (2000, 1999) highlighted this particular aspect when addressing the resistance of teachers to change this fundamental aspect. One teacher commented ‘I’m a bit torn really, because I suppose, I’m a bit of a traditionalist and I think they do look very smart in gym skirts, but from a practical point of view I think it’s maybe time to change’ (Youth Sport Trust/Nike, 2000, p. 53). The real concern for this author is the continued impact that restrictive and revealing clothes may have on girls and young women’s body image. Restrictive and revealing PE kits can often make girls very aware of their bodies and how it does or does not fit a sporting ideal. More so, displaying your body in front of unsympathetic teachers and other students, can often be a humiliating degrading experience. Teresa, a student in Williams and Bedward’s (2002) study highlighted this factor:

If, say, you’re chubby and you want to wear shorts under your skirt because you get picked on, they (the teachers) don’t understand. They always tell you to take them off, but you can’t. Like today, we had to stand up whoever didn’t have the right PE kit, and I got a warning (p. 155).

A lack of understanding or complacency concerning the impact of physically displaying your body by the teachers is certainly a disturbing trend. The Youth sport Trust/Nike (2001) report noted many instances of the complacency of teachers in relation to this issue, arguing that they were addressing body image concerns in the PE arena by paying particular attention to how they spoke to girls about their bodies, but often failed to demonstrate any real change in policy. Teachers need to recognise the alarming increase in girls who experience some form of body dissatisfaction and provide alternative ways of delivering PE that can reduce this anxiety. In particular allowing girls to choose their own kit for participating in sport allows them the opportunity to be active in ways that make them feel comfortable. By emphasising the requirement of a kit that restricts movement because of a concern over how they feel they look can lead to many girls engaging in unhealthy practices in order to obtain the ‘ideal’ physical shape. Research informs us that girls primarily desire a thinner body size than boys (Collins, 1991; Gardner, Sorter & Friedman, 1997; Lawrence & Thelen, 1995) and report greater body image concerns than (Mendelson, White & Mendelson, 1996; Wood, Becker & Thompson, 1996). Over 57% of girls as young as 5-7 wanted to look thinner (Ambrosi-Randic, 2000), with 77% of girls aged 14-16 wanting to lose weight (Grigg, Bowman & Redman, 1996). These indicators provide strong evidence that there must be a change in the way in which we deliver sporting opportunities for girls, so that there is a greater focus on the value of participation for health and social reasons rather than being regarded as a means for critical observation. 
One success story in relation to increasing girls involvement in PE can be found in The Manor School and Specialist Sports College in Mansfield. This school took part in the Nike Girls in Sport research pilot project run by the Youth sport Trust (Youth Sport Trust/Nike, 1999). Teachers here wanted to explore the reasons behind girls’ disengagement with PE at school and found that levels of self-esteem among the girls were very low. The low levels of confidence felt by the girls was often compounded by negative attitudes presented by the boys and did not see sport as a positive influence. Key strategies that improved participation rates and positive experiences included: changing the PE curriculum to one that met the desires of the girls to include football, aerobics, trampoline, street dance, self-defence and badminton; relaxing PE kit to include tracksuit bottoms; abandoning showers; and providing alternative sporting roles such as leader, coach and administrator to girls who did not want to be physically active (Bakewell, 2004). The Nike Girls in Sport scheme has been undertaken by a number of schools in England and has shown that positive experiences of sport can be achieved for girls by addressing how PE and sport is delivered to them. A restructuring of the PE curriculum to include more girl friendly sports and activities, such as street dance, aerobics, self-defence and badminton in addition to a relaxation of the PE kit and changing policies can have a huge impact on participation rates for girls. What is more important is that girls will enjoy the experience of being physically active and we can only hope that they will continue with this involvement and develop a lifelong relationship with physical activity and/or sport. 

Conclusion

We know from research (Pate et al. 1999) that encouraging participation in physical activity in children can lead to them becoming physically active adults. A recent longitudinal study (Thompson, Humbert & Mirwald, 2003) found a number of factors that influenced the continued participation in physical activity of children, as they became adults. In particular, adolescence was considered a critical time for developing a preference for physical activity or inactivity later in life. In men, the level of physical activity decreased when experiences were negative recalled, such as ‘playing only 10% of the time when on a team, a feeling of inadequate skill development or size disadvantage, or teachers/coaches paying more attention to the more talented individuals’ (p. 375). In a similar vein, women whose physical activity level dropped as adults recalled other negative experiences such as ‘inequitable teacher/coach treatment, feelings of intimidation in physical education and when trying out for sport teams, and lack of parental support and encouragement’ (p. 375). What this study and the other material presented in this chapter highlights is the need to act now to change the way in which we think about and deliver PE and sport to our children. We know that there are severe health implications for children who do not maintain a healthy lifestyle. The promotion of physical activity must be considered a priority for all professionals involved in care and guidance of children and young people. In particular we need to address the low participation rates and drop out rates of girls in sport and physical activity. There are interventions out there, such as the Nike Girls in Sport project, that can have a positive influence on participation levels of girls through simple but effective changes in the way in which PE is delivered at school level. It is also essential that we re-evaluate the ways in which we train and mentor our PE teachers. We need to encourage a rejection of the restricted gendered stereotypes of ‘female’ and ‘male’ sports and create a more open environment for trainees to question preconceived ideas of the best teaching methods. As part of this process student teachers must be permitted to develop more socially and culturally specific programmes that will encourage greater participation of all pupils. Only by doing so can we prevent disaffected students becoming disaffected adults and halt the impending obesity epidemic.
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