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ABSTRACT 

A MIND/ BODY EXPLORATION OF ADOLESCENT GIRLS’ STRATEGIES & 
BARRIERS TO THEIR SUCCESS OR SURVIVAL IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

MAY 2008 

JENNIFER L. FISETTE, B.S., RHODE ISLAND COLLEGE 

M.S., ITHACA COLLEGE 

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

Directed by: Professor Linda L. Griffin 

The purpose of this study was twofold: (a) to explore how adolescent girls 

perceive and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical education and how 

they navigate ways to feel comfortable within their own bodies and the physical 

education environment and (b) to engage in student-centered exploratory projects. 

Participants were seven ninth and tenth grade girls. Data were collected from focus 

group and individual interviews, critical incidents forms, journals, and descriptive field 

notes from observations. Data were analyzed using content analysis and open, axial, and 

selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Results indicated that four primary factors 

positively and negatively influenced their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in physical 

education (a) gender issues in coeducation classes, (b) activities offered, (c) ‘people’ in 

the class, and (d) public display in physical education. First, the complexity of gender 

issues in coeducation classes such as; male dominance, gender segregation, and gender 

stereotypes, influenced their comfort and type of participation in physical education. 

Second, prior experience and design of the activity enhanced or exacerbated their 

perceived competence and opportunity for success. Third, friends and other classmates 
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affected whether they socialized and felt comfortable in physical education class. 

Finally, the public nature of physical education caused participants to fear being 

embarrassed and exposed their bodies, which allowed them to compare their bodies and 

skill ability to other girls in class. Collectively, participants’ comfort embodied these 

factors that affected their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in physical education. 

Participants’ comfort influenced whether they did not participate, participated (i.e., 

blending in), or actually participated. Participants purposely created strategies to thrive 

or survive in physical education based on their comfort. Furthermore, participants 

created informational products as a result of their exploratory projects, which were 

dispersed among faculty and students. Results suggest that adolescent girls are willing to 

share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences when they are provided a comfortable and 

safe space where they can engage in discourse among their peers. Adolescent girls have 

a deeper understanding of how they think and feel within their bodies and their stories 

need to be told and heard. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the United States, the mind/body connection has been limited in students and 

teachers’ education, as schools are primarily concerned with the mind (Shilling, 1993a). 

Researchers’ focus on intellectual development and educational knowledge reflects the 

belief that the education of the mind is the primary purpose of schooling (Shilling, 

1993a). Schools’ emphasis on cognitive knowledge disregards the emotional and 

physical characteristics of students. For students to have a holistic approach to 

knowledge development and understand how they make meaning of their bodies, which 

is based on their thoughts and feelings, they need to have a mind/body connection. For 

students and teachers to move beyond the construction of their own embodiment and self- 

identity that is not solely based on societal influences they need to understand and be 

educated from a mind/body perspective. To understand and develop these types of 

knowledge construction researchers need to explore students and teachers’, (a) 

knowledge about the body, (b) meaning making of the mind and body connection, and (c) 

awareness of the socially constructed body. 

Professional discourse among sociologists has focused on what the body is, who 

owns our bodies, and how the body is constructed (Shilling, 1993a). Social theorists 

have different beliefs about the way the body is constructed. These perspectives lay the 

foundation for how the body is viewed (i.e., biological, socially constructed) and the 

body’s relationship to the mind (i.e., intersected or separate). 

The theoretical framework for this study is based on the notion that the body is 

both biologically and socially constructed. In order to have a collective understanding of 
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the body the biological and social influences need to be combined. Shilling (1993a, pg. 

102) refers to the combined human embodiment “as an unfinished state, which compels 

people to act on themselves, others, and the world around them.” Shilling (1993a) 

describes the importance of individuals finding meanings of their bodies within the world 

in which they operate: 

These same conditions govern an individual’s sense of self and the relation they 

have with their body. Because human bodies are unfinished entities, they too 

must be invested with work and meaning. The absence of a meaningful and 

ordered self, body and world for humans would make impossible effective 

physical intervention in the world (pg. 102). 

The biological and socially constructed bodies are linked together by 

embodiment. Embodiment encapsulates the mind and body, which is biologically 

formulated and influenced by social construction. According to Turner (1996, pg. xiii) 

embodiment is, “the making and doing work of bodies - of becoming a body in social 

space.” For this paper, embodiment will be defined as the way adolescent girls make 

meaning of their bodies in the context of physical education. Educating adolescent girls 

about their bodies and the mind/body connection provides girls with the opportunity to 

make meaning of their mind, body, and the connection of the two for their own selves. 

Knowledge of and understanding embodiment has the potential for adolescent girls to be 

empowered (e.g., within the physical education context). 

Numerous social theories have espoused the bi-dimensional view of the body (i.e., 

combining the naturalistic and socially constructed bodies), which connects the mind and 

body together into one entity. Such theories, include, for example Foucault’s (1979, 
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1980) theory on discourse, power/knowledge, control, and surveillance, which allow the 

body to be adapted or controlled depending on the form of power instituted; Turner’s 

(1992, 1996) theory, which has a strong emphasis on structure and views the body as a 

material, physical body through order, control, and sexuality; and Connell’s (1995) 

research has centered on the construction of the gendered body, predominantly with an 

external focus on the size, shape, and strength of bodies. 

Understanding the power relations in a physical education setting and how 

adolescent girls formulate their social and self identities within this context is pertinent to 

examine adolescent girls’ embodiment for them to have a true sense and understanding of 

themselves. Power, control, surveillance, judgment, and gender issues are components of 

power relations that are present in the physical education environment. For example, 

there are numerous levels of power and control (e.g., students within themselves, students 

to students, teachers to students) that students grapple with in physical education. 

Moreover, the public nature of physical education (e.g., changing clothes in the locker 

room, performing in front of others) allows students to be observed, surveyed, and judged 

by others. 

Collectively, these social theorists’, “views provide important insights into how 

bodies may be affected by power relations, how the body enters into social definition of 

the self, and how the body can function as a social symbol” (Shilling, 1993a, pg. 99). 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell also consider social inequalities when viewing the body. 

They continue to view the body as a biological object, but believe that human 

embodiment is an unfinished state, which is influenced by society and the people within 

it (Shilling, 1993a). Furthermore, they believe that the body can only be complete 
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through bodywork (i.e., activities individuals do to take care of their bodies, such as 

exercising) (Armour, 1999; Kirk, 1999; Shilling, 1993a). These theorists believe that 

social construction does perpetuate social inequalities with power and control, but how 

that power and control dominates or oppresses individuals is not explicitly made. 

Specifically, the socially constructed body is viewed as is (i.e., status quo), whereas the 

social inequality perspective takes more of a critical lens in how the body was originally 

constructed and continues to be constructed. 

Schools, for example, are places that produce and reproduce the meanings society 

has given to the construction of the body. Through power relations, students may or may 

not conform to the messages society has placed on schools. This conformity or non¬ 

conformity filters down to the individual subject matter areas, such as physical education. 

Physical education has the potential to influence students’ embodiment. For this to 

occur, students need to be educated about the mind and body connection as well as the 

deconstruction of societal influences and practices. Armour (1999) provides a rationale, 

based on four key points, as to how physical education can become central to students’ 

education in schools: a) students are embodied, b) embodiment is increasingly central to 

self-identity, c) numerous ‘social things’ impinge upon students’ embodiment, and d) 

physical education can play a major role in the establishment of students’ embodied 

identity. 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theories and Armour’s rationale provide 

insight into the importance for researchers to explore ways that reveal adolescent girls’ 

embodiment in physical education. Physical education can provide adolescent girls 

opportunities and safe spaces to learn how to make meaning of their bodies, deconstruct 
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their social identities, and construct their self-identities based on the new understanding 

of their embodiment. Currently, there has been limited research on adolescent girls’ 

socially constructed body within the physical education context. Scholars have theorized 

and argued (e.g.. Armour, 1999; Kirk, 1999, 2001, 2002; Shilling, 1993b) for the need to 

incorporate education on the mind and body in physical education, yet few researchers 

have explored this notion. 

Recent studies on the socially constructed body have focused on language use 

(Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995), critical inquiry through curricular tasks 

(Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001; 2004), and the effects gender and race have 

on students’ participation in physical education (Azzarito & Solmon, 2006a, 2006b; 

Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006c). Collectively, the findings indicate that adolescent 

girls make meaning of their bodies based on the socially constructed idealized female 

body. Findings from these studies support the need for future research studies that 

deconstruct adolescent girls’ perspectives of the body and attempt to provide them with 

the educational opportunities to reconstruct their self-identities and embodiment. 

Thus, this study explored adolescent girls’ perspectives of their bodies, 

particularly in the context of physical education. Specifically, this study focused on ways 

to provide adolescent girls the opportunity to learn and understand about their bodies, 

why they feel the way they do about their bodies, and provide suggestions for physical 

education teachers on how they can establish a more comfortable and safe environment 

for students. 
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to (a) explore how adolescent girls perceive and 

feel about their bodies while they engage in physical education and (b) how they navigate 

ways to feel comfortable within their own bodies and the physical education 

environment. First, I examined how adolescent girls view their bodies, both in general 

and within the physical education setting. I attempted to learn how they currently think 

and feel about their bodies, why they have these thoughts and feelings about their bodies, 

and where these perceptions have derived. Second, I utilized adolescent girls’ 

perceptions of their bodies to formulate activities to guide them through a process in an 

attempt to deconstruct these perspectives. These activities allowed them to explore 

various perspectives of the body and provided them the opportunity to discuss their 

thoughts and feelings with others. Finally, adolescent girls formulated their own projects 

on a topic of their choice to further their knowledge and understanding of adolescents’ 

thoughts and feelings about physical education. 

Research Questions 

A grounded theory qualitative research design was utilized to provide the richest 

description of the way adolescent girls describe and make meaning of their bodies and 

navigate how they can feel comfortable within their own bodies. I addressed the 

following research questions: 

1. How do adolescent girls think and feel about their bodies while they are in the 

physical education setting? 
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2. What factors influence the way they feel within and perceive their bodies? How 

do these factors influence their level of comfort/discomfort in the physical 

education environment? 

3. What strategies do they utilize to navigate these factors for them to feel 

comfortable with their bodies and to engage in physical education? 

Si2nificance of Study 

This study is significant for several reasons. First, the literature on the way 

schools educate students about the mind/body connection and the female socially 

constructed body within the context of physical education has primarily been 

theoretically driven (e.g., Armour, 1999; Kirk, 1999, 2001, 2002; Shilling, 1993b). More 

recently, these theoretical underpinnings have evolved into research studies that focus on 

how adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies (Azzarito & Solmon, 2006a, 2006b; 

Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006c; Fisette, 2007; Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 

2001; 2004; Oliver, Hamzeh, McCaughtry, & Chacon, 2007). 

This study has the potential to extend the literature and knowledge on adolescent 

girls’ embodiment in the context of physical education. This study explored the power 

relations present within physical education that influenced how adolescent girls perceive 

and feel within their bodies and the way these perceptions affected their engagement in 

physical education. An in-depth examination of adolescent girls, within a physical 

education setting, was needed to provide a rich and detailed description of the girls’ 

thoughts, feelings, and perceptions about their bodies. 

Second, this study intended to go beyond the initial stage of gaining insight on 

adolescent girls’ embodiment, as it attempted to deconstruct societal messages that 
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influence the girls’ perceptions of their bodies. For this to occur, a significant amount of 

time was needed in the field to establish trust and rapport with the girls, learn how they 

currently felt about their bodies, and formulated activities for them to learn how to 

deconstruct socially constructed images and messages. An understanding of how 

adolescent girls perceive the socially constructed female body and the way they conform 

or resist societal messages and pressures will provide physical education teachers, teacher 

educators, and researchers valuable insight into who these girls are. 

Third, this research has the potential to go beyond ‘what is’ and focus on ‘what 

can be’ (Oliver, et al., 2007). Previous studies have focused on how adolescent girls feel 

and view their bodies in relation to the socially constructed female body; however, 

research studies on adolescent girls’ embodiment are at the beginning stages of 

developing strategies girls can utilize to empower themselves. These strategies need to 

be discussed, shared, and designed by the girls themselves, not by researches or their 

physical education teachers. 

Finally, this research has implications for physical education teachers and 

researchers on activities they can implement into their physical education curriculum. 

These activities have the capabilities to empower adolescent girls. Safe spaces need to be 

established within the physical education environment for girls to discuss, share, and gain 

knowledge about their perceptions of their bodies, particularly in relation to the socially 

constructed female body. Girls’ voices need to be heard so we, teachers and researchers, 

can design physical education programs that are safe, meaningful, and enjoyable for all 

students. Knowledge about adolescent girls’ feelings about their bodies and how these 

feelings influence their engagement in physical education is a prime example of a 
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mind/body connection. Physical education teachers have the opportunity to educate 

students about the intersection of the mind and body and implement activities that 

empower instead of impede the individuals they are presently and who they want to 

become. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The study of adolescent girls and their bodies has primarily focused on girls’ body 

image, which emphasizes the physical nature of the body. Limited research has been 

conducted on adolescent girls’ embodiment, which encompasses the physical, mental, 

and emotional aspects of the body. Foucault (1979, 1980), Turner (1996), and Connell’s 

(1995) multidimensional perspectives of the body provides the theoretical framework to 

explore how adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies in the context of physical 

education. 

This chapter is a review of the literature that seeks to establish a theoretical 

framework to understand adolescent girls’ embodiment, specifically within the physical 

education setting. This chapter will be divided into two main sections, (a) the theoretical 

framework of social theory and (b) the review of the literature on adolescent girls and 

physical education. In the next section, I will first describe numerous terms to 

foreground the literature review. Second, I will explain why I have selected social theory 

as the theoretical framework for this review. Third, I will discuss the various social 

theory perspectives on the body and will provide a rationale for the perspective on the 

body I have selected (i.e., biological and socially constructed) as the theoretical lens I 

will utilize throughout the remainder of this review. Finally, I will explore numerous 

social theorists’ research that support the biological and socially constructed perspective 

of the body. 

Before I begin my critical examination of the literature, I want to foreground 

specific terms that are used throughout the literature as a way to provide clarity for the 
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reader. Although the mind/body connection will be discussed and defined within this 

chapter, I believe it is important for the reader to have a clear sense of the terms from the 

very beginning. For example, in the literature, different terminology is used to describe 

the separation or connection of the mind and body. Specifically, in the social theory and 

philosophical literature, they use ‘dichotomy’ to represent the mind and body as separate 

entities, whereas, in the body and physical education literature, ‘split or dualism’ is 

utilized. Thus, dichotomy, dualism, split, and disconnect are synonymous of one another. 

On the other hand, intersection or connection is used to represent the mind and body as 

joint entities. 

Social theory was selected for this review on adolescent girls’ embodiment in 

physical education for two reasons. First, since I want to explore adolescent girls’ 

embodiment, I need to understand what the body is, how it is constructed, and how 

individuals in society can view the body. Social theory provides valuable insight on the 

body, particularly on the different perspectives in which the body is viewed. Second, my 

specific interest on adolescent girls’ embodiment is within the context of physical 

education. Schools and education, in general, is influenced by the greater society. 

Specifically, the subject matter of physical education is impacted by the greater society, 

sport society, and school society. Thus, social theory provides strong theoretical 

underpinnings to understand adolescent girls’ embodiment, because social theory 

intersects how adolescent girls view and construct their bodies with the way schools 

educate students about the mind and body. 

There are several social theory lenses individuals can use to view the body. First, 

individuals who view the body from a naturalistic perspective believe the body was 
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biologically formulated. Second, individuals who believe in the socially constructed 

perspective view the body as invented by society. Finally, the biological and socially 

constructed perspective provides a collective understanding of the body (i.e., human 

embodiment) and considers the body to be an unfinished state (Shilling, 1993a). Based 

on individuals’ belief on how the body is formulated, the next step is to consider the 

numerous social theorists and their theories that support the same body perspective, 

because each social theorist focuses on different aspects of society (e.g., physical capital, 

gender) and how these factors influence the body. 

For this critical review, I have chosen the biological and socially constructed 

perspective of the body. My decision to select this perspective was three-fold. First, my 

decision was based on my critical review of the literature (Connell, 1995; Foucault, 1979, 

1980; Shilling, 1993a; Turner, 1996). Second, my specific interest in adolescent girls’ 

embodiment in physical education (the reasons I stated for using social theory) supported 

the bi-dimensional view. Finally, the decision was also based on my own belief that the 

body is both biologically and socially constructed (i.e., built, formulated). 

The biological and socially constructed bodies are linked together by 

embodiment. Embodiment encapsulates the mind and body, which is biologically 

formulated and influenced by social construction (Shilling, 1993a; Turner, 1996). The 

term, embodiment, is used in contexts such as research, fiction literature, and current 

events magazines; however, many authors in each scholarly and literary work have 

alluded to the meaning of embodiment, yet have not explicitly provided a definition as to 

how they will use and make meaning of the word. Readers and researchers may be 
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challenged if embodiment is not defined, because the readers will not have a complete 

understanding of the lens in which the literature was written. 

Throughout all of the literature I have read on embodiment for this review, only 

Lynn Sanders-Bustle and Kim Oliver, researchers, and Bryan Turner, a social theorist, 

defined and described how they viewed embodiment. Sanders-Bustle and Oliver (2001) 

utilized John Dewey’s definition of the embodied self, as “embodied ways of knowing 

are those that illuminate the intimate connection between thoughts and feelings.” Turner 

(1996, pg. xiii) described embodiment as “the making and doing work of bodies - of 

becoming a body in social space.” For this review, I will define embodiment as the ways 

adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies via the 'bodywork' (i.e., work students do 

to take care of their bodies, such as exercise) they do in physical education (Armour, 

1999; Kirk, 1999; Shilling, 1993a). Furthermore, embodiment connects the mind and 

body together within the self and allows adolescent girls the opportunity to make 

meaning of the mind/body connection for their own selves (Armour, 1999; Shilling, 

1993a; Turner, 1996; Wright, 2000). For meaning making to occur, adolescent girls must 

connect and understand how they feel, because “without feeling there can be no 

meaning” (Metheny, 1967). 

Numerous social theories have espoused the bi-dimensional view of the body (i.e., 

combining the naturalistic and socially constructed bodies), which bridges the mind and 

body together into one entity. Such theories, include, for example Foucault’s (1979, 

1980) theory on discourse, power/knowledge, control, and surveillance, which allow the 

body to be adapted or controlled depending on the form of power instituted; Turner’s 

(1992, 1996) theory, which has a strong emphasis on structure and views the body as a 
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material, physical body through order, control, and sexuality; and Connell’s (1995) 

research has centered on the construction of the gendered body, predominantly with an 

external focus on the size, shape, and strength of bodies. 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theories on the body describe how schools 

have provided students with limited education about the mind and body connection. The 

mind/body dualism has been prevalent in schools for decades, as schools focus primarily 

on the minds of students (Schilling, 1993a). Collectively, schools perpetuate the 

mind/body dichotomy, which does not provide students the opportunity to learn how to 

connect their minds with their bodies. For example, the subject matter of physical 

education has traditionally placed emphasis on the physical nature of the body, but 

neglected to educate students about the mind. 

Since the focus of this review is on adolescent girls’ embodiment, understanding 

the power relations in a physical education setting and how adolescent girls formulate 

their social and self-identities within that environment is pertinent to have a true sense 

and understanding of themselves. Power, control, surveillance, and gender issues are 

components of power relations that are present in the physical education environment. 

For example, there are numerous levels of power and control (e.g., students within 

themselves, students to students, teachers to students) that students grapple with in 

physical education. Moreover, the public nature of physical education (e.g., changing 

clothes in the locker room, performing in front of others) allows students to be observed, 

surveyed, and judged by others. 

Limited research has been conducted on adolescent girls’ socially constructed 

body within the context of physical education. Scholars have theorized and argued (e.g.. 
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Armour, 1999; Kirk, 1999, 2001, 2002; Shilling, 1993b; Wright, 2000) for the need to 

incorporate education on the mind and body in physical education, yet few research 

studies have been conducted that explore adolescent girls’ embodiment. 

Recent studies on the socially constructed body have focused on language use 

(Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995), critical inquiry through curricular tasks 

(Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004), and the effects gender and race have on 

students’ participation in physical education (Azzarito & Solmon, 2006a, 2006b; 

Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006c). Collectively, the findings indicate that adolescent 

girls make meaning of their bodies based on the socially constructed idealized female 

body. The findings from these studies support the need for future research studies that 

can deconstruct adolescent girls’ perspectives of the body and attempt to provide them 

with the educational opportunities to reconstruct their self-identities and embodiment. 

Thus, in this critical review I argue for additional research and education about 

adolescent girls’ embodiment in physical education settings. 

In the next section, I will present the theoretical framework, which is based on 

social theory. First, I will provide an overview of the different social theory perspectives 

on the body. Specifically, I will address numerous views on how the body is constructed. 

Second, social theorists and their theories will be explored that support the biological and 

socially constructed body perspective. Finally, an in-depth examination of Michel 

Foucault, Bryan Turner, and Robert Connell’s theories and research will conclude the 

theoretical framework section of this review. 

In the second and final section, I will explore the context of physical education to 

describe the research and scholarly works physical education has conducted in regard to 
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gender and how the body has been perceived and emphasized in physical education over 

the past 100 years. First, I will provide a historical perspective on physical education, 

which will focus on the historical movements and the development of professional 

associations. Second, I will explore the gender issues in physical education within the 

USA, which will include (a) the enactment of the Title DC educational law, (b) a 

comparison of same-sex and coeducation physical education classes, and (c) the hidden 

curriculum. Third, I will delve into the schools’ social influence on the body, with 

particular emphasis placed on the subject matter of physical education and adolescent 

girls’ embodiment within the physical education setting. Finally, I will encapsulate this 

critical review with concluding statements that support my argument for the need to 

conduct research studies on adolescent girls’ embodiment in the context of physical 

education to learn and understand how they make meaning of their bodies. 

Overview of the Body Based on Social Theory 

The following section will provide an introduction to the various social theories 

on the body. First, the mind/body dualism will be distinguished from the mind and body 

as intersected or disconnected. Second, multiple perspectives of how the body is 

constructed will be presented (e.g., biological, socially constructed). Individuals must 

first determine how they view the body to navigate the relationship or separation of the 

mind and body. Finally, Michel Foucault, Bryan Turner, and Robert Connell’s social 

theories will provide the theoretical framework for this review. 

Mind/Body Dualism 

In the United States, the mind/body connection has been limited in students’ and 

teachers’ education, as school systems are concerned primarily with the mind (Shilling, 
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1993a). Researchers’ focus on intellectual development and educational knowledge is 

due to the belief that the education of the mind is the primary purpose of schools 

(Shilling, 1993a). Knowledge of the mindl^ody connection, however, is important for 

students to understand how they make meaning of their bodies, which is based on their 

own thoughts and feelings about their bodies. In order for students and teachers to 

embrace the mind/body connection, they need to understand and be educated how to 

construct their own embodiment and self-identity that is not solely based on societal 

factors. For this type of knowledge construction to occur, research needs to explore 

students and teachers’ (a) knowledge about the body, (b) the mind and body connection, 

and (c) the socially constructed body. 

Professional discourse among sociologists has focused on what the body is, who 

owns our bodies, and how the body is constructed (Shilling, 1993a). Social theorists and 

researchers have different beliefs about the way the body is constructed. Thus, multiple 

social theories about the body have been considered. Chris Shilling’s (1993a) research 

represents the relationship between the body and self-identity as biological, socially 

constructed, both biologically and socially constructed, and as social inequalities. He 

examines each theoretical perspective with support from other social theorists who 

emphasize the mind/body intersection or dichotomy. The importance of examining the 

mind/body as an intersection and a dichotomy is twofold. First, sociologists from North 

America and Britain have focused primarily on language and the mind instead of other 

aspects of human embodiment (Shilling, 1993a). Second, sociologists in parts of the 

Western (e.g.. New Zealand, Australia) and Eastern cultures (Asia) view the mind/body 

as interconnected. Collectively, both Western and Eastern cultures may need to provide 
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theory and practice that focus on the mind and body as intersected, not as separate 

entities. 

Social Theory Perspectives on the Body 

Social theorists and researchers throughout the world have different beliefs on the 

way the body is constructed. These perspectives lay the foundation for how the body is 

viewed (i.e., biological, socially constructed) and the body’s relationship to the mind (i.e., 

intersected or separate). In this section, various perspectives of the body will be 

addressed. 

The Naturalistic Body 

The naturalistic view of the body focuses on the power of the biological body, 

which forms a basis and contributes toward social relationships (Shilling, 1993a). The 

main focus of the naturalistic perspective relates to genetics, which claim that the body is 

the origin of human identity (Shilling, 1993a). Biological scientists believe that the body 

is a natural machine, which produces gender differences, particularly with regard to sex 

role expectations (Connell, 1995). The naturalistic perspective perpetuates gender 

inequalities where the male sex is privileged and the female sex is oppressed in an overtly 

patriarchal society. For example, males are brought up to take pride in their bodies, 

whereas females are socialized to dislike theirs (Shilling, 1993a), which results in females 

finding ways to manipulate their bodies (e.g., cosmetic surgery, dieting) and influences 

their level of physical activity. For school-aged females, “PE is still the most segregated 

subject in schools and its organization remains embedded within gender ideologies of 

[male] bodily expansion and [female] bodily restriction” (Shilling, 1993a, pg. 67). 

Physical education’s reproduction of these gender ideologies supports the naturalistic 
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perspective, which distinguishes the mind from the body. For students to understand the 

mind/body connection, other body perspectives need to be considered. 

The Socially Constructed Body 

Social constructionists view the body as shaped, constrained, and invented by 

society (Shilling, 1993a). Societal factors contribute to the external portion of the body, 

which is in contrast with the naturalistic emphasis on the internal. As a group, social 

constructionists see the body less as a biological entity and mainly as a socially 

constructed being. The biological view of the body does not take into consideration the 

life experiences of individuals within society. Society’s impact on an individual’s 

everyday life is significant and influences their embodiment and self and social identities. 

On the other hand, overemphasis on the socially constructed body can have the reverse 

effect of embodiment, by disembodying sex (Connell, 1995). The socially constructed 

body places emphasis on physical appearance such as the representation (e.g., 

musculature, clothing, hair, make-up) of the physical body. For instance, muscles are 

acceptable on males, but are unacceptable for females depending on the size of the 

muscles. Females tend to either increase their amount of exercise to lose weight or resist 

physical activity altogether, because they do not want to put their ‘unacceptable’ body on 

public display in front of others (Shilling, 1993a). Collectively, “social constructionists’ 

views provide important insights into how bodies may be affected by power relations, 

how the body enters into social definition of the self, and how the body can function as a 

social symbol” (Shilling, 1993a, pg. 99). 
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j The Combination of the Biological and Socially Constructed Bodies 

The naturalistic and socially constructed perspectives are extremes of one another; 

both are uni-dimensional. These two perspectives do not take into consideration the 

importance of human embodiment to the constitution of social systems (Shilling, 1993a). 

Thus, biological and social influences may need to be combined to have a collective 

understanding of the body. Shilling (1993a, pg. 102) refers to the combined human 

embodiment “as an unfinished state, which compels people to act on themselves, others, 
I 

! 

‘ and the world around them.” Shilling (1993a) describes the importance of humans 

I finding meanings of their bodies within the world in which they operate: 
i 

These same conditions govern an individual’s sense of self and the relation they 

have with their body. Because human bodies are unfinished entities, they too 

must be invested with work and meaning. The absence of a meaningful and 

ordered self, body and world for humans would make impossible effective 

physical intervention in the world (pg. 102). 

The biological and socially constructed perspective supports the work of the mind 

and body. The mind and body are intersected based on the way individuals make 

meaning of them. Most often, in schools, students focus on academic work (i.e., on the 

mind), yet in the subject matter of physical education, students work on the body. In this 

study, I will define the work students engage in physical education as ‘bodywork’ 

(Amour, 1999; Kirk, 1999; Shilling, 1993a). Anything individuals do to take care of their 

bodies is considered ‘bodywork’ (e.g., exercising, cleaning teeth, cutting nails). For 

instance, performance in physical activity and physical education is a form of bodywork. 

Several body systems (e.g., circulatory, muscular, and respiratory) are exerted during 
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exercise, which allows the heart rate to increase and muscles to be overexerted. Learning 

to understand how individuals feel within their bodies during bodywork and making 

meaning of these feelings is necessary for complete embodiment. 

The naturalistic body focuses solely on the biological, physical body, which 

neglects to consider the social world in which the body lives. The social constructionists’ 

view also places significant emphasis on the physical body, but is based on the social 

influences of individuals’ lived experiences (Shilling, 1993a). The difference between 

the naturalistic and socially constructed bodies is that the naturalistic body is established 

by the internal (i.e., biology, genetics), whereas the socially constructed body focuses on 

the external (i.e., societal influences and relations). Embodiment encapsulates the mind 

and body, which is biologically formulated and influenced by social construction. 

Since embodiment is the main focus of this review, the bi-dimensional view of the 

body (i.e., combining the naturalistic and socially constructed bodies), which bridges the 

mind and body together into one entity, is the perspective that will be examined and 

discussed throughout the remainder of this review. In the next section, I will explore 

Michel Foucault, Bryan Turner, and Robert Connell’s social theories, which support the 

bi-dimensional view of the body. 

Social Theories on the Biological and Socially Constructed Body 

The social theories selected for this critical review of the literature were based on 

the social theorists’ perspectives of the body (i.e., biologically and socially constructed) 

and the way these theories relate to physical education. Given that this review focuses on 

adolescent girls’ embodiment in physical education, Michel Foucault, Bryan Turner, and 

Robert Connell’s theories will be used as the theoretical framework for this review. 
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Social theorists who view the body as biologically and socially constructed that are not 

included in this review are Erving Goffman, Ted Benton, Mark Johnson & Georg Lacoff, 

and Peter Freund. First, a brief rationalization will be given to support the decision to use 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theories. Second, I will provide an explanation for 

limiting my theoretical perspectives. Specifically, each theorist and their theories will be 

discussed, followed by an explanation as to their omission from this review. Finally, sub¬ 

sections will be formulated to provide a more in depth description of Foucault, Turner, 

and Connell’s social theories. 

Several theorists view the body as biologically and socially constructed, yet each 

theorist’s perspective are differentiated based on their personal beliefs, experiences, and 

individual lenses in which they view the world. In the following portion of this section, a 

brief description of the theorists who will be used for the theoretical framework of this 

review will be provided. 

First, Foucault, whose early work in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison 

(1979) concentrated on discourse, power/knowledge, control, and surveillance, was one 

of the first sociologists to research the biological and socially constructed combined 

perspective. He specifically examined the relationship between the body and the effects 

power has on it within Modem societies, where the body is the product of political/power 

relationships (Foucault, 1979; Turner, 1996). Foucault’s theory alludes to the idea that 

the body is capable of being adapted or controlled, which depends on the instituted form 

of power. 

Second, Turner’s theory of bodily order looks at social systems that go beyond the 

biological and sociological dichotomy (i.e., social inequalities). His theory has a strong 
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emphasis on structure and views the body as a material, physical body through order, 

control, and sexuality (Shilling, 1993a; Turner 1992, 1996). Turner (1996) believed that 

the primary dichotomy of social theory is self/society not nature/society. These 

perspectives focus on the type of power and control enacted on an individual, how 

individuals perceive and internalize their position within that power and control, and how 

that dynamic affects their self and social identities. Turner believes that since bodies are 

part of nature and culture, human beings must invest in themselves and the world in 

which they live, knowing that the social meanings they attach to the body may vary 

(Shilling, 1993a; Turner, 1996). 

Third, Connell’s theory centers on the construction of the gendered body, 

predominantly with an external focus on the size, shape, and strength of bodies (Shilling, 

1993a). An individual’s embodiment can justify, legitimize, conform, or go against 

societal categories, which results in either dominance or oppression. Connell’s 

theoretical work on gender supports Foucault and Turner’s argument that the body is both 

a biological and sociological being. He argues for a stronger theoretical position where 

bodies are viewed as sharing in social agency, in generating and shaping courses of social 

conduct (Connell, 1995). Connell’s gender theory emphasizes the impact society places 

on the gendered body, which causes a great challenge to individuals’ reproduction or 

deconstruction of the socially constructed gendered body. 

Collectively, these social theorists’ views “provide important insights into how 

bodies may be affected by power relations, how the body enters into social definition of 

the self, and how the body can function as a social symbol” (Shilling, 1993a, pg. 99). 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell consider social inequalities when they view the body in 
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addition to the biological and sociological perspectives. They continue to view the body 

as a biological object; however, they believe that human embodiment is an unfinished 

state, which is influenced by society (Shilling, 1993a). Social theorists, who propose that 

embodiment is influenced by social inequalities, believe that the human body can only be 

complete through bodywork (Shilling, 1993a). These theorists believe that social 

construction does perpetuate social inequalities with power and control, but it is not 

explicit how that power and control dominates or oppresses individuals. The social 

construction of the body is viewed as is (i.e., status quo), whereas the social inequality 

perspective takes more of a critical lens in how the body is originally constructed and 

continues to be constructed. In the following portion of this section, I will provide a brief 

description of the theorists who will not be used for the theoretical framework of this 

review. 

First, Erving Coffman’s theory places emphasis on the body in relation to human 

agency (i.e., body idiom) and focuses on face-work, stigmatization, and embarrassment in 

social life (Coffman, 1968, 1969). Although Coffman is concerned with how people 

present themselves, many of his studies focused on non-verbal communication and 

behaviors. In physical education, non-verbal communication is utilized, which may 

affect the embodiment of adolescent girls, however, it does not allow them to share how 

they feel within their bodies. 

Second, Ted Benton’s work examines the interrelationship between biological and 

social processes. While learning about the relationship between the two processes is 

important, it does not extend the understanding of how these processes influence the view 
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on the body (i.e., how do individuals make meaning of their bodies based on the 

processes). 

Third, Mark Johnson and Georg Lakoff studied the interrelationship between the 

mind and body as a result of the mind’s location within the body (Shilling, 1993a). 

Again, this relationship is vastly important, because the mind is a part of the body, yet 

their perspective of the connection is based on imagination and categorization, which 

involves seeing, experiencing, and imagining our own and other people’s bodies 

(Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1987). All three are important to establish a mind/body 

connection, but, for embodiment to occur, individuals need to make meaning of what 

they (e.g., students) see, feel, and experience in addition to their imaginative thoughts. 

Fourth, the purpose of Peter Freund’s ‘Emotional Body’ theory is on people’s 

health and illness and the way they are transformed by social relations (Freund, 1990). 

Fraud has a holistic view of an individual’s bodily well being by integrating the mind and 

body. The way disease and illness affects an individual’s emotional self should not be 

neglected, but it is not the focus or emphasis of this review. 

Collectively, an argument could be made for all of these social theorists and their 

theories to have a place in this review regarding adolescent girls’ embodiment in physical 

education. While these theories appear to connect aspects relevant to embodiment, they 

each have dimensional limitations. Thus, Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s theories are 

more comprehensive and relevant to adolescent girls’ embodiment in physical education. 

Throughout this review, these three theorists will represent the theoretical framework 

based on their perspective that the body is biologically and socially constructed. In the 

following sections, 1 will closely examine the salient aspects of Foucault, Turner, and 
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Connell’s social theories. I will also connect each theory to physical education and 

address the theories’ relevancy. 

Michel Foucault’s Social Theory 

Foucault’s work has centered on the influence power, knowledge, control, and 

surveillance has on the construction of the body. Specifically, he has conducted much of 

his research on the discipline and punishment of bodies in prisons and the history of 

sexuality. At first glance, both topics may appear to have nothing to do with 

embodiment, particularly as it relates to physical education. Foucault’s theory regarding 

pain and torture within prison delivers salient aspects of the mind and body intersection. 

These salient aspects of his theory provide an understanding of the separation of the 

physical body from the embodied person. 

Foucault’s theory on the body first started to develop when he researched how the 

body has been viewed and treated over the past couple hundred years. Specifically, he 

had a keen interest on the way the body was surveyed, judged, examined, and treated 

within institutions (e.g., military, asylums, schools), particularly in prisons. His theory 

on power and knowledge derived from his research on the discipline and punishment of 

the body. Foucault’s work. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison (1979) provided 

a historical journey on the way the body was first disciplined in the 1800’s (i.e., torture 

and pain on the physical body), to the birth of the prison, and then the transformation 

prisons have undergone over time (i.e., started to view the body not just as a physical 

being, but also as having a soul and spirit). 

Although Foucault delves into the pain, torture, and discipline on the physical 

body and provides great detail on the prison (both positive and negative aspects), he does 
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not support the treatment individuals receive in prison. His purpose to research prisons 

was two-fold. First, he wanted to study the way society and institutions have viewed and 

treated the body over time. He believes that the body is biologically and socially 

constructed, yet the treatment of individuals focused solely on the physical body, which 

neglected to embrace the mind and spirit of human beings. Foucault does not support the 

discipline that occurred within prisons; rather, he utilized them as a way to understand the 

need to treat, acknowledge, and perceive the embodied person. 

Second, Foucault believed his research on prisons was parallel to other 

institutions such as schools, asylums, and the military. The parallel construction of these 

institutions was based on the structure, individuals within them (e.g., workers, inmates, 

students), the power and knowledge of the individuals, and the processes that effected the 

transformation of individuals. Based on the root of Foucault’s theories and the purpose 

of this review, the remainder of this section will explore the historical perspectives of the 

body through the lens that the body is biologically and socially constructed and the 

concepts and ideas of prisons will be transferred to schools. 

In the 1800s, prior to the birth of prisons, torture was the form of punishment 

bestowed upon human bodies. At that time, when individuals were tortured or 

imprisoned, the body was served as an instrument (i.e., a physical being that lacked a 

spirit or soul). Foucault (1979) stated, “if one intervenes upon it [body], or to make it 

work, it is in order to deprive the individual of a liberty that is regarded both as a right 

and as property (pg. 11). In order to understand what the body is and who owns it, there 

is a need to decipher perceptions of the body as a property. These questions are relevant 

with regard to the determination of individual perspectives of the body, specifically as 
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they pertain to who has power and control over an individual’s body. The physical body 

was the focus of torture, which signified a mind/body disconnect; however, the 

punishment eventually addressed the soul, heart, thoughts, will, and inclinations 

(Foucault, 1979). “The entry of the soul enhanced the transformation of the way in 

which the body itself is invested by power relations” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 24), which 

established an embodied self based on social influences. 

Each individual perceives power, possession of control, authority, or influence 

over others, differently. According to Foucault (1979, pg 26), “power is exercised, not 

possessed; not privileged/dominated, but affected by strategic positions.” This means 

that within a bureaucratic school setting, power is not necessarily given to those of 

authority based on their status (e.g., school committee, administration, teachers), yet most 

people who believe that they have power over others use their position to instill power 

relations. Power positioning may be established based on their level of knowledge. The 

power/knowledge relationship has been the centerpiece of Foucault’s work. He believes 

that, “power produces knowledge; power and knowledge directly imply one another; 

there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor 

any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” 

(1979, pg. 26). 

In a school setting, students have the least amount of power and knowledge, 

unless those who have more (e.g., teachers) are willing to share some of their power and 

control. Power relations are also present within student groups and subgroups when 

power is granted to students in leadership positions (e.g., captain on a sport team). These 
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power relations evolved based on the social body in addition to the physical body. 

According to Foucault (1979), the development of the social body was based on: 

The mechanisms of power that frame the everyday lives of individuals; an 

adaptation and a refinement of the machinery that assumes responsibility for and 

places under surveillance their every day behaviour, their identity, their activity, 

their apparently unimportant gestures...( pg. 77). 

Students are continuously under surveillance in schools. For example, teachers observe 

their behavior and academic work in the classroom; monitor their transport in the 

hallways; supervise their behavior during lunch and recess; and survey students’ bodies 

and skill ability in physical education settings, which are displayed in front of others due 

to the public nature of the physical education environment. 

In schools and prisons, docile bodies (i.e., students willing to accept control or 

instructions) are viewed as something to be made. Docile bodies are formulated when 

students’ operations of the body are controlled and corrected, which allows the body to 

be constructed like a machine (Foucault, 1979). The objectified body is a target of 

power, because the body is “manipulated, shaped, trained, which obeys, responds, 

becomes skillful, and increases its forces” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 136). Foucault (1979) 

further elaborates on the relationship of the body as machine and power: 

The human body was entering a machinery of power that explores it, breaks it 

down, and rearranges it. A ‘political anatomy’, which was also a ‘mechanics of 

power’, was being born; it defined how one might have a hold over others’ 

bodies, not only so that they may do what one wishes, but also so that they may 
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operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed, and the efficiency that one 

determines (pg. 138). 

Based on Foucault’s statement, various forms of power are demonstrated in 

schools. Students follow the orders and operations established by administrators and 

teachers (e.g., raising their hand, getting out of their seat, moving to bells and whistles). 

If they do not, then they receive some sort of consequence (e.g., warning, punishment). 

Order and structure needs to be instilled in bureaucratic environments without creating 

robotic individuals. Furthermore, to bridge the gap between the mind and body, 

individuals may need to be educated about the intersection and given safe spaces to share 

their thoughts and feelings about their bodies. Overall, the perception of the body as 

machine objectifies the body, which demonstrates a mind/body disconnect. The notion 

‘body as machine’ will be specifically addressed in reference to physical education later 

in the, ‘Schools’ Social Influence on the Body’ section of this review. 

Discipline is the way Foucault links power and the objectified/physical body 

together. According to Foucault (1979, pg. 146), discipline is “an art of rank, a technique 

for the transformation of arrangements. It [discipline] individualizes bodies by a location 

that does not give them a fixed position, but distributes them and circulates them in a 

network of relations.” Students in schools experience various forms of rank (e.g., based 

on age, performance, behavior), which can change at different periods of time. For 

example, perpetual movement occurs as a student graduates from one grade and enters 

another due to their hierarchy of knowledge or ability (Foucault, 1979). Moreover, 

students are ranked in educational order, meaning that the way they are placed in 

assigned rows in the classroom or how they are assessed at the end of a task. 
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In physical education, the body is often controlled (i.e., based on power relations) 

within activities. For example, students may be instructed to sit in lines for attendance or 

to place their body in certain positions when they stretch or perform various skills. 

Foucault would categorize these movements and body positions as ‘the temporal 

elaboration of the act’. The act is “broken down into its elements; the position of the 

body, limbs, articulations is defined; to each movement are assigned a direction, an 

aptitude, a duration; their order of succession is prescribed” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 152). 

Although the positioning of the physical body is important in physical education classes, 

under these situations and circumstances students are not educated about their bodies or 

how they feel within them, which perpetuates the mind/body disconnect. 

At times, discipline does not only refer to how individuals are ranked and ordered, 

it also composes forces in order to obtain an efficient machine (Foucault, 1979). 

Specifically, “the individual body becomes an element that may be placed, moved, 

articulated on others” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 164). Students are instructed, often times 

step-by-step, on how to accomplish a given task. For example, physical education 

students may be told to dribble the basketball down to the cone and back, hand the ball to 

the next person in line, and go to the end of the line. One after another, each student 

completes the same task, on demand, with little to no thought or feeling put into it. This 

description is an example of students that operate like machines as they follow the strict 

commands of their teacher. 

In defense of physical education and schooling in general, all pedagogical 

practices do not utilize a command-style approach and exclude higher ordered thinking or 

conceptual understanding of tasks. For example, more innovative pedagogical models 
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(e.g., Sport Education, Tactical Games Model, Teaching Personal and Social 

Responsibility) (Metzler, 2006; Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 2006; Siedentop, Hastie, van 

der Mars, 2004; Hellison, 2003), curriculums, strategies, and tactics have been 

developed, which focus on cognitive understanding (i.e., the mind) and physical work on 

the body (i.e., bodywork). The Tactical Games Model, for example, builds on students’ 

prior knowledge and experience of sport-related games within a socially constructed 

environment. Instead of the teachers providing the information, they present game 

situations (i.e., tactical problems) that challenge students with games tactics and involve 

the students in the decision-making process (Mitchell, et al., 2006; Turner, 2005; Griffin, 

Butler, Lombardo, & Nastasi, 2003; Mitchell, Oshn, & Griffin, 2003). Although these 

innovative models attempt to connect cognitive and psychomotor development, most 

often they are taught separately, which weakens the mind/body connection. 

Up to this point, discipline has been discussed as a form of rank and order, but 

discipline also “makes individuals; it is the specific technique of a power that regards 

individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 170). 

Again, the combination of rank and power are demonstrated or put into place through 

observation, surveillance, and judgment of others. Three implements (i.e., surveillance, 

judgment, and evaluation) will be presented in the next few paragraphs that describe 

Foucault’s stages of disciplinary power. Originally, Foucault (1979) argued that school 

buildings were to be a mechanism to “train vigorous bodies, the imperative of health; 

obtain competent officers, the imperative of qualification; create obedient soldiers, the 

imperative of politics; prevent debauchery and homosexuality, the imperative of 

morality” (pg. 170). A brief history of sport and physical education will be discussed in 
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the ‘Historical Perspective of Physical Education’ section of this review, but the origin of 

physical education concurs with the early purposes of schooling. 

Observation and supervision of workers (e.g., teachers, staff) became important, 

specifically within the hierarchy of schools. For example, pedagogical activity was “a 

relation of surveillance, defined and regulated, is inscribed at the heart of the practice of 

teaching, not as an additional or adjacent part, but as a mechanism that is inherent to it 

and which increases its efficiency” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 176). Surveillance of individuals 

can have its benefits, if it is conducted correctly (e.g., has a specific purpose; includes 

collaboration of all individuals involved). While there is the notion of active supervision, 

there is no correct way to observe others; however, when teachers observe other teachers, 

teachers observe students, and students observe other students, a collaborative discussion 

should follow the observation. For example, in a physical education class, if a student 

was being observed on a particular task (e.g., overhead set during a small-sided volleyball 

game) by the teacher, both the student and teacher should meet to discuss their 

perspectives on the students’ performance; rather than the teacher telling the student what 

he or she did right or wrong. Traditionally, the top down approach (i.e., bureaucratic 

hierarchy) is most often utilized, which supports Foucault’s (1979, pg. 177) statement 

that “the power of surveillance of the disciplines is not possessed as a thing, or 

transferred as a property; it functions like a piece of machinery.” Machine refers to the 

physical aspect of the body, which is objectified when under surveillance. 

Judgment immediately follows surveillance, which results in either some form of 

punishment or reward. In schools, pressure is placed on students to conform to the same 

model so they might be like one another, that is, they are normalized (Foucault, 1979). 
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According to Foucault (1979, pg. 184), “normal is established as a principle of coercion 

in teaching with the introduction of a standardized education.” His statement referred to 

education in the IS^*’ century. Teachers and researchers may argue that this was the 

education of the past, yet education has become more standardized in the 21 century 

(e.g.. No Child Left Behind [NCLB], National Association for Sport and Physical 

Education [NASPE] Standards; Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 

[MCAS]). A divide has been formulated between the creative, individualized person to 

the homogonous social body, but the power of normalization imposes homogeneity 

(Foucault, 1979). 

Examination is the final stage of discipline, which “combines the techniques of an 

observing hierarchy and those of a normalizing judgment” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 184). 

Foucault describes examination by highlighting the main components of surveillance and 

Judgment (1979, pg. 184): 

It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify 

and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through which one 

differentiates them and judges them. That is why, in all of the mechanisms of 

discipline, the examination is highly ritualized. In it are combined the ceremony 

of power and the form of the experiment, the deployment of force and the 

establishment of truth. At the heart of the procedures of discipline, it manifests 

the subjection of those who are perceived as objects and the objectification of 

those who are subjected. 

This powerful statement by Foucault can be dissected into smaller components, 

which highlight certain points and deconstruct others. Surveillance and judgment are 
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prevalent in schools, yet the examination he has discussed is rather differentiated, which 

depends on the positioning of the school and the individuals within the school society. 

Currently, assessment (e.g., high stakes testing) is a main focus of schools, although there 

are numerous forms of assessment (e.g., formative, summative, informal, formal). The 

establishment of truth may be contingent on the truth of the individual speaking it. For 

example, physical education teachers may view a student as resistant to physical 

education, because she or he may have a low level of engagement, which may be based 

on their observation of the student’s performance and involvement in activities. 

However, that same student, if provided the opportunity, may share that they enjoy being 

physically active, but the physical education program does not offer the activities they 

enjoy, do not feel safe or comfortable in the environment, or they have issues with the 

possibility that they are observed, surveyed, and judged by others. In turn, the student 

may have their own observation and judgment of the teachers. Based on this example, 

questions arise as to whose truth is it, who has the power to survey, judge, and examine, 

and why is it centered around the objectification of individuals (e.g., students). 

At the examination state, each individual is considered a case, because “it is the 

individual as he may be described, judged, measured, compared with others, in his very 

individuality; and it is also the individual who has to be trained or corrected, classified, 

normalized, excluded, etc.” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 191). This description is a means of 

control and a method of domination. Foucault does not state what the individual is being 

compared to, which leaves ample room for interpretation. In regard to the student 

population, the comparisons could be made with one another, with students who have 

come before them, with other students in the greater society, with standardized exams. 
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and with the social construction bestowed from the greater society. A direct answer is 

not apparent, but it certainly has the potential to ignite a discussion on how students are 

educated, viewed, and treated within schools. Foucault (1979) expressed his perspective 

on the individual as it pertains to power and knowledge: 

The individual is no doubt the fictitious atom of an ‘ideological’ representation of 

society; but he is also a reality fabricated by this specific technology of power that 

I have called ‘discipline.’ We must cease once and for all to describe the effects 

of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, 

it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces 

domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that 

may be gained of him belong to this production (pg. 194). 

Foucault made this claim over 25 years ago, yet individuals in today’s society still 

demonstrate a binary as to how they view power. Those who have power may have a 

more positive perspective, because they may reap benefits and rewards. On the contrary, 

people who are not in a power position tend to view power in a negative manner, 

particularly because they usually are in a power relation where they are controlled. The 

dichotomous perspectives provide reasons to revisit the questions that pertain to who has 

the power and where is the power generated and constructed. 

There are no simple answers to those questions. The greater society may be a 

place to start, particularly when the power relations of the body is addressed, which is 

called the ‘social body’. Foucault (1980) describes the social body as “the effect not of a 

consensus, but of the materiality of power operating on the very bodies of individuals 

(pg. 55)”. Knowledge on the way individuals conform or resist societal power continues 
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to be questioned, especially when the body is viewed as biologically and socially 

constructed. A major contributor to the minimal knowledge about the social body is the 

lack of education students receive in schools. Foucault suggests how individuals can 

learn about the body, “mastery and awareness of one’s own body can be acquired only 

through the effect of an investment of power in the body: gymnastics, exercise, muscle 

building, nudism, glorification of the body beautiful” (Foucault, 1980, pg. 56). This 

statement emphasizes the physical body, which perpetuates the mind/body disconnect. 

Furthermore, his suggestion of mastery will be hard pressed without conducting 

awareness and education about the body. Reproduction of the socially constructed body 

will continue until students are educated about their bodies and taught how to deconstruct 

their perspectives and beliefs based on societal messages. Despite the fact that Foucault 

neglected to consider total embodiment in his recommendation on how to acquire 

knowledge about the body, his statement does provide support that physical education is 

a place within schools where teachers can incorporate body education into their 

programs. 

Awareness, education, and mastery do not evoke the power that is bestowed on 

the body. Power relations will still be in place. For example. 

Between every point of a social body, between a man and a woman, between the 

members of a family, between a master and his pupil, between everyone who 

knows and everyone who does not, there exists relations of power, which are not 

purely and simply a projection of the sovereign’s great power over the individual; 

they are rather the concrete, changing soil in which make it possible to function 

(Foucault, 1980, pg. 187). 
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The power an individual has or does not have and the ability they have to control 

it does influence the way they function in a given situation or on a daily basis. According 

to Foucault (1980, pg. 188), “power is not built up out of ‘wills’ (individual or collective), 

nor is it derivable from interests. Power is constructed and functions on the basis of 

particular powers, myriad issues, myriad effects of power.” Thus, the power and control 

over an individual’s body is primarily based on social construction. 

Overall, Foucault paints a picture on the impact power and knowledge has on the 

social body. The social body is frequently surveyed, judged, and examined, which is 

contingent on individuals’ power relation and position. Regardless of the hierarchy of 

power relations and positions, he attempts to demonstrate that power can be both positive 

and negative. For a positive outlook on power to occur, teachers and students may need 

to understand how they view their own social bodies, receive education on how to 

deconstruct societal messages that have formulated their social bodies, and be provided 

safe spaces to reconstruct their own identities based on their new knowledge of the body. 

The more students are (a) educated about their own bodies, (b) educated about the 

mind/body connection, and (c) reflective on their thoughts and feelings of their bodies 

(i.e., embodiment), the more they will become empowered. 

Bryan Turner’s Social Theory 

Bryan Turner’s research has been based on the contemporary thinking and social 

changes on the sociology of the body. Specifically, he has studied the relationship of the 

body with medicine, religion, and consumer culture, with particular attention paid to 

gender and sexuality. Turner’s theory builds upon Foucault’s theory on discipline, 

regulation of the body, power, and control. Turner’s research has focused on the social 
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changes that have transpired between the time period of Foucault’s research (1970s, early 

1980s) and the 1990s. Since adolescent girls’ embodiment is the emphasis of this review, 

consumer culture will provide the most salient supportive literature in relation to how the 

body is both biologically and socially constructed. 

In Turner’s work. The Body and Society (1996), he attempts to navigate and 

explore what and who the body is. In addition, he explicitly examines embodiment as its 

own entity, whereas previous research (e.g., Foucault; the physical body and the soul) 

only made implications. Based on Turner’s study (1996), he describes the complexity of 

what the body is and how that effects an individual’s embodiment. 

We have bodies, but we are also, in a specific sense, bodies; our embodiment is a 

necessary requirement of our social identification so that it would be ludicrous to 

say T have arrived and I have brought my body with me.’.. .The body is a material 

organism, but also a metaphor; it is the trunk apart from the head and limbs, but 

also the person (as in anybody and somebody) (pg. 42). 

In this quote. Turner demonstrates that the mind is part of the body, not separate, which 

illustrates a mind/body connection. Specifically, for individuals to have embodiment, 

they need to have knowledge and understanding that they are more than just a mind, they 

are more than just a body; rather, they are embodied selves based on the intersection of 

the two. 

Although he does not explicitly state that the mind and body are connected, he 

does make reference to embodiment, which he distinguishes from the body. Turner 

explained how the body and embodiment are differentiated, ‘The concept of the ‘body’ 

suggests a reified object of analysis, whereas ‘embodiment’ more adequately captures the 
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notions of making and doing work of bodies - of becoming a body in social space” 

(Turner, 1996, pg. xiii). The notable word in his description is ‘becoming’, because it 

signifies that an individual has established a sense of self. For this to occur, an individual 

needs to make meaning of their mind and body (the work of the bodies; for this review, 

bodywork), which formulates self embodiment. According to Turner’s theory, self 

embodiment evolves and changes based on social culture within society. He states, 

“Given the emphasis of selfhood in contemporary consumer culture, the body is regarded 

as a changeable form of existence, which can be shaped and which is malleable to 

individual needs and desires” (Turner, 1996, pg. 5). Technology is one aspect of 

consumer culture that has impacted the evolvement of the self and social body, due to its 

ability to restructure, change, and alter the body, which may result in a change of identity 

(Turner, 1996). 

For some, gender and sexuality can be influenced by society, because of their 

need to look good in accordance to social norms (e.g., attractive women need to be thin). 

Physical appearance puts emphasis on the physical body, yet Turner (1996) believes that 

“the modem soul or psyche is expressed through the body, that is through a sexually 

charged body image, which is socially good” (pg. 23). His statement alludes to a 

mind/body connection, although it does not imply that the individual has made meaning 

of their bodies for themselves; rather, their bodily expression is based solely on social 

constmction. For example, diet is a component of self-discipline that affects the physical 

body. Prior to the consumer culture, religion embraced the discipline of diet to control 

the soul (Turner, 1996); however, in today’s society, most people diet to change and alter 
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their physical appearance. According to Turner (1996), a good body image is important 

for a good self-image, 

A youthful slim body is a major personal and social asset, which must be 

maintained through the life cycle. Thus, in contemporary society, this role of diet 

has been reversed because we diet in order to express our sensuality and our 

sexuality. The body as a project is incorporated within the world of fashion and 

consumerism so that we slim in order to look good in order to be attractive to 

others. In contemporary society the self is, as I have argued, a representational 

self, whose value and meaning is ascribed to the individual by the shape and 

image of their external body, or more precisely, through their body image. The 

regulatory control of the body is now exercised through consumerism and the 

fashion industry rather than through religion (pg. 23). 

This quote provides an example of emphasis placed on the physical body, which 

demonstrates a mind/body disconnect. Furthermore, the more individuals support and 

perpetuate the consumer culture, the further away they will be from ‘becoming’ an 

embodied person. Unfortunately, since many individuals place value on themselves 

based on their level of success, the presentation of an acceptable image is necessary to 

obtain social success (Turner, 1996). A successful image “requires successful bodies, 

which have been trained, disciplined, and orchestrated to enhance our personal value” 

(Turner, 1996, pg. 124). 

Since schools are a representation of the greater society, many students and 

teachers may consider their physical appearance (e.g., hair, clothing attire) and compare 

themselves to the socially constructed body. Body issues can be exacerbated in physical 
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education, because students’ bodies are exposed when they change their clothes in the 

locker room and perform in front of others. If Turner’s theory is accurate that the soul 

and psyche are expressed through the body, then physical education programs need to 

consider educating students about their embodiment, which needs to include the 

deconstruction of society’s consumer culture. 

Robert Connell’s Social Theory 

Robert Connell’s research has focused on gender, which is based on the view that 

the body is both biologically and socially constructed. His work provides a description of 

sex roles, gender, and how they are formulated. Specifically, he has primarily 

concentrated on the masculine gender, because of the patriarchal dominance, power, and 

privilege masculinity produces within society. Although adolescent girls are the focus of 

this review, he does establish a rationale for the social construction of the gendered body 

(both masculine and feminine), differentiates between sex and gender, and illustrates how 

females are social agents because of their gender. 

First, Connell’s (1995) perspective on the body does not believe that the body is a 

natural machine, which produces gender differences through genetic programming 

(biological), nor does he believe that a social symbol is imprinted on the body (social 

influence). Rather, he argues that a new way of thinking on how the body is constructed 

needs to occur, because the combination of the biological and social influence does not 

encapsulate the whole body. For example, Connell (1995) suggests that the physical 

sense of maleness and femaleness is central to the cultural interpretation of gender: 

Masculine gender is (among other things) a certain feel to the skin, certain 

muscular shapes and tensions, certain postures and ways of moving, certain 
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possibilities in sex. Bodily experience is often central in memories of our own 

lives, and thus in our understanding of who and what we are (pg. 55). 

Connell’s description of the masculine gender can be transferred to the female 

gender, as females can also encounter the same ‘feels’. Bodily experience is the salient 

point in his description, for both males and females, because individuals make meaning 

of themselves and their bodies (i.e., have a sense of ‘becoming’). Although individuals 

may construct their gender based on their lived experiences, this does not automatically 

mean they are embodied persons, because their sense of self may be socially constructed. 

Second, sex roles and gender are both socially constructed. According to Connell 

(1995, pg. 25), “roles are defined by expectations and norms, sex roles by expectations 

attaching to biological status.” Social processes must be conducted in order for roles, 

norms, and expectations to change. For example, change occurs “whenever agencies of 

socialization (e.g., family, school, mass media) transmit new expectations” (Connell, 

1995, pg. 23). Gender, on the other hand, “is social practice that constantly refers to 

bodies and what bodies do. Gender exists precisely to the extent that biology does not 

determine the social” (Connell, 1995, pg. 71). Norms and expectations of sex roles and 

gender may be daunting to change, due to the various perspectives individuals have on 

the body within today’s society. The way an individual views the body (biologically, 

socially, or biologically and socially constructed) does not determine whether they will or 

will not advocate for change. Even if an individual’s perspective changes over time, their 

actions may not alter (i.e., their behavior still conforms to the socially constructed sex 

roles and gender norms). 
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In past and cuiTent societies, sport has been a definer of masculinity. Connell 

(1995) describes how masculinity and men’s bodies are illustrated in sport activities: 

Sport provides a continuous display of men’s bodies in motion. Elaborate and 

carefully monitored rules bring these bodies into stylized contests with each 

other. In these contests a combination of superior force (provided by size, fitness, 

teamwork) and superior skill (provided by planning, practice, intuition) will 

enable one side to win. The embodiment of masculinity in sports involves a 

whole pattern of body development and use, not just one organ (pg. 54). 

This quote alludes to the idea that sports are for males, since there was no mention of 

females or femininity. This passage is an example of socially constructed sex roles and 

gender norms. Males are supposed to be strong, competitive, and superior. In today’s 

society, the argument could be made that males are supposed to be stronger, more 

competitive, and superior, because females have increased their involvement in organized 

sport since the Enactment of the Title IX law in 1972. 

Although Connell discussed sport, he did not talk about physical education. If 

individuals believe that sports and schools are representations of the greater society, then 

physical education should be considered, because it connects sport with education. 

Moreover, if students perpetuate gender and sport based on societal norms, it will transfer 

into physical education classes. In addition to males, female bodies are put on display in 

physical education classes, where their physical appearance and performance can be 

observed and judged by others. Unless individuals within society, teachers within 

schools, and students within classes deconstruct gender based on social construction, 

individuals will continue to perpetuate and reproduce societal gender norms. 
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Whereas sport has defined masculinity within society, imagery of bodies and the 

production of femininity have been defined in film, photography, fashion magazines, and 

other visual arts (Connell, 1995). Fashion and beauty are distinguished by “the powerful 

systems of imagery through which bodies are defined as beautiful or ugly, slender or fat. 

Through this imagery, a whole series of body-related needs has been created: for diet, 

cosmetics, fashionable clothing, slimming programmes and the like” (Connell, 1995, pg. 

49). The production of femininity is marginalized compared to the superiority of 

masculinity based on gender social norms. Although Connell attempts to provide a 

description and examples of how masculinity and femininity is portrayed in society, he 

does not support the socialized gender norms that have been depicted in this portion of 

the review. Actually, Connell (1995) argues “for a stronger theoretical position, where 

bodies are seen as sharing in social agency, in generating and shaping courses of social 

conducf’ (pg. 60). Connell’s statement is an attempt to bridge the gap between the 

perception of masculinity and femininity, where one gender is not more superior to the 

other. Connell (1995) provides an example of what all individuals within society can do: 

Rather than attempting to define masculinity as an object (a natural character type, a 

behavioral average, a norm), we need to focus on the processes and relationships 

through which men and women conduct gendered lives. ‘Masculinity’, to the 

extent the term can be briefly defined at all, is simultaneously a place in gender 

relations, the practices through which men and women engage that place in 

gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily experience, personality, and 

culture (pg. 71). 
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Connell’s example can liberate all individuals within society based on their 

personal and bodily experiences within their own gender. To gain insight on both male 

and female gender relations, both genders need to be given the opportunity to share their 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences to others. The more all individuals converse about 

their gendered encounters in life (e.g., individuals within society; researchers, teachers, 

and students within schools), the better they will understand and learn about themselves 

and one another. Judgment and stereotypes will depreciate with increased awareness, 

knowledge, and understanding of the way all gendered individuals experience their lives 

within a socially constructed gendered world. For this to occur in schools, teachers need 

to be educated about masculinity and femininity and be given the opportunity to self- 

reflect and deconstruct their own beliefs on gender. Then, teachers have the power to 

impede the reproduction and perpetuation of the socially constructed gendered bodies, by 

providing their students with comparable experiences. 

Collectively, Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theories support the 

perspective that the body is both biologically and socially constructed. They believe that 

the body is an unfinished state, because individuals continuously find meanings of their 

bodies within the social world in which they live and experience. The intersection of the 

mind and body is the course individuals take to make meaning of their bodies, which 

results in human embodiment. Although other social theories argue that the body is both 

biologically and socially constructed, Foucault’s theory on power, knowledge, control, 

and surveillance; Turner’s theory on consumer culture; and Connell’s theory on gendered 

bodies, emanate a cohesive theoretical frame for this critical review on adolescent girls’ 

embodiment. 
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The previous sections provided an in depth description on the social theories on 

the body, which formulated the theoretical framework of this review. In the next section, 

I will examine the literature that supports adolescent girls’ embodiment in the context of 

physical education. First, I will provide a historical perspective of physical education 

over the past 100-200 years that will center on the movements (e.g., physical training, 

gymnastics) and professional organization (e.g., American Alliance for Health, Physical 

Education, Recreation, and Dance [AAHPERD]). Second, I will explore gender issues in 

physical education in the USA. Specifically, the Title DC law, same-sex and coeducation 

classes, and the hidden curriculum will be examined. Einally, schools’ social influence 

on the body, particularly in the subject matter of physical education with an emphasis on 

adolescent girls, will conclude this section of the review. 

Historical Perspective of Physical Education 

To understand the complexities of gender and body issues in physical education, a 

historical context needs to be provided to explore the development of these issues over 

time. Kirk (2002, pg. 25) argues that, “Many members of the general public and of the 

teaching profession do not recognize the gender dimensions of physical education and 

assume that the subject is unproblematically androgynous, or gender-neutral.” Physical 

education has been through tremendous changes over the past 100-200 years; however, 

gender remains a central issue in the field. Educational policies (e.g.. Title DC), 

masculine and feminine socially constructed norms and stereotypes, and the perpetuation 

and reproduction of the norms and stereotypes contribute to gender issues. 

Gender has been affected by the historical movements in physical education, 

which have transpired over the course of the past 100-200 years. Throughout these 
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movements (physical training, medical inspection, gymnastics, sport), students’ bodies 

were regulated (Kirk, 1999, 2001, 2002), which placed emphasis on the physical body, 

not on the mind/body connection. In addition to the historical movements, organizations 

and associations were formulated to elevate the collegiality of teachers and researchers in 

professions such as physical education, sport psychology, and exercise physiology. 

Together, they created goals and standards that influenced each profession. In the 

following section, I will provide an overview of the historical movements in physical 

education to illustrate the gender and body perspectives over time. Furthermore, I will 

examine how the development of the main professional organization in physical 

education, AAHPERD, influenced the goals and foci of physical education. 

Physical Training Movement 

In the United States during the 1800’s, hygiene (i.e., the science of preserving 

one’s health) was the main focus of physical training programs, because of the beneficial 

effects of exercise (Lumpkin, 1994). Physical training programs were composed of 

health, strength, and bodily measurements, and primarily focused on the drill and 

inspection of students’ bodies (Dewar, 1990; Kirk, 2001; Lumpkin, 1994). Students 

performed as a unit (i.e., all students doing the same activity at the same time), not as 

individuals, to prepare the male students for the military. At the beginning of the 1880’s, 

the military chose to offer games (i.e., team sports) in place of unitary drills, because 

homosexuality evolved as an issue in military units (Kirk, 2001). Games were displayed 

for public performance, because it provided a social space for bringing male bodies 

together and allowed release of emotional energy (Kirk, 2001). 
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Gymnastics Movement 

Between 1885 and 1941, a shift was made from the drill aspect of physical 

training to gymnastics, where the movements continued to be prescribed and was 

conducted in unison by the students (Siedentop, 2006). Both males and females were 

involved in the gymnastics movement, but the type of gymnastics was differentiated 

based on an individual’s gender. Males engaged in German and Swedish gymnastics, but 

only females participated in educational gymnastics. 

The German system was developed by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn to balance 

academic education with physical education (Siedentop, 2006). The Swedish system, 

which was established by Per Henrik Ling, was known as the “medical gymnastics 

because of its developmental therapeutic emphasis” (Siedentop, 2006, pg. 29). The 

German and Swedish systems shared common characteristics. For example, each system 

offered a series of complex exercises that included vaulting, running track, balance 

beams, and climbing poles and ropes; both systems were incorporated in military and 

school programs for soldiers and male teachers and students; and the systems had a 

national philosophy that linked the health and well-being of the state (Lumpkin, 1994; 

Siedentop, 2006). Since females were restricted to participate in the German and 

Swedish systems, because they were too vigorous and required too much strength for 

females, Catherine Beecher formulated the Beecher system (Siedentop, 2006). The 

Beecher system included calisthetics and activities (e.g., archery, swimming, horseback 

riding) that were deemed ‘appropriate’ for females. 

Throughout the gymnastics movement, males dominated the physical education 

teacher positions, in which the emphasis was on science and physical performance in 
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their classes (Kirk, 2002). While female teachers’ classes focused on cognition, most 

physical education programs emphasized skill and competition, since males dominated 

the teacher positions. The differential foci left a message that “...in order to be 

successful in the subject [physical education], girls and women need to perform in a 

masculinized way, and furthermore, a particular masculinized way” (Kirk, 2002, pg. 35). 

This dominant culture reflected the boys (males) who were physically skilled and did not 

meet the needs of most girls (females) and the lower-skilled boys. 60 years later, 

masculine dominance and the focus on skill ability are still prevalent in most physical 

education programs. 

Games, Sports, & Recreation Movements 

The gymnastics movement began to fade out in the United States at the end of the 

1950s, because physical education programs could not determine which gymnastics 

system would best meet the needs of students. The gymnastics era gave way to the ‘new 

physical education’, which was originally established by Thomas Wood in 1893. 

According to Lumpkin (1994, pg. 225), Wood’s vision “provided the philosophical 

foundation for refocusing school programs from gymnastics to sports, games, dance, 

aquatics, and natural activities.” The play, recreation, and fitness movements were 

established based on Wood’s philosophy of physical education. 

Although the purpose of physical education changed with the games, sports, and 

recreation movements, masculine and feminine stereotypes still remained. For example, 

masculine characteristics included being tough, physical, and aggressive, while vigorous 

exercise and competitive sports were viewed as inappropriate and unladylike for females 
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(Siedentop, 2006). Physical education programs determined the sports and games male 

and female students engaged in, based on the masculine and feminine stereotypes. 

These stereotypes were also perpetuated in the sport society. For example, 

Eleanor Metheny (1955) discussed the differentiation between boys and girls’ physical 

capabilities based on a biological point of view and the impact culture and society has on 

gender roles and performance. In 1955, Metheny raised awareness to the gender roles 

and stereotypes constructed by society. 

Our cultural definitions of the roles appropriate for girls have never been more 

confused and contradictory than they are in our present social structure. And the 

resolution of any specific issue relating to girls and athletics is inextricably bound 

up in these unresolved larger social issues (pg. 269). 

Forty years later, masculinity and femininity of the body, based on physicality, 

has become a significant component of sport through commercialism. For example, 

slender and toned bodies were the ‘idealized’ image for women and powerful, strong, and 

muscular bodies were the desired image for men (Kirk, 1999; Shilling, 1993b). For 

males and females to attain these images, they made manipulations, altercations, and 

changes to their bodies. In physical education and sport programs, there remained a lack 

of understanding and knowledge as to (a) why individuals wanted to make changes to 

their body and (b) how they made meaning of their bodies based on these manipulations. 

The feminine and masculine idealized and desired images are still present in today’s 

society. 

Overall, physical education has progressed from the physical training and 

gymnastics movements. In the 2F* century, males and females both have the opportunity 
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to engage in physical education and sport, yet the same gender and body issues remain. 

An increase in commercialism (e.g., magazines, TV, Internet, movies) is a salient reason 

why these issues are still prevalent, because commercialism provides society several 

avenues to deliver their messages (e.g., females need to have thin bodies) to the 

individuals within society. 

Professional Associations 

Changes in physical education programs resulted not only because of the 

historical movements, but also because of an organization that was formulated, which 

joined all of the movements together. The first organization, American Association for 

the Advancement of Physical Education (AAAPE), was founded in 1903 (Siedentop, 

2006). The purpose of the association was to form national goals for education. 100 

years later, the association is called the American Alliance for Health, Physical 

Education, Recreation, and Dance (AAHPERD), which include six organizations. 

The National Association for Sport and Physical Education’s (NASPE) primary 

purpose was to formulate standards for K-12 physical education programs. According to 

the NASPE standards (2004), “the goal of physical education is to develop physically 

educated individuals who have the knowledge, skills, and confidence to enjoy a lifetime 

of healthful physical activity.” For this to occur, students need to be educated about the 

way they think and feel within their bodies while they are engaged in sports and 

activities, in addition to cognitive and skill development. Teachers may have the 

assumption that if conceptual understanding is taught alongside skill acquisition, a 

mind/body connection is made. A true intersection of the mind and body (i.e., 

embodiment), however, occurs when an individual connects to what they think and feel 
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within their bodies. Although physical education programs have evolved through each 

historical movement, emphasis continues to be placed on the physical aspect of the body. 

Gender Issues in Physical Education in the USA 

Perspectives on physical education vary based on continental location. For 

example, many physical education pedagogues’ research in England, New Zealand, and 

Australia has focused on social issues that are present in schools and physical education. 

Most research has been grounded in theory, not practice, which enforces the mind/body 

disconnect that they are vehemently trying to intersect. Furthermore, England, New 

Zealand, and Australia currently have a national curriculum, whereas the USA leaves 

educational decisions up to the state, not the federal government. Regardless of these 

differences, the traditional male model (i.e., emphasis on team sports such as football, 

basketball, soccer) in physical education continues to dominate physical education 

curriculums (O’Sullivan, Bush, & Gehring, 2002). 

In this section of the review, I will discuss the following gender issues. First, I 

will provide an overview of the Title IX law, which desegregated physical education in 

1972. Knowledge about Title IX is important to understand how physical education has 

changed over the past 35 years in relation to gender issues. Second, I will explore the 

challenges physical education teachers have had with same-sex and coeducation classes, 

based on Title IX. Finally, I will suggest unveiling the ‘hidden curriculum’ (i.e., social 

issues) in physical education, because knowledge of social issues will create 

opportunities for teachers and students to learn about themselves and the world in which 

they live. 
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Title IX 

Gender had limited consideration in educational policies and school reform over 

the past 50 years in the USA, until Title IX. Title IX is the only federal policy that 

addresses gender in physical education (O’Sullivan et al., 2002). The US Congress 

passed Title IX, a part of the Educational Amendments Act, in 1972. The law reads: 

“No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation 

in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education 

program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (Education Amendment Act, 

1972). This law influenced sport and physical education. Although physical education is 

not specifically stated within the law, requirements for physical education are provided in 

the Title IX Regulations (Carpenter & Acosta, 2001). For example, physical education 

classes cannot be segregated by sex except for activities such as wrestling and football 

and males and females must receive equal opportunities with facilities, equipment, 

curriculum development, and behavior, dress, testing, and grading requirements (Title IX 

Law Regulations Section 106.31-34). Based on these examples, I will provide a detailed 

description on the various ways Title IX impacted physical education (i.e., for teachers 

and students) in the next subsection, “Same Sex vs. Coeducation Physical Education.” 

35 years after Title IX was enacted, the law still remains intact, however, the 

interpretation of the law has changed numerous times. For example, in 1996 (Office for 

Civil Rights), the law was amended to include the ‘Effective Accommodation Test’ (i.e., 

the three prong test), which was issued for college and university athletic departments to 

meet compliance in all three areas (e.g., proportionality, program expansion for 

underrepresented gender, accommodate interests of underrepresented gender). Although 

54 



these changes affected college athletics, it did not enforce physical education to make 

adaptations to their programs. Most recently, on November 24, 2006, new regulations 

were established to the Title IX law, which reversed the once prohibited single sex 

schools, classrooms, and extracurricular activities (USA Department of Education). At 

this time, literature does not exist as to how the new regulations will affect physical 

education programs. 

Although amendments have been made to the law, the wording of Title IX has not 

changed. After individuals read the Title IX law, they may or may not realize that the 

law focuses on an individual’s sex, not gender. There is a clear distinction between sex 

and gender. Sex is biological, required at birth, and refers to the physical characteristics 

associated with being male or female (deMarrais & LeCompte, 1999; Talbot, 1993). 

Gender refers to the physiological characteristics and learned cultural behaviors, 

understandings, and expectations (deMarrais & LeCompte, 1999; Talbot, 1993). 

Talbot (1993, pg. 77) explains how sex and gender are not interchangeable, but 

interconnected, “...sex differentiation does not, and cannot, operate independently of 

gender expectations, which are culturally constructed and perpetuated. Sex 

differentiation is therefore often based on stereotyped notions of femininity and 

masculinity which perpetuate inequality.” In physical education, sex differentiation 

occurs with same-sex and coeducation classes and by the activities (e.g., sports) that are 

offered, which empowers most male teachers and students. Talbot’s description of sex 

and gender supports Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theory that the body is 

biologically and socially constructed. In the next section, I will explore research studies 

on gender, same-sex, and coeducation, to gain further insight into the gender issues that 
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have influenced and challenged physical education since the Title IX law was enacted in 

1972. 

Same-Sex vs. Coeducation Physical Education 

The Title IX law brought many changes to physical education settings. Equal 

opportunities for boys and girls needed to be established with activities, facilities, 

equipment, curriculum, testing and grading requirements, and behavior and dress codes 

(Title IX Law Regulations Section 106.31-34). These changes meant that a shift from 

same-sex physical education classes to coeducation classes was needed to ensure males 

and females were provided comparable educational opportunities. For many teachers this 

posed a challenge, as male teachers were used to teaching boys and female teachers were 

used to teaching girls. 

Physical education teachers were not provided pedagogical strategies to teach 

; students of both genders. Teachers had limited knowledge and experience with the 

I 

opposing gender’s physical ability, attitudes and behaviors, and most importantly the 

I skills, activities, and sports that were geared towards the male and female genders. 
4 
t 

Whether teachers (a) lacked knowledge, (b) felt comfortable with the same-sex 
« 

I curriculum, or (c) were challenged by change, some teachers bypassed the law and still 

I) 

* conducted same-sex classes, which continued to perpetuate the male and female 

\ ideologies (Scranton, 1993). For example, teachers would offer football and dance, with 

male teachers teaching all of the boys football, while female teachers would teach the 

r; girls dance. On the other hand, some teachers attempted coeducation classes, but the 

5 emphasis was placed on the traditional, male-dominated activities and sports (e.g, team 

sports). 
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Pat Griffin was one of the first researcher’s to study students’ participation 

patterns (1984, 1985a) and teachers’ perceptions (1985b) in coeducation classes. 

Through extensive observations of the participants and interviews with their teachers, 

Griffin (1984) found six styles (e.g., athletes, JV players, cheerleaders, lost souls, femme 

fatales, and system beaters) of female participation in team sport activities. The six 

‘styles’ were based on the researcher and teachers’ perceptions of the participants’ skill 

ability and engagement in the sport. Collectively, students’ behavior in the studies 

showed a clear difference in participation for the boys and girls in the coeducation 

classes. The majority of the boys teased the girls, dominated team games, and exhibited 

an overaggressive behavior towards others, while the girls shied away from game play 

and had lack of skill in team games (Griffin, 1985b). Despite these behaviors, Griffin 

(1984, 1985a) found that coeducation classes were not positive for all boys or negative 

for all girls. 

Griffin’s studies were paramount to sex equity in the mid-1980’s, because the 

findings of her studies offered knowledge for researchers and educators (a) on how to 

formulate equitable physical education programs, (b) on students’ behavior in same-sex 

and coeducation classes, and (c) on examples teachers could use when teaching 

coeducation classes. She did not attempt to compare and contrast same-sex and 

coeducation classes; rather, her studies emphasized the need for physical education 

teachers to receive professional development on how to teach to both boys and girls, so 

equity could occur for all students in coeducation physical education classes. Her 

research would have been more complete if she conducted studies that did compare and 

contrast the same participants in same-sex and coeducation classes. For example, she 
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could have conducted a study that engaged students in same-sex classes for one quarter 

and coeducation classes in the second. Then, she would have been able to compare the 

participants’ behavior and participation levels to get a clearer picture of the similarities 

and differences in both types of classes. Moreover, observation of students’ behavior in 

non-team sports and activities would have provided fruitful information as to whether the 

behavior was derived from the intersection of genders or the involvement of a team 

versus individual sport. Interviewing students would have given them an opportunity to 

share and express their feelings and experiences in physical education classes, which 

could have been compared to the teachers’ perspectives and researcher’s observations. 

Collectively, these potential studies could have provided researchers and educators with a 

richer understanding of same-sex and coeducation classes. 

Two quantitative studies (Lirgg, 1993; Treanor, Graber, Housner, & Wiegand, 

1998) conducted in the 1990’s compared and contrasted students’ perceptions in same- 

sex and coeducation classes. Both studies had over 350 participants and utilized a 

student questionnaire to gather data. In the Lirgg study (1993), participants were 

randomly assigned to a 10-week basketball coeducation or same-sex physical education 

class at the middle and high school levels. All participants in the Treanor, et al. study 

(1998) took part in one semester of coeducation and one semester of same-sex classes at 

all middle school grade levels. 

Collectively, participants of both studies preferred same-sex classes at the middle 

school level and coeducation classes at the high school level. Both males and females 

perceived that they performed skills and team sports better, received more practice 

opportunities, and were less fearful of injury in same-sex physical education (Treanor, et 
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al., 1998). Participants’ confidence, comfort level, and skill ability influenced their 

preference for same-sex or coeducation classes. 

The Lirgg (1993) and Treanor et al. (1998) studies differed from Griffin’s studies, 

because they gathered data on students’ perspectives compared to the teachers’ and 

researchers’. Griffin’s research provided supporting evidence for physical education 

programs to get professional development to learn how to teach coeducation classes. Ten 

years later, the Lirgg and Treanor et al. studies suggested that student choice might be an 

option as to whether to have same-sex or coeducation classes. Although the Lirgg and 

Treanor et al. studies focused on student perspectives, they still did not provide students 

the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings. The lack of student voice suggests a 

need to conduct qualitative studies. 

Derry (2002) conducted a qualitative study on 73 female students in grades seven 

through nine. 37 and 36 participants were selected from two different middle schools 

that conducted same-sex and coeducation physical education classes, respectively. The 

females in the coeducation classes chose same-sex partners when their teachers gave 

them the opportunity. Participants were more comfortable with the girls, because they 

were intimidated by the boys’ physical size and strength, competitive and aggressive 

behavior, and the critical remarks the boys stated to the girls (Derry, 2002). Only the 

high-skilled, athletic girls did not receive critical comments from the boys. Girls’ interest 

in coeducation physical education classes declined in the eighth and ninth grades, 

because they were more concerned with their physical appearance and body image (e.g., 

when they changed their clothes, perspiring during physical activity, and feeling the need 

to look good) (Derry, 2002). 
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The girls in the same-sex classes had similar feelings of the participants from the 

coeducation classes about the boys, when they reflected on their past experiences in 

coeducation classes. Similar to the Lirgg (1993) and Treanor, et al. (1998) studies, the 

girls in the same-sex classes felt that their participation level was higher and they had 

more opportunities during game play (Derry, 2002). In addition, same-sex classes 

offered the girls more comfort and support from female peers, had less fear of failure and 

embarrassment, were able to challenge themselves athletically, felt less pressure or the 

need to impress the boys, and participated in a more relaxed and fun environment (Derry, 

2002). 

Derry’s study provided the female participants with a voice, which allowed them 

to share in more detail their thoughts and feelings about their physical education 

experiences. Individuals could question the results of the study based on the mere fact 

that the participants only participated in one form of physical education class (i.e., same- 

sex or coeducation); however, her findings support the Griffin (1984, 1985a), Lirgg 

(1993), and Treanor et al. (1998) studies. Collectively, this research builds support that 

indicated girls prefer and have more positive experiences in same-sex than coeducation 

classes. 

These studies were conducted, because researchers and educators wanted to learn 

and understand the impact Title IX had on physical education. Prior to 1972, same-sex 

classes were held in physical education, but the Title DC law was created to establish sex 

equity in educational settings. Thus, coeducation classes were held to minimize 

marginality based on gender, yet it appears that the reverse has occurred. Although the 

aforementioned studies indicated that most students preferred same-sex classes, a 

60 



different level of marginalization arises when males and females are separated. “Some 

might suggest that Title IX has unintentionally reinforced dichotomous images of gender 

and presented a shaky foundation from which to address the diverse educational needs of 

both boys and girls” (O’ Sullivan et al., 2002, pg. 167). Based on the Title IX law 

definition, which emphasizes sex not gender, a word change of the law from ‘sex’ to 

gender may need to be considered in future adaptations of the law. Despite the wording 

of and changes made to the law, 35 years later, the debate still continues as to whether 

same-sex or coeducation classes are more conducive for teachers and students. For 

researchers, teachers, and students to have a clearer picture about this debate, additional 

qualitative studies need to be conducted to learn about students’ experiences in physical 

education, the way they feel within the physical education setting, and what factors 

influence the positive and negative events they encounter. 

Hidden Curriculum 

For years, social issues (e.g., gender and sexuality) have been vastly ignored by 

physical education teachers (Bain, 1975, 1985, 1990; Dodds, 1983, 1985; Griffin, 1984, 

1985a, 1985b). For example, adolescent girls’ embodiment, the focus of this review, has 

been minimally researched, because preservice and inservice physical education teachers 

do not educate students about their bodies, yet the body is the cornerstone of physical 

education. 

Power relations are prevalent within physical education; with teacher 

representation, the activities (e.g., sports) offered, and the implicit messages teachers 

send to students (Bain, 1990; McCaughtry, 2004; Williams, 1993). These implicit 

messages refer to the ‘hidden curriculum’, which “draws attention to interpretations that 
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have received little recognition in explicit curriculum discourse (Bain, 1990, pg. 23). 

Few, if any, physical education teachers explicitly educate their students about gender, 

sexuality, race, and class issues. Instead, the patriarchal dominance in physical education 

and sport continues to be the center of physical education curriculums, which leave many 

students and teachers feeling isolated, oppressed, and marginalized in this functional and 

structural system (Bain, 1990; McCaughtry, 2004; Penney, 2002). Changes need to be 

made to decrease the number of oppressed teachers and students in physical education. A 

positive first step to empower all teachers and students would be to unveil the hidden 

curriculum. 

The elephant in the room (i.e., the body) is focused solely on the body’s 

physicality and ability to perform. The emphasis placed on the objectification of the 

body reproduces rather than challenges (Bain, 1990) the social construction of students’ 

bodies and self-identities. Thus, future studies need to be conducted on the social 

construction of students’ bodies and on the role physical education can play to 

deconstruct societal messages of the body to formulate a mind/body connection. In the 

following section of this review, I will explore the schools’ social influence on the body, 

specifically in physical education. 

Schools^ Social Influence on the Body 

Schools are directly influenced by the greater society. The school society 

supports and perpetuates social inequalities (e.g., gender, sexuality, race), among school 

staff and with the student population. Schools are social places, which educate the minds 

of students and monitors and shapes the bodies of young people (Shilling, 1993a). While 

the mind and body are supposed to be addressed in schools, students have had limited 
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education about the mind/body connection. Generally, schools have disconnected the 

mind from the body as they have centered on the abstract, meaning, they focus mainly on 

the mind (Shilling, 1993a). For most people, education of the mind is the primary 

purpose of schooling; however, countless individuals do not realize that schools also 

assist in the construction of students’ bodies. For example, the construction of students’ 

bodies occurs when students raise their hand, move to the sound of the bell, are socialized 

in the schools based on interactions with students and teachers, and specifically in 

physical education and sports settings. Schools’ lack of attention on the mind/body 

connection has denounced the importance of students’ embodiment, because their 

primary concern has been on the regulation of students’ bodies, which marginalize the 

importance and significance of physical education (Armour, 1999; Shilling, 1993a). 

Regulation of the body continues to be the focus in schools, because community 

members, administrators, and teachers’ educational careers has centered on the mind, not 

the body, and not necessarily how the mind and body connect. For the reproduction of 

the mind/body disconnect to end in schools, there is a need to conduct more research, 

with the aspiration that teachers will consider educating students about their embodiment. 

The Subject Matter of Physical Education 

In schools, physical education is the subject matter that has traditionally placed 

emphasis on the physical nature of the body. As the overall school society educates the 

mind with limited consideration on the body, physical education places significance on 

the body and less on the mind, which illustrate the mind/body dichotomy (Amour, 1999; 

Shilling, 1993a). In physical education, the body has generally been viewed as an object 

and is often referred to as ‘the body as machine’ (Armour, 1999; Bain, 1990; Connell, 
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1995; Olafson, 2002; Shilling, 1993a, 1993b; Wright, 2000). Acquisition of skill and 

physical performance has been the primary outcomes achieved by students in physical 

education. Other objectives, such as living a healthy lifestyle by exercising and proper 

dieting, are also considered. Although exercise and diet appear to be positive goals for 

students, they have the potential to warrant negative results, as they are two examples of 

how we manipulate and change our bodies. These manipulations and changes are part of 

how students construct their bodies, which places significant focus on appearance. Yet, 

in general, people do not address why they want to alter their body and/or are focused on 

their appearance, and rarely understand or make meaning of how these transfigurations 

effect their embodiment. 

The objectification of the body (i.e., focusing on the physical aspect of the body) 

is heightened in physical education because of the public nature of the environment, 

where students have the opportunity to observe other students’ performances (Li, Lee, & 

Solmon, 2005) and students’ bodies when changing clothes in the locker room (Shilling, 

1993a, 1993b). This public display draws concerns to students, especially because of the 

social nature of physical education. Kirk (1999) views the physical culture as a way to 

observe how individuals and groups act within this public society. The physical culture 

brings the private into the public and the public into the private. 

Within the public society of physical education, peers play a prominent role in 

defining social expectations, an adolescent’s identity, and self-evaluation (Brown, Mory 

& Kinney, 1994). In postmodern education, the body has become increasingly central in 

the establishment of adolescents’ sense of identity (Shilling, 1993a). Appearance is a 

critical factor when adolescents determine acceptance and popularity of their peers 
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(Bentley, 1999; Jones, 2001; Olafson, 2002). Clothes, shoes, hairstyles, body shape, and 

femininity are a few categories in which adolescent girls agree is needed to have a 

fashion to be ‘in’ (Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004). Comparisons of 

body shape and appearance are developed among peers, which leads to a spirit of 

competition to see who can fit into a smaller clothing size (Burrows, Wright, & 

Jungerson-Smith, 2002; Marks & Rothbart, 2003). 

As adolescent girls go through puberty and experience changes with their bodies, 

they attempt to figure out how their body is supposed to look and function. During this 

time period, these changes take place through biological and social processes that 

spearhead the growth and development of the body and simultaneously construct social 

relations (Armour, 1999; Schilling, 1993a). Adolescent girls become aware that they 

may need to manipulate and control their body to formulate their idealized image to be 

considered having a fashion to be ‘in’ (Oliver, 1999). Adolescent girls attempt to 

establish normality within themselves, despite the fact that the changes and comparisons 

made to their physical appearance are based on the reproduction of societal practices. 

These beliefs and adolescent girls’ prior experiences with their bodies may shape and 

influence their interaction and interpretation of the physical education and school 

societies (Oliver, 2001). 

Schools produce and reproduce the meanings society has given to the construction 

of the body. Through power relations, students may or may not conform to the messages 

society has infringed upon schools. This conformity or non-conformity trickles down to 

the individual subject matter areas, such as physical education. Physical education has 

the opportunity to have a great influence on students’ embodiment. For this to occur, the 
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mind and body should be viewed as interconnected, not separate, and deconstruction of 

societal practices should take place. Armour (1999) provides a rationale, based on four 

key points, as to how physical education can become central to students’ education in 

schools: a) students are embodied, b) embodiment is increasingly central to self-identity, 

c) numerous ‘social things’ impinge upon students’ embodiment, and d) physical 

education can play a major role in the establishment of students’ embodied identity. 

Adolescent Girls’ Embodiment in Physical Education 

Currently, there have been few studies conducted on adolescent girls’ 

embodiment in physical education. To this date, most of the literature on the body in 

physical education has been theoretically written. Three researchers, Jan Wright, Kim 

Oliver, and Laura Azzarito, have conducted studies that explored how adolescents make 

meaning of their socially constructed bodies. In the following section, I will highlight the 

salient aspects of Wright, Oliver, and Azzarito’s line of research, in an attempt to explore 

the similarities and differences of each of their studies. I have chosen to present their 

work separately, because I believe it is important (a) to understand each of their 

perspectives and findings on adolescent girls embodiment, (b) to know how their findings 

have contributed to the field of physical education, and (c) to learn where there remains a 

need for future research. At the end of this section, I will synthesize their findings and 

propose a need for alternative methods and future research on adolescent girls’ 

embodiment. 

Jan Wright was one of the first researchers to study gender relationships and the 

socially constructed body in several contexts within physical education (1995). For 

example, she studied males and females, same-sex and coeducation classes, and team 
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sports and individual activities. Wright wanted to discover the influence language use 

had on the way gender stereotypes and the objectification of the body were produced and 

reproduced in physical education classes (Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995). 

Her study in 2000 focused on the embodied self (i.e., how the students made meanings of 

their bodies), in an attempt to intersect the mind and body. 

Overall, teachers’ language use produced and reproduced femininity and 

masculinity stereotypes established by the greater society (Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & 

King, 1995). Females were encouraged to focus on their appearance, were given more 

instruction and spent more time on discussion than the males, and were provided less 

freedom and opportunity (Wright, 1997; Wright & King, 1995). The language used by 

the teachers marginalized and disempowered the girls. Wright’s 2000 study indicated 

that pedagogical practices influenced the way the body is viewed in physical education 

(e.g., objectified, embodied). Traditional practices that focused on the mastery of skill 

objectified the body, whereas emphasis on other forms of movement and activity (e.g., 

gymnastics, Feldenkrais) allowed students to conceptualize and connect to how they felt 

within their bodies. 

Wright’s research provided valuable findings for all researchers and teachers in 

physical education. Her studies indicated the important role physical education plays in 

the way students view their bodies. She suggests that students can and should learn about 

their embodied selves in physical education, traditionally a place that objectifies the 

body, which would include the deconstruction of gender stereotypes based on the socially 

constructed body. Although Wright’s studies (1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995) 

focused on the language use of teachers with minimal integration of students’ 
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perspectives, they are noteworthy to this review, because they stress the importance of 

educating students about their bodies. 

Kim Oliver, a researcher in the USA, took Wright’s suggestion to educate 

students about their bodies and to provide opportunities for them to deconstruct the 

beliefs they have about the body based on societal norms. She is the first researcher to 

conduct qualitative studies (Oliver 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004) that explore 

how adolescent girls construct meanings of their bodies. Oliver has established a line of 

research on adolescent girls’ embodiment through critical inquiry, in an attempt to 

empower girls about the way they view, believe, and feel about their bodies compared to 

the idealized female image. Oliver’s methodology throughout the studies focused on 

small focus group discussions and engagement in curricular tasks. The studies were 

conducted during the participants’ health and physical education classes in a classroom or 

library. 

Oliver’s first study (1999) had the girls construct meanings of their bodies 

through a fashion magazine exploration. The girls were asked to cut out images of 

interest to them, put them into categories, and discuss the importance and significance of 

each image and group. Through this magazine exploration, the girls shared their own 

views and perspectives of their own bodies, their ideas of the idealized female image 

(based on society), and how they compared themselves and others to the socially 

constructed female body. 

In Oliver’s ensuing studies (2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004), she started to 

formulate what she called ‘curricular tasks’ (i.e., tasks she had the girls engage in), which 

laid the foundation for the curriculum strand she attempted to establish. Tasks they 
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completed included: personal biographies and maps, magazine and picture explorations, 

free-writing to prompts, stories and information writing pieces, journal writing, inquiry 

projects that centered on girls’ bodies, collages, photographic essays, and session exit 

slips. The girls shared, discussed, and critiqued their findings and experiences of each of 

the curricular tasks in small groups. All class sessions were audiotaped. 

Oliver’s findings indicated that the girls’ stories did not center on their embodied 

selves; rather, they discussed how they could manipulate their bodies to formulate their 

physical appearance that can be compared to the socially constructed, idealized female 

body (1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004). For most of the girls, they did not resist 

societal perspectives of the body, which disempowered the girls. Collectively, Oliver’s 

studies exemplified the need to engage adolescent girls in critical inquiry tasks about the 

body, educate them on how to deconstruct the conflicting messages they receive about 

their bodies, provide safe spaces for girls to share and discuss their thoughts and feelings, 

and educate them that the mind and body are intersected, not separate. 

Oliver’s research has been critical in the attempt to incorporate mind and body 

education in physical education curriculums. The tasks and curriculum strand she has 

established provide teachers with ample tools to utilize in educating adolescent girls’ 

about their own bodies. The most important aspect of her work is that she goes beyond 

an exploration to find how the girls feel about and within their bodies. She also guides 

them through activities that provide adolescent girls the opportunity to deconstruct their 

perspectives and beliefs about their bodies that were formulated by societal norms and 

messages. 
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Although Oliver’s work is valuable to this line of research, I believe there are 

aspects of her research that we need to be cautious about. For example, all of her studies 

were conducted in the classroom or library during the girls’ health or physical education 

class time, which minimized their physical activity time. Furthermore, if the argument is 

made that physical education is the prime subject matter area within schools to learn 

about the mind and body; tasks should be conducted that involve their own engagement 

in physical activity. Another challenge with the curriculum strand will be to get teachers 

and students to engage in a significant amount of writing, critical inquiry, and group 

discussion. Critical inquiry explorations take time away from physical movement, yet 

may have a positive impact on girls’ lifelong engagement in physical activity. Overall, all 

aspects of education on the embodied self is paramount for adolescent girls to have an 

understanding of their bodies, which will affect their involvement in physical activity 

throughout their adolescent and adult lives. However, the mind/body connection needs to 

be made while students are engaged within physical activities in the physical education 

setting. 

Laura Azzarito is the most recent researcher who studied how students construct 

meanings about their bodies through a feminist, poststructuralist theoretical lens. 

Azzarito’s work has incorporated a myriad of variables (e.g., gender, race, coeducation 

and same-sex classes) through quantitative and qualitative methods. She explored the 

gender and racial differences in students’ construction of meanings around their bodies 

(2006a), how students identified themselves with body images in fitness and sport 

magazines (2006b), and how high school girls negotiated gender relations in their 

physical education classes (2006c). All three studies related the purpose to the students’ 
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engagement in physical education classes. Azzarito’s findings (2006a, 2006b) provided 

evidence that the dominant social discourses about the body (i.e., genderized, racialized) 

are institutionalized in schools and influence students’ participation levels in physical 

education. Azzarito also found that both males and females had a positive bodily self- 

concept, were dissatisfied with their bodies, and rejected mainstream ideologies about the 

male and female ideal body (2006a, 2006b). 

Collectively, most of the participants (both male and female) enjoyed physical 

education classes and rated bodily meanings as important and influenced their 

participation in physical education classes. Males, however, had more positive meanings 

about their bodies within the hegemonic, masculinized physical education programs, yet 

they were more concerned about their physical appearance than the females (2006a). 

Moreover, in Azzarito’s study (2006c) that focused only on high school girls, they stated 

that gender stereotypes and barriers affected their participation in physical education and 

desired to engage in activities within an equitable setting. Azzarito’s findings 

demonstrate that males and females’ bodily meanings are based on the socially 

constructed body. These findings signify, along with Wright’s and Oliver’s, the need for 

students to be educated about their bodies, given safe spaces to discuss their bodies, and 

provided opportunities to deconstruct their socially constructed perspectives and beliefs 

about the idealized body. 

Azzarito’s studies parallel the work of Wright and Oliver. Her first study utilized 

quantitative measures (2006a), which provided the participants minimal opportunities to 

truly share how they felt within their bodies. The qualitative studies that followed 

allowed the participants to elaborate on their thoughts and feelings, which provided more 
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fruitful data. Azzarito has clearly tapped into the need and importance of educating 

students about the mind and body. However, she has just scratched the surface in her 

exploration to find high school students’ bodily meanings, particularly in regard to her 

area of interest of resistance and agency from a feminist, poststructuralist perspective. 

For this to occur, future research will need to follow these initial studies to deconstruct 

the stereotypical, normalized beliefs students have about the socially constructed body. 

All three researchers have conducted detailed, intricate, and important studies that 

explored how students made meaning of their bodies within a physical education setting. 

Each researcher viewed the body as socially constructed and pontificated the need for 

physical education teachers to educate students about their bodies. Previous to these 

studies, there has been limited research on embodiment in physical education, except for 

the theoretical papers written by scholars in England, New Zealand, and Australia. These 

studies exemplify the need for future research on students’ embodiment, because of the 

disconnect students have between the mind and body. To minimize how gender and 

body norms and stereotypes are reproduced and perpetuated in schools, teachers need to 

educate their students about their bodies. In schools, physical education is the ideal 

subject matter area to educate students about the mind/body connection. If our goal is to 

promote lifelong physical activity and movement in physical education, then educators 

should consider empowering students by providing them safe spaces to discuss, learn, 

and make meaning of their bodies. 

Conclusion 

Based on my exploration of the literature on adolescent girls’ embodiment in the 

context of physical education, I have drawn several conclusions that will support the need 
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for research in this area. These conclusions include: (a) schools perpetuate and 

reproduce the mind/body dichotomy, (b) adolescent girls lack embodiment because they 

place emphasis on physical appearance, which perpetuates the socially constructed 

female body, and (c) the subject matter of physical education has the potential to educate 

all students, especially adolescent girls about the mind/body connection. 

First, the findings in the literature indicate that schools perpetuate and reproduce 

the mind/body dichotomy, because schools educate students about the mind and not the 

body. Physical education, however, focuses on the body and less on the mind. Overall, 

students are not educated on what they think and how they feel within their bodies when 

they are in school, which disallows students the opportunity to establish their own 

embodiment. Limited research has been conducted on the mind/body connection (i.e., 

embodiment) in education, particularly in the field of physical education. Researchers 

have theorized how students will benefit when they learn about and make meaning of 

their own bodies, especially if they have been educated how to deconstruct messages 

delivered from society (Armour, 1999; Azzarito & Solmon, 2006b; Azzarito, Solmon, & 

Harrison, 2006; Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004). These theories support 

my belief that students need to be educated about their bodies, especially if we, teachers 

and researchers, want to establish lifelong movers. 

Second, since students are not educated about the mind/body connection in 

schools, they also disconnect the mind from the body. For example, when adolescent 

girls discuss their bodies, they focus on their physical appearance (e.g., clothes, hair, 

body size) (Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001; 2004). They compare their 

physical appearance to the socially constructed female body they see on television, the 

73 



Internet, in movies, and in fashion magazines. In essence, the greater society delivers a 

more powerful ‘education’ that adolescent girls receive about their bodies, which is 

misleading, because the socially constructed body is fabricated, manipulated, and grossly 

misrepresented. If society is going to market such false pretenses, I believe we need to 

educate adolescent girls about the facts and truths of the body. 

Third, in schools, physical education programs have the opportunity to educate 

students about the mind/body intersection. Programs can teach students about the mind’s 

location within the body, how the mind and body connect, and provide safe spaces for 

students to reflect, share, and discuss their thoughts and feelings about their bodies. 

Establishing a safe environment for adolescent girls to talk about their bodies, will allow 

teachers to deconstruct girls’ beliefs about the socially constructed body. Studies on 

adolescent girls’ embodiment in physical education settings have yet to research ways 

teachers can learn how adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies when they 

participate in movement activities. I believe we, teachers and researchers, provide a 

disservice to our students if we do not educate them about social issues, the mind/body 

connection, and how they make meaning of their bodies, specifically within the context 

of physical education. 

Researchers, in the area of adolescent girls’ embodiment, indicate that there is a 

great need to learn how adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies. For this to occur, 

researchers need to formulate research studies that (a) explore how adolescent girls 

currently feel within their bodies, (b) deconstruct the myths and beliefs of the socially 

constructed female body, (c) develop strategies and activities that allow them to feel 

comfortable and safe within their bodies and the physical education environment, and (d) 
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develop strategies and instructional methods on how to incorporate body education into 

the curriculum. Researchers (e.g., Azzarito, Oliver, Wright) have taken initial steps to 

learn how adolescent girls feel within their bodies, develop tasks to educate girls about 

their bodies, and attempt to deconstruct societal messages, but, these steps have been at 

the cost of adolescent girls’ participation time in physical education. Thus, my research 

agenda is to encompass the aforementioned while adolescent girls engage in physical 

activities in physical education. My ultimate goal is to empower adolescent girls by 

giving them a voice to share and reflect upon how they think and feel within their bodies. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how adolescent girls perceive 

and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical education and how they 

navigate ways to feel comfortable within their own bodies and the physical education 

environment. First, I examined how adolescent girls view their bodies, both in general 

and within the physical education setting. I attempted to learn how they currently think 

and feel about their bodies, why they have these thoughts and feelings about their bodies, 

and where these perceptions have derived. Second, I utilized adolescent girls’ 

perceptions of their bodies to formulate activities to guide them through a process to 

deconstruct these perspectives. These activities allowed them to explore various 

perspectives of the body and provided them the opportunity to discuss their thoughts and 

feelings with others. Finally, adolescent girls formulated their own projects on a topic of 

their choice to further their knowledge and understanding of adolescents’ thoughts and 

feelings about physical education. To gather this information, formal, informal, and 

focus group interviews, journals, activity-based documents, and descriptive field notes 

were utilized to provide descriptions of how adolescent girls perceive, feel, and make 

meaning of their bodies. An overview of this study’s design is presented in Figure 1. 

Grounded Theory Research Design 

This study used a grounded theory qualitative research design (Creswell, 1998; 

Straus & Corbin, 1998) to explore adolescent girls’ perceptions and feelings about their 

bodies within the context of physical education. Within the grounded theory 

methodology, the theory emerges and develops from the data (Creswall, 1998; Straus & 
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Figure 1, Overview of Study Design 
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Corbin, 1998). To gain true insight on how adolescent girls make meaning of their 

bodies, a grounded theory design was selected, because it offers insight, enhances 

understanding, and provides a meaningful guide to action of a phenomenon (Straus & 

Corbin, 1998). 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide information about the context of the 

study, how data were collected, and why specific methods were conducted to answer the 

research questions. 

School Site Selection 

A multiple phase selection process was conducted to find potential school sites for 

this study. First, I utilized the Internet to gather information on public school 

communities in the Western Massachusetts region, with a specific focus on middle and 

regional schools’ physical education programs. I obtained the following information 

from the schools’ websites: description of the physical education program and faculty, 

activities conducted at specific grade levels, the frequency and length of time students 

have physical education, and an appropriate person (e.g., department chair, athletic 

director, principal) to contact. 

Second, I contacted the appropriate person at numerous regional schools to set up 

an appointment for a visit. At the visit, I looked to gain insight on the school culture, the 

physical education program, the physical education teachers’ willingness to discuss body 

and social issues and if they would consider allowing me to conduct a research study in 

their gymnasium. The physical education teachers’ receptivity to body and social issues 

was important, because I needed the teacher’s support when I collected data with the 

78 



adolescent girls. If they did not believe in or were opposed to body education, then an 

alternative school was considered. 

Third, based on the data gathered on the various schools and physical education 

programs, I decided which school would be a viable site for my study. The criteria I 

looked for in a school site was that they had: a) a seventh, eighth, and/or ninth grade 

student body, b) a physical education program that students had for the entire fall 

semester or year round (and is NOT an elective program), c) physical education at least 

twice a week, and d) a physical education teacher who was willing to let me educate girls 

about their bodies during their physical education classes and other available times. 

Finally, I narrowed down my selection between two regional schools. Variety 

Regional High School and Varsity Regional High School. Both physical education 

programs offered a range of classes at the middle and high school levels and the female 

physical education teachers were very supportive and interested in my research. In the 

end. Varsity High School was selected, because of the support I received from the 

administration. 

Setting 

Varsity Regional High School was utilized for the school site of this study. The 

school is situated in a rural community located in the Northeast region of the United 

States. Four different school districts comprised the student body of Varsity Regional 

High School, where there was a total enrollment of 714 students in the seventh through 

twelfth grades with 94% of the student body identifying as white, which is higher than 

the state average (74%). 
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The design of the physical education program was differentiated based on the 

grade level. For example, the seventh and eighth graders had 45 minute physical 

education classes every other day for one semester, ninth through twelfth graders had 82 

minute physical education classes every other day for one full semester that is required, 

and the ninth through twelfth graders had an elective program for 82 minutes, every day, 

for one quarter. Students needed to acquire a total of 10 credits in physical education to 

graduate. Activities offered at each grade level included team and individual sports and 

fitness. There were three physical education teachers (2 female, 1 male). 

Entry to the Site 

To utilize Varsity Regional High School as the site for this study, I first obtained 

approval by the administration and physical education teachers of the school. Second, I 

applied to the University’s Institutional Review Board and received authorization to 

conduct this study. Finally, the students, parents of the students, and the physical 

education teachers signed a letter of informed consent (Appendix A, B, C), which 

explained the purpose, risk, and rights of the participants in the research study. 

Furthermore, letter of consent assured participants anonymity, as pseudonyms are utilized 

for the names of participants and the school. 

Participants 

Seven ninth and tenth grade girls (n=2, n=5) were the participants for this study. 

The girls were selected with the guidance of their physical education teachers to exhibit a 

representative sample (i.e., based on skill ability and interest in physical education) of the 

physical education class. First, I observed two separate physical education classes for the 

first two weeks of the semester and recorded descriptive field notes on girls’ behavior. 
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level of ensagement, and skill abiliw. Second. I chose the class that had more ninth and 

tenth grade girls to provide me with a larger sample size to select the participants. Third, 

I met with all ninth and tenth grade girls (N=9) in the same physical education class at the 

end of the second week of classes. I provided them with an over\ iew of my study, 

handed out informed consent forms to each of them, and had them complete a critical 

incidents form to learn about their initial thoughts and perspectives about their bodies. 

Finally. seven out of the nine girls returned their signed information consent forms the 

following week. Due to the Umited number of potential participants. 1 did not exclude 

anyone from the study. 

The physical education teachers w ere also valuable participants throughout the 

data collection process. Their role in the process was to offer insight on the school 

community and culture, provide information on the physical education prognun. and 

share their perspectives of the participants. In addition, they pro\ided assistance to 

secure a quiet and safe location for me to conduct indi\idual and focus group interviews, 

communicated with the participants throughout the day when I was not in the fiekL and 

corresponded with the participants' classroom teachers when needed. 

Participant Profiles 

Dot, Isabelle, Raika, Sunshine, Lilly. Rebecca, and Latorah were the participants 

ot the study. Lilly and Rebecca were both ninth graders: the remainder of the croup were 

tit ^^ra^lers. f«rll% was a gregarious, outspoken, athletic girl who was \ er\ diligent 

about her schoolwork and horseback riding. She tended to the bam aiKi rvvie hofses everv 

single day after school and on the w eekends. Rebecca was new to the school and w as 

more reserv ed than the other girls. She kept to herselt, but increased her encacenient 
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during group discussion as the semester went on. She also enjoyed riding and training 

horses. Dot was very quiet, kept to herself, and did not like being the center of attention, 

yet she colored her hair (e.g., red, pink), wore alternative clothing, and enjoyed going to 

rock concerts where she engaged in body surfing. Isabelle was frequently absent from 

school, social, and enjoyed playing her guitar. Raika was outgoing, personable, and very 

determined to show others she was not a ‘girly girf. She was on the track and field team 

and enjoyed wood stacking and hunting. Sunshine was very shy, intimidated by her 

peers, and highly concerned about her image and looks. She was part of the ski club and 

enjoyed hanging out with her friends. Latorah was laid back, reserved, yet willing to 

initiate conversation. She was a member of the jayvee basketball team. 

Researcher Profile 

In qualitative research, the researcher is considered to be the primary instrument 

in the data analysis process. Thus, to ensure trustworthiness of the data, I believe it is 

important for the reader to understand my own personal biography and potential 

researcher biases. First, as an adolescent girl 15 years ago, I had negative feelings about 

my body. I did not understand what I was feeling internally and how that related to my 

physical structure. I continuously compared my body to those of my peers. My struggle 

with and within my body affected my self-esteem, self-expression, and the interactions I 

had with my peers and teachers. 

Second, I taught middle and high school physical education for three years, where 

I continuously observed and listened to the way adolescent girls discussed, presented, 

treated, and referred to their bodies. Through many one-on-one conversations with the 

girls, I learned how they perceived and felt within their bodies and how much they strived 
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to be considered ‘normal.’ I came to the realization that the reason why some of the girls 

were disengaged in physical education, was because they struggled with their bodies. At 

that time, I did not understand the impact the public nature of physical education has on 

how girls feel about their bodies. 

Third, during the first stage of my graduate education (i.e.. Master’s program), I 

focused my research on adolescent girls’ body image, because of my experiences as an 

adolescent girl and a physical education teacher. The findings of the study made me 

realize that there are numerous factors that influence how individuals feel about 

themselves, especially in the context of physical education. 

Fourth, this Master’s degree research project began my exploration on how 

adolescents feel comfortable or uncomfortable in the physical education setting in 

relation to their bodies. Through the literature and my own research I have learned that 

my focus on adolescent girls’ body image has perpetuated the mind/body dichotomy. 

Thus, my research agenda has evolved to focus on adolescent girls’ embodiment to learn 

how they make meaning of their bodies. 

Finally, the findings in my previous studies have the potential to obscure my 

perspective with the participants of this study. For example, based on the discussions I 

had with previous participants, I could have envisioned certain findings within this study. 

1 believe it is important for the reader to be aware of my biases, but to understand that my 

utilization of a grounded theory research design distinguished any biases I had. 

Furthermore, the methods of this study evolved based on the information the participants 

offered in focus group interviews and other data sources. 
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My personal life experiences and previous research studies have influenced my 

interest on the way adolescent girls make meaning of their bodies. My ultimate goal, 

through my research, is to empower girls by letting their voices be heard and giving them 

safe spaces to reflect, discuss, and share their thoughts and feelings. Throughout this 

research study, I was aware of my own biases on a continuous basis, as I planned 

activities for focus group interviews based on the data collected and analyzed from 

previous sessions. I utilized two critical friends to challenge my biases throughout the 

data collection, analysis, and writing processes. 

Pilot Study 

In the spring of 2006,1 conducted a pilot study with eight seventh grade girls at a 

middle school located in the Northeast region of the United States. The purpose of this 

study was to explore adolescent girls’ embodiment in the context of physical education 

and how they made meaning of their bodies. Results revealed that participants rarely 

thought about or connected to how they felt within their bodies within the physical 

education setting. When they described or discussed their bodies, they primarily focused 

on the socially constructed female body. Despite their limited ability to connect the mind 

and body, they problem solved to create a sense of comfort and safety, which allowed 

them to have positive experiences in physical education. Although this study provided 

valuable insight on adolescent girls’ perspectives and feelings about their bodies, the 

investigation did not engage in discourse or deconstructive activities to formulate change 

in their perspectives. 

This pilot study informed the next steps of this study in several ways. First, 

knowledge about adolescent girls’ perspectives, feelings, and how they make meaning of 
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their bodies is imperative to establish research methods that will actively engage students 

in the deconstruction process of these perspectives and feelings. Second, to gain true 

insight into the way adolescent girls feel about their bodies, research methods must be 

formulated that engage and empower girls to discover ‘what can be’ (Oliver et al., 2007). 

Based on these findings, I prolonged my engagement in the field over the course of a full 

public school semester (August 30-January 14). The extended time provided me the 

opportunity to analyze the data from each session to establish research methods that 

furthered the girls’ knowledge and understanding of their bodies within the physical 

education and socially constructed worlds. 

Data Collection 

Multiple data sources were implemented to explore how adolescent girls 

perceive and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical activity within the 

physical education context. Data were collected from the following sources: (a) critical 

incidents forms, (b) focus group interviews, (c) formal interviews with the adolescent 

girls, (d) journals, (e) descriptive field notes of the girls’ physical education classes, and 

(f) informal interviews with the physical education teacher. 

Critical Incidents Forms 

Critical incidents forms were given to the participants on the first day of data 

collection to record baseline data about their perspectives of their bodies (see Appendix 

D). Participants were asked to describe their bodies and explain when they notice their 

bodies in physical education. The critical incidents form provided a safe space for 

participants to reflect on their bodies individually. Personal reflection was important for 

both the participants and me to begin the discussion process of their bodies. 
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Focus Group Interviews 

Focus group interviews were conducted with the participants throughout the data 

collection process. Participants were divided into two groups: Focus Group A and Focus 

Group B. These groups were formulated based on my initial observations and input from 

Ms. Patterson, their female physical education teacher. First, I paired up the girls with 

someone they interacted with during physical education class, because I wanted the girls 

to feel as comfortable as possible. Second, I consulted with Ms. Patterson and 

determined which pairs would formulate each group. This was determined by her 

perceptions as to which girls were leaders, would be more vocal in the groups, and 

engage the other girls in conversation. 

The first focus group interview was held during the first week of data collection 

(third week of school) to discuss the focus of the study, begin the process to establish a 

safe and comfortable environment for the participants to discuss their bodies, and to 

engage participants in activities to generate initial discussions about their experiences in 

physical education and their bodies. After the first session, a schedule was created as to 

when each group would meet throughout the semester (field trips, school pictures, and 

other factors were taken into consideration). 

Activities that were conducted during the first six focus group sessions were 

personal profiles, an autobiographical free write of their past experiences in physical 

education and physical activity, perceived skill ability selection, picture identification, a 

body drawing exercise (see Appendix E, F, G) and poster sessions. All activities were 

carried out separately. Participants first completed the activities individually and then 

shared their responses with the entire group. Discussions followed each of the 
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participants’ sharing of their responses. Throughout the remainder of the sessions, 

participants engaged in brainstorming sessions; project selection, planning, and 

implementation; and construction of a written product for their project. Table 1 reports 

the activities conducted in all of the focus group sessions. 

My role was to stimulate discussion among the participants and listen intently to 

them. Furthermore, this process was pertinent to the entire study, as the activities created 

for future focus group interviews was primarily based on their discussions with one 

another. Focus groups (one for each group) were conducted one block period per week 

during the participants’ physical education class. 

Formal Interviews 

Two individual interviews were conducted with all participants. These 

interviews were scheduled individually, based on the participants’ availability. All seven 

participants completed the first interview throughout the first two months of data 

collection. The first interview focused on participants’ (a) favorite and least favorite 

experiences and activities in physical education, (b) how they feel when they interact 

with the boys, girls, and teachers in the class, (c) their perspectives on the purpose and 

importance of physical education, (d) level of physical activity outside of school, and (e) 

general information on their middle school experiences. 

The second interview, which focused on the body, commenced after all 

participants completed the first interviews. Specific genre of questions included 

(a) descriptions of their own and females’ bodies, (b) their comfort in physical education, 

(c) their locker room experiences, and (d) their feelings about sports and physical 

education based on gender. A semi-structured interview guide was used to conduct all 
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Table 1. Focus Group Activities 

Focus Group Date Activities 

A 9/19/07 Personal Profile 
Autobiography free write of PE experiences 

B 9/21/07 Personal Profile 
Autobiography free write of PE experiences 

A 9/25/07 Autobiography free write of PA experiences (outside of PE) 
Skill Ability Identification Activity 

B 9/27/07 Autobiography free write of PA experiences (outside of PE) 
Skill Ability Identification Activity 

A 10/1/07 Picture Identification 
Body Drawing 

B 10/3/07 Picture Identification 
Body Drawing 

A 10/9/07 Poster Activities I 

B 10/15/07 Poster Activities I 
Poster Activities II 

A 10/19/07 Poster Activities II 
Brainstorming - Main Discussion Topics 

B 10/23/07 Poster Activities II, cont. 
Brainstorming - Main Discussion Topics 

A 10/25/07 Brainstorming - Main Discussion Topics 

B 10/29/07 Brainstorming & Planning - Part I 

A 11/1/07 Brainstorming & Planning - Part I 

B 11/5/07 Brainstorming & Planning - Part II 

A 11/9/07 Brainstorming & Planning - Part II 

A 11/13/07 Plan, Practice, Revise 

B 11/15/07 Plan, Practice, Revise 

B 11/27/07 Participant Selection, Schedule Interviews 

A 11/29/07 Hand out Surveys, Compile Information 

B 12/5/07 Conduct Interviews 

A 12/7/07 Compile Information 

B 12/11/07 Compile Information; Select End Product 

A 12/13/07 Select End Product; Brainstorm Key Points for End Product 

B 12/17/07 Create Outline for Article; Write Article 

A 12/19/07 Create Outline for Newsletter; Write Newsletter 

A 12/21/07 Write Newsletter 

B 1/3/08 Write Article 

A 1/7/08 Write Newsletter 

B 1/9/08 Write Article 
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interviews (see Appendix H, I). The questions for both interviews were piloted with 

individuals not part of this study to distinguish the order and relevancy of the questions. 

Appropriate changes were made to the interview protocols based on the feedback from 

the pilot interviews. 

Journals 

Participants were given a journal at the first focus group session. The journals 

served multiple purposes: a) the girls responded to journal prompts before and/or after 

class for the first couple of weeks (e.g., how they felt in physical education, when they 

thought about their body, and how they felt about their body), b) provided a safe space 

for the participants to share their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives, and c) served as a 

placement for their autobiographies, brainstorming sessions, and other activities 

conducted during their focus group interviews. 

Field Notes 

Descriptive field notes were taken every class period during the first two weeks of 

the semester, once a week throughout the rest of September and October, and once per 

unit (i.e., approximately once every two weeks) throughout the remainder of the 

semester. Participants’ dress attire, interactions with their peers and teachers, 

participation in activities, and verbal and non-verbal communication and body language 

were observed. Descriptive field notes were word-processed into a narrative after each 

observation, which included observer comments that provided initial interpretation of 

what was observed. 

Data from the observations informed activities and discussions for the focus 

group sessions and follow-up questions in the formal interviews. Furthermore, the data 
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from the observations triangulate with other data sources to enhance the trustworthiness 

of this study. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted simultaneous to the data collection process 

throughout this qualitative study. Data analysis was conducted to answer the following 

research questions: (a) How do adolescent girls think and feel about their bodies while 

they are in the physical education setting? (b) What factors influence the way they feel 

within and perceive their bodies? How do these factors influence their level of 

comfort/discomfort in the physical education environment? (c) What strategies do they 

utilize to navigate these factors for them to feel comfortable with their bodies and to 

engage in physical education? 

Field notes were word-processed into narratives and the focus group and formal 

interviews were transcribed verbatim. The critical incidents forms, journals, 

transcriptions, and field notes were coded using content analysis and the constant 

comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Open and axial coding was used to 

formulate categories and subcategories. Properties and dimensions were created to 

illustrate the entire picture, both positive and negative cases, of the categories and 

subcategories. Selective coding was used to connect the categories and subcategories 

into one central category. 

Trustworthiness of Data 

Trustworthiness of this research study was established by utilizing five techniques 

(a) data triangulation, (b) prolonged engagement, (c) critical friend, (d) researcher 

journal, and (e) an audit trail (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 
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Multiple sources of data that were used for triangulation are: critical incidents forms, 

focus group and formal interviews, journals, and observations. Prolonged engagement 

was conducted to establish trust with the participants and to take the necessary steps in 

the data collection process to implement a plan to problem solve the participants’ body 

issues, particularly in relation to the physical education setting. Critical friends were 

utilized throughout the data collection and analysis processes to challenge my personal 

biases. Throughout the study, I maintained a researcher journal to record all of my 

thoughts, feelings, and decisions as they occurred. This journal encompasses the 

personal reflections of the research process, such as gaining entry into the school site, 

participant selection, the formulation of research methods, questions that arose 

throughout the data collection and analysis process, and initial meaning making of the 

study. Data sources, raw data, data analysis matrices, and research memos were used to 

create an audit trail of the research process for this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

NINTH AND TENTH GRADE GIRLS’ STRATEGIES AND BARRIERS TO 

THEIR SUCCESS OR SURVIVAL IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

In the United States, the mind/body connection has been limited in students and 

teachers’ education, as schools are primarily concerned with the mind (Shilling, 1993a). 

Researchers’ focus on intellectual development and educational knowledge reflects the 

belief that the education of the mind is the primary purpose of schooling (Shilling, 

1993a). Schools’ emphasis on cognitive knowledge disregards the emotional and 

physical characteristics of students. For students to have a holistic approach to 

knowledge development and understand how they make meaning of their bodies, which 

is based on their thoughts and feelings, they need to have a mind/body connection. For 

students and teachers to move beyond the construction of their own embodiment and self- 

identity that is not solely based on societal influences they need to understand and be 

educated from a mind/body perspective. To understand and develop these types of 

knowledge construction researchers need to explore students and teachers’, (a) 

knowledge about the body, (b) meaning making of the mind and body connection, and (c) 

awareness of the socially constructed body. 

Professional discourse among sociologists has focused on what the body is, who 

owns our bodies, and how the body is constructed (Shilling, 1993a). Social theorists 

have different beliefs about the way the body is constructed. These perspectives lay the 

foundation for how the body is viewed (i.e., biological, socially constructed) and the 

body’s relationship to the mind (i.e., intersected or separate). 
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The theoretical framework for this study is based on the notion that the body is 

both biologically and socially constructed. In order to have a collective understanding of 

the body the biological and social influences need to be combined. Shilling (1993a, pg. 

102) refers to the combined human embodiment “as an unfinished state, which compels 

people to act on themselves, others, and the world around them.” Shilling (1993a) 

describes the importance of individuals finding meanings of their bodies within the world 

in which they operate: 

These same conditions govern an individual’s sense of self and the relation they 

have with their body. Because human bodies are unfinished entities, they too 

must be invested with work and meaning. The absence of a meaningful and 

ordered self, body and world for humans would make impossible effective 

physical intervention in the world (pg. 102). 

The biological and socially constructed bodies are linked together by 

embodiment. Embodiment encapsulates the mind and body, which is biologically 

formulated and influenced by social construction. According to Turner (1996, pg. xiii) 

embodiment is, “the making and doing work of bodies - of becoming a body in social 

space.” For this paper, embodiment will be defined as the way adolescent girls make 

meaning of their bodies in the context of physical education. Educating adolescent girls 

about their bodies and the mind/body connection provides girls with the opportunity to 

make meaning of their mind, body, and the connection of the two for their own selves. 

Knowledge of and understanding embodiment has the potential for adolescent girls to be 

empowered (e.g., within the physical education context). 
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Numerous social theories have espoused the bi-dimensional view of the body (i.e., 

combining the naturalistic and socially constructed bodies), which connects the mind and 

body together into one entity. Such theories, include, for example Foucault’s (1979, 

1980) theory on discourse, power/knowledge, control, and surveillance, which allow the 

body to be adapted or controlled depending on the form of power instituted; Turner’s 

(1992, 1996) theory, which has a strong emphasis on structure and views the body as a 

material, physical body through order, control, and sexuality; and Connell’s (1995) 

research has centered on the construction of the gendered body, predominantly with an 

external focus on the size, shape, and strength of bodies. 

Understanding the power relations in a physical education setting and how 

adolescent girls formulate their social and self identities within this context is pertinent to 

examine adolescent girls’ embodiment for them to have a true sense and understanding of 

themselves. Power, control, surveillance, judgment, and gender issues are components of 

power relations that are present in the physical education environment. For example, 

there are numerous levels of power and control (e.g., students within themselves, students 

to students, teachers to students) that students grapple with in physical education. 

Moreover, the public nature of physical education (e.g., changing clothes in the locker 

room, performing in front of others) allows students to be observed, surveyed, and judged 

by others. 

Collectively, these social theorists’, “views provide important insights into how 

bodies may be affected by power relations, how the body enters into social definition of 

the self, and how the body can function as a social symbol” (Shilling, 1993a, pg. 99). 

Foucault, Turner, and Connell also consider social inequalities when viewing the body. 
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They continue to view the body as a biological object, but believe that human 

embodiment is an unfinished state, which is influenced by society and the people within 

it (Shilling, 1993a). Furthermore, they believe that the body can only be complete 

through bodywork (i.e., activities individuals do to take care of their bodies, such as 

exercising) (Armour, 1999; Kirk; 1999, Shilling, 1993a). These theorists believe that 

social construction does perpetuate social inequalities with power and control, but how 

that power and control dominates or oppresses individuals is not explicitly made. 

Specifically, the socially constructed body is viewed as is (i.e., status quo), whereas the 

social inequality perspective takes more of a critical lens in how the body was originally 

constructed and continues to be constructed. 

Schools, for example, are places that produce and reproduce the meanings society 

has given to the construction of the body. Through power relations, students may or may 

not conform to the messages society has placed on schools. This conformity or non¬ 

conformity filters down to the individual subject matter areas, such as physical education. 

Physical education has the potential to influence students’ embodiment. For this to 

occur, students need to be educated about the mind and body connection as well as the 

deconstruction of societal influences and practices. Armour (1999) provides a rationale, 

based on four key points, as to how physical education can become central to students’ 

education in schools: a) students are embodied, b) embodiment is increasingly central to 

self-identity, c) numerous ‘social things’ impinge upon students’ embodiment, and d) 

physical education can play a major role in the establishment of students’ embodied 

identity. 
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Foucault, Turner, and Connell’s social theories and Armour’s rationale provide 

insight into the importance for researchers to explore ways that reveal adolescent girls’ 

embodiment in physical education. Physical education can provide adolescent girls 

opportunities and safe spaces to learn how to make meaning of their bodies, deconstruct 

their social identities, and construct their self-identities based on the new understanding 

of their embodiment. Currently, there has been limited research on adolescent girls’ 

socially constructed body within the physical education context. Scholars have theorized 

and argued (e.g.. Armour, 1999; Kirk, 1999, 2001, 2002; Shilling, 1993b) for the need to 

incorporate education on the mind and body in physical education, yet few researchers 

have explored this notion. 

Recent studies on the socially constructed body have focused on language use 

(Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995), critical inquiry through curricular tasks 

(Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001; 2004), and the effects gender and race have 

on students’ participation in physical education (Azzarito & Solmon, 2006a, 2006b; 

Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006c). Collectively, the findings indicate that adolescent 

girls make meaning of their bodies based on the socially constructed idealized female 

body. Findings from these studies support the need for future research studies that 

deconstruct adolescent girls’ perspectives of the body and attempt to provide them with 

the educational opportunities to reconstruct their self-identities and embodiment. 

Thus, the purpose of this study was to (a) explore how adolescent girls perceive 

and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical education and (b) how they 

navigate ways to feel comfortable within their own bodies and the physical education 

environment. Specifically, this study explored the following research questions: (a) how 
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do adolescent girls think and feel about their bodies while they are in the physical 

education setting, (b) what factors influence the way they feel within and perceive their 

bodies and how do these factors influence their comfort/discomfort in the physical 

education environment, and (c) what strategies do they utilize to navigate these factors 

for them to feel comfortable with their bodies and to engage in physical education? 

Methods 

This study used a grounded theory qualitative research design (Creswell, 1998; 

Straus & Corbin, 1998) to explore adolescent girls’ perceptions and feelings about their 

bodies within the context of physical education. Within the grounded theory 

methodology, the theory emerges and develops from the data (Creswall, 1998; Straus & 

Corbin, 1998). To gain true insight on how adolescent girls make meaning of their 

bodies, a grounded theory design was selected, because it offers insight, enhances 

understanding, and provides a meaningful guide to action of a phenomenon (Straus & 

Corbin, 1998). 

Setting 

Varsity Regional High School was utilized for the school site of this study. The 

school was selected based on the following criteria: a) had a seventh, eighth, and/or ninth 

grade student body, b) had a physical education program that students had for the entire 

fall semester or year round, c) had physical education at least twice a week, d) had a 

physical education teacher who was willing to let the researcher educate girls about their 

bodies during their physical education classes and other available times, and e) had a 

supportive administration. 
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Varsity Regional High School is situated in a rural community located in the 

Northeast region of the United States. Four different school districts comprised the 

student body of Varsity Regional High School, where there was a total enrollment of 714 

students in the seventh through twelfth grades. 94% of the student body was white, 

which is exceedingly higher than the state average of 74%. 

The design of the physical education program was differentiated based on the 

grade level. For example, the seventh and eighth graders had 45 minute physical 

education classes every other day for the one semester, ninth through twelfth graders had 

82 minute physical education classes every other day for one full semester that was 

required, and ninth through twelfth graders had an elective program for 82 minutes, every 

day, for one quarter. Activities offered at each grade level included team and individual 

sports and fitness. There were three physical education teachers (2 female, 1 male). 

Participants 

Seven ninth and tenth grade girls (n=2, n=5) were the participants of this study. 

The girls were selected with the guidance of their physical education teachers to exhibit a 

representative sample of the physical education class. First, two separate physical 

education classes were observed for the first two weeks of the semester where descriptive 

field notes were recorded on girls’ behavior, level of engagement, and skill ability. 

Second, the class chosen had more ninth and tenth grade girls, which provided a larger 

sample size to select the participants. Third, a meeting was held with all ninth and tenth 

grade girls (N=9) in the same physical education class at the end of the second week of 

classes. They were provided with an overview of the study, given informed consent 

forms, and completed a critical incidents form to learn about their initial thoughts and 
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perspectives about their bodies. Finally, seven out of the nine girls returned their signed 

information consent forms. Due to the limited number of potential participants, no one 

was excluded from the study. 

Participant Profiles 

Dot, Isabelle, Raika, Sunshine, Lilly, Rebecca, and Latorah were the participants 

of the study. Lilly and Rebecca were both ninth graders; the remainder of the group were 

10'*’ graders. Lilly was a gregarious, outspoken, athletic girl who was very diligent about 

her schoolwork and horseback riding. She tended to the barn and rode horses every 

single day after school and on the weekends. Rebecca was new to the school and was 

more reserved than the other girls. She kept to herself, but increased her engagement 

during group discussion as the semester went on. She also enjoyed riding and training 

horses. Dot was very quiet, kept to herself, and did not like being the center of attention, 

yet she colored her hair (e.g., red, pink), wore alternative clothing, and enjoyed going to 

rock concerts where she engaged in body surfing. Isabelle was frequently absent from 

school, was social, and enjoyed playing her guitar. Raika was outgoing, personable, and 

very determined to show others that she was not a ‘girly girl’. She was on the track and 

field team and enjoyed wood stacking and hunting. Sunshine was very shy, intimidated 

by her peers, and highly concerned about her image and looks. She was part of the ski 

club and enjoyed hanging out with her friends. Latorah was laid back, reserved, yet 

willing to initiate conversation. She was a member of the jayvee basketball team. 

Permission to conduct the study was obtained through the university’s 

Institutional Review Board and by the school district. Parental, participant, and teacher 

signed informed consent was granted prior to the start of the study. Furthermore, letter of 
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consent assured participants anonymity, as pseudonyms were utilized for the names of 

participants and the school. 

Data Collection 

Multiple data sources were implemented to explore how adolescent girls 

perceive and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical activity within the 

physical education context. Data were collected from the following sources: (a) critical 

incidents forms, (b) focus group interviews, (c) formal interviews with the adolescent 

girls, (d) journals, (e) descriptive field notes of the girls’ physical education classes, and 

(f) informal interviews with the physical education teacher. 

Critical Incidents Forms 

Critical incidents forms were given to the participants on the first day of data 

collection to record baseline data about their perspectives of their bodies. Participants 

were asked to describe their bodies and explain when they noticed their bodies in 

physical education. 

Focus Group Interviews 

Focus group interviews were conducted with the participants throughout the data 

collection process. Participants were divided into two groups: Focus Group A and Focus 

Group B. These groups were formulated based on initial observations by the researcher 

and input from Ms. Patterson (one of the physical education teachers). First, the girls 

were paired up with someone they interacted with during physical education class, 

because the researcher wanted the girls to feel as comfortable as possible. Second, the 

researcher consulted with Ms. Patterson to determine which pairs would formulate each 
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group. This was determined by her perceptions as to which girls were leaders, would be 

more vocal in the groups, and engage the other girls in conversation. 

The first focus group interview was held during the third week of data collection 

to discuss the focus of the study, begin the process of establishing a safe and comfortable 

environment for the participants to discuss their bodies, and to engage participants in 

activities to generate initial discussions about their experiences in physical education and 

their bodies. After the first session, a schedule was created as to when each group would 

meet throughout the semester (field trips, school pictures, and other factors were taken 

into consideration). 

Activities conducted throughout the sessions were personal profiles, an 

autobiographical free write of their past experiences in physical education and physical 

activity, perceived skill ability selection, picture identification, a body drawing exercise, 

and poster sessions. All activities were carried out separately. Participants first 

completed the activities individually and then shared their responses with the entire 

group. Discussions followed each of the participants’ sharing of their responses. 

The researcher’s role was to listen intently to what they were saying and stimulate 

discussion among the participants. Furthermore, this process was pertinent to the entire 

study, because the activities created for future focus group interviews were primarily 

based on their discussions with one another. Focus groups (one for each group) were 

conducted one block period per week during the participants’ physical education class. 

Formal Interviews 

Two individual interviews were conducted with all participants. These 

interviews were scheduled individually, based on participants’ availability. All seven 
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participants completed the first interview throughout the first two months of data 

collection. The first interview focused on participants’ (a) favorite and least favorite 

experiences and activities in physical education, (b) how they feel when they interact 

with the boys, girls, and teachers in the class, (c) their perspectives on the purpose and 

importance of physical education, (d) level of physical activity outside of school, and (e) 

general information on their middle school experiences. 

The second interview, which focused on the body, commenced after all 

participants completed the first interviews. Specific genre of questions included (a) 

descriptions of their own and females’ bodies, (b) their comfort in physical education, (c) 

their locker room experiences, and (d) their feelings about sports and physical education 

based on gender. A semi-structured interview guide was used to conduct all interviews. 

The questions for both interviews were piloted with individuals not part of this study to 

distinguish the order and relevancy of the questions. Appropriate changes were made to 

the interview protocols based on the feedback from the pilot interviews. 

Journals 

Participants were given a journal at the first focus group session. The journals 

served multiple purposes: a) the girls responded to journal prompts before and/or after 

class for the first couple of weeks (e.g., how they felt in physical education, when they 

thought about their body, and how they felt about their body), b) provided a safe space 

for participants to share their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives, and c) served as a 

placement for their autobiographies, brainstorming sessions, and other activities 

conducted during their focus group interviews. 
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Field Notes 

Descriptive field notes were taken every class period during the first two weeks of 

the semester, once a week throughout the rest of September and October, and once per 

unit (i.e., approximately once every two weeks) throughout the remainder of the 

semester. Participants’ dress attire, interactions with their peers and teachers, 

participation in activities, and verbal and non-verbal communication and body language 

were observed. Descriptive field notes were word-processed into a narrative after each 

observation, which included observer comments that provided initial interpretation of 

what was observed. 

Data from the observations informed activities and discussions for the focus 

group sessions and follow-up questions in the formal interviews. Furthermore, the data 

from the observations triangulate with other data sources to enhance the trustworthiness 

of this study. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted simultaneous to the data collection process 

throughout this qualitative study to answer the following research questions: (a) How do 

adolescent girls think and feel about their bodies while they are in the physical education 

setting? (b) What factors influence the way they feel within and perceive their bodies? 

How do these factors influence their comfort/discomfort in the physical education 

environment? (c) What strategies do they utilize to navigate these factors for them to feel 

comfortable with their bodies and to engage in physical education? 

Field notes were word-processed into narratives and the focus group and formal 

interviews were transcribed verbatim. The critical incidents forms, journals. 
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transcriptions, and field notes were coded using content analysis and the constant 

comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Open and axial coding was used to 

formulate categories and subcategories. Properties and dimensions were created to 

illustrate the entire picture, both positive and negative cases, of the categories and 

subcategories. Selective coding was used to connect the categories and subcategories 

into one central category. 

Trustworthiness of Data 

Trustworthiness of this research study was established by utilizing five techniques 

(a) data triangulation, (b) prolonged engagement, (c) critical friend, (d) researcher 

journal, and (e) an audit trail (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 

First, multiple sources of data were used for triangulation: critical incidents forms, focus 

group and formal interviews, journals, and observations. Second, prolonged engagement 

was conducted to establish trust with the participants and to take the necessary steps in 

the data collection process to implement a plan to problem solve the participants’ body 

issues, particularly in relation to the physical education setting. Third, critical friends 

were utilized throughout the data collection and analysis processes to challenge the 

researcher’s personal biases. Fourth, throughout the study, a researcher journal was 

maintained to record all thoughts, feelings, and decisions as they occurred. This journal 

encompassed the personal reflections of the research process, such as gaining entry into 

the school site, participant selection, the formulation of research methods, questions that 

arose throughout the data collection and analysis process, and initial meaning making of 

the study. Finally, data sources, raw data, data analysis matrices, and research memos 

were used to create an audit trail of the research process for this study. 
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Results 

Through focus group activities and discussions, participants shared aspects of 

physical education that positively and negatively influenced their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences within their bodies and the physical education environment. These aspects 

are presented in four primary categories, (a) Gender Issues in Physical Education, (b) The 

Activity Matters, (c) ‘People’ in the Class’, and (d) Public Display in Physical Education. 

Collectively, factors conveyed in each of these categories influenced participants’ 

comfort and type of participation. A concept map of the results is presented in Figure 2. 

In this section, participants’ types of participation will first be described. The 

decision to present the central category upfront is to provide insight into the differences 

among the types of participation described by the participants and how these types of 

participation were influenced by participants’ comfort, because they are discussed in each 

of the four primary categories. Second, factors that affected participants’ comfort and 

types of participation in physical education are presented. Finally, strategies are explored 

that participants utilized to either survive or thrive in physical education. 

Types of Participation: No, Blending In, Actual 

Participants differentiated their type of participation among no participation, 

blending in, and actual participation. These three types were not discrete categories, 

because participants’ participation fluctuated on a regular basis. Participants’ ebb and 

flow with their participation was based on how comfortable or uncomfortable they felt in 

coeducation classes, with the activity, with the people in the class, and the public nature 

of the physical education environment. These factors will be presented in categories 

throughout the results section. 
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Figure 2. Concept Map of Results 
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No Participation 

Participants chose not to participate if they did not like the activity, were having a 

bad day, had no friends in the class, or felt their presence in the activity was unwarranted. 

For example, Latorah, a basketball player on the jayvee team, changed her clothes every 

day, but rarely engaged in an activity. She described her participation in team handball 

as, “.. .1 didn’t really do anything. I kind of felt pointless standing there and not really 

participating.” Dot also shared how she stands there and does not participate, “It gets 

kind of boring when you’re not doing anything and nobody’s passing [to you], so you’re 

just like ‘okay. I’m standing here and it’s not really going to matter’ so it kind of makes 

you turned off from doing whatever.” Raika, a student who worked hard and actively 

engaged in physical education, would not participate at all when they played games she 

hated, like basketball, or she did not feel well. 

Participation...’’Blending In” 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah, who were in the same focus group, repeatedly 

described their type of participation as ‘blending in’. To them, blending in was a cross 

between no participation (e.g., standing there) and actual participation (i.e., getting into 

the action). Latorah described her participation as, “.. .I’ll go back and forth across court 

and follow along and if it happens to come to me, then I’ll throw it or hit it, but I don’t 

ask for it.” For Latorah, it would literally have to come to her, because “.. .if it was three 

feet in front of me and somebody else could get it, I would have let that person get it.” 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah completed a picture identification activity during one 

of the focus group sessions. They examined 25 pictures of girls involved in physical 

education. These pictures represented girls of assorted body types, involved in a range of 
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activities, engaged with girls, boys, or both, and were in various locations within the 

game (e.g., standing on the sidelines, person with the ball). All three selected a picture 

based on their perception of the girls’ participation type. For example. Sunshine shared 

how she made her picture selection. She explained, 

I picked number two because I get involved with gym, like if the volley comes to 

me I’m not just going to look at it. I’ll pick it up, but I’m not going to run for the 

ball...I picked both of those girls because they look like they’re not participating, 

but they also look like they are and that’s kind of what I do, I participate, but I 

don’t at the same time. 

Sunshine stated that participation for her was paying attention and standing close to the 

group of people involved. Dot selected a different picture than Sunshine, but for a 

similar reason, “I picked nine because she looks like she’s paying attention and ready if 

it’s coming, but she’s not really getting into the center of attention in the game.” This 

picture identification activity stimulated a conversation among the girls about different 

types of participation. They discussed, 

Sunshine: When I play Ultimate Frisbee I don’t really get the Frisbee I just walk 

back and forth to where the Frisbee is going, I don’t go for it... 

Latorah: But we don’t stand there either. 

Sunshine: Yeah. We don’t stay in the same spot the whole time. 

Field notes supported Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah’s descriptions of their participation as 

they were observed standing around during activities; walking a few feet here and there, 

but not actively engaged in the game; and not going after the ball; rather, they stayed 

away from it [Field notes, 9/11/07, Day 7]. 
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Actual Participation 

Participants differentiated between participation (i.e., ‘blending in) and ‘actual’ 

participation (i.e., involved in game play, assertive, hustles after the ball) in their 

descriptions. The second focus group that consisted of Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and 

Rebecca, emphasized their desire and willingness to participate, to ‘get into the action.’ 

Raika was the epitome of a student that engages in physical education. She participated 

in team sport activities and dodgeball (a cornerstone activity at Varsity High) with 

primarily boys and consistently got involved with game play. Through field 

observations, Raika was observed chasing after the ball against the boys, clearing the ball 

off of the bleachers, and playing goalie [Field notes from 8/31/07 to 11/19/07]. Raika 

summarized her own type of participation, particularly in relation to gender expectations. 

She stated, 

I don’t like pink. Girls who sit back and don’t really do much. I like getting into 

the action...there are some girls in our gym class who don’t go after the ball, 

because they’re worried that they’re going to break a nail. I’m going after that 

ball whether I break a finger or not. I’ve always been one of the types of people 

that go after it whether there’s people in the way or not. 

For Lilly, her participation was not contingent on gender expectations; rather, she 

connected her perceived ability with her type of participation, “I wouldn’t necessarily say 

I’m high skilled, because I think I’m good at it, but not amazing, but 1 love to participate. 

I love to be in the action.” Lilly was one of the two ninth grade girls in this study, which 

made her one of the youngest in the class. At first, Lilly was reserved and held back 

during large group activities, instead of asserting herself during game play. Based on 

A 
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field note observations, there could have been an assumption made that she did not want 

to get involved in the action. She was observed walking a few feet here and there with 

three other girls in the defensive end, she occasionally stepped towards the ball if it came 

in her direction, but would retreat as soon as the boys were around her, and she 

immediately passed it to the closest boy on her team when the ball unexpectedly came to 

her [Field Notes on 9/7/07 through 9/13/07]. Throughout the semester; however, Lilly 

shed light on factors that influenced her type of participation, which was sometimes out 

of her control. She shared, 

I think I would just say [to the physical education teachers], ‘Well, don’t you 

notice that none of the girls are actually in this game? Couldn’t you try to figure 

out something how to change it so that everybody could participate and get a 

better participation grade?” Because sometimes it’s like even if we are trying to 

participate, if we get a bad grade for something for that day, maybe we are trying, 

but you don’t exactly get to because nobody passes or anything. 

Another factor that influenced participation was grades for most participants. In 

Lilly’s focus group, they were concerned that they would not get a high participation 

grade, because they did not have the opportunity to participate; however, in Sunshine’s 

group, they ‘blended in’ to make themselves look as if they were participating so they 

could get a good participation grade. 

Comfort Influences Types of Participation 

Participants’ type of participation influenced whether they felt comfortable or 

uncomfortable in class. Results indicated that participants were very concerned with how 

comfortable they felt within their bodies and the physical education environment. 
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Participants were affected by the gender issues in physical education, activity offered, 

people in the class, and the public nature of physical education. The outcomes of these 

factors infused their experiences in physical education, which led them to feel 

comfortable or uncomfortable. These factors will be described in the upcoming 

categories to provide a deeper understanding of the participants’ thoughts and feelings in 

physical education. Collectively, participants’ comfort influenced whether they did not 

participate, participated (i.e., blending in), or actually participated. 

Gender Issues in Coeducation Classes 

Participants discussed the complexity of gender issues in coeducation classes such 

as; male dominance, gender segregation, and gender stereotypes, which influenced their 

comfort and type of participation in physical education. First, male dominance in 

coeducation classes left participants feeling ignored and invisible, which ironically 

motivated them to attempt to gain credibility from the boys. Second, coeducation classes 

were often segregated based on the activities offered. Finally, participants perceived that 

gender stereotypes influenced girls’ and boys’ behavior and participation in physical 

education. For these participants, each issue was multi-faceted, because it varied among 

the participants and was situation specific. 

Male Dominance: It’s Impact on Girls 

Coeducation classes have permeated physical education programs since the 

enactment of the Title IX law in 1972. These participants were not aware of the law’s 

ramifications of coeducation or same-gender classes, yet repeatedly discussed their 

deepest feelings on the impact of boys’ control of game play. Since participants ebbed 

and flowed between types of participation, the majority of them were negatively affected 
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by the male domination; however, there were times participants used it as an opportunity 

to ‘prove themselves to the boys’. Raika, a sophomore, thrived on larger coeducation 

classes in high school. She stated, 

...as soon as I started high school, I really liked being in the all guys classes 

because I could show what I had.. .last year I was the only freshman and one of 

four girls in my gym class. All older guys. I actually got a few compliments. I’m 

proud of myself. 

Raika not only wanted to prove her worthiness to the boys, she wanted to become one of 

them, “I liked it [being with mostly boys] that way, because then I can become my true 

self and become one of the guys and do what they’re doing. I can get in the middle of it.” 

Many discussions in her group focused on whether girls should have to ‘become one of 

the boys’ or ‘prove themselves to the boys’ to be accepted. They believed that they had 

to prove to the boys that their skill and game play was equivalent to the boys and that 

they were worthy of being noticed and complimented by the boys. As a group, Isabelle, 

Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca stated that their sole purpose of physical education was to 

prove to the boys they were worthy, because they wanted to be noticed. Isabelle shared 

an example of when she believed she proved herself to the boys in a game of swat ball. 

Isabelle stated, 

.. .1 like that game a lot. After I started getting into the game, nobody passed to 

me, but when I did stuff that was good, like I just stuck by the goal and made sure 

that nobody could get close and I hit it away from them, then the guys were like, 

‘oh, stay away from that one’. 
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Some participants were frustrated that the boys did not notice them, thus making 

them feel invisible. For example, when Dot was open in a game she said to her 

teammates, “I’m open, pass it to me and they didn’t”, which made her withdraw from the 

activity. Throughout Lilly’s elementary and middle school years, she had fun and 

enjoyed physical education; however, that changed when she got to high school, “You 

don’t get to participate as much [in high school], because the guys don’t pass to you and 

don’t involve you so it’s not as fun as it used to be.” Fun to Lilly was, “being able to be 

in the game and having people that think that you’re just as good as they are so they play 

with you instead of ignoring you.” 

Rebecca also did not appreciate being ignored by the boys, but explained that 

being on a team with smaller boys (i.e., based on physical stature) gave more girls an 

opportunity to get involved. Rebecca stated, 

.. .sometimes you know how they split up the teams, if you were on a team that 

had kind of smaller boys and more girls, it might be more welcoming...because it 

can give you a chance to get noticed. Usually in the teams there’s at least one 

boy who always gets really good hits, who is always getting in the action. 

In the same discussion, Lilly theorized that some girls might purposely try not to be 

noticed (i.e., make themselves invisible). She shared. 

Sometimes people say that as barriers to PE that people are ignoring you and not 

passing while at the same time they’re putting it off on other people, because 

they’re not really being assertive and getting into the game. It’s not like its 

people ignoring you all the time and that’s why you’re not participating. It’s also 

113 



because maybe you don’t want to and you’re pretending like you just don’t want 

to and that’s why people ignore you. 

Some boys’ dominance in coeducation classes affected participants’ type of 

participation. There were participants that tried to demonstrate their credibility to the 

boys (e.g., try to get noticed, show skills are worthy to be involved) and strived for actual 

participation, even though they were not always successful; participants that were 

ignored, made an initial attempt, then withdrew from the action; and participants who 

purposely did not engage in game play, because they did not want to get noticed by the 

boys. Collectively, participants struggled with male dominance in coeducation classes 

whether they viewed their dominance as an opportunity or battle. 

Gender Segregation Perpetuates Gender Stereotypes 

The physical education program at Varsity High offered two activities for each 

unit: usually an invasion game (football, indoor soccer) and fitness. All seven 

participants selected fitness over football (no boys chose fitness); Raika was the only 

participant that chose indoor soccer instead of fitness; and all participants chose 

pickleball over basketball. All girls were in fitness and pickleball, whereas only one or 

two girls (who were not part of this study) participated in football and indoor soccer. No 

girls participated in basketball. These activity options forced a gender divide in physical 

education. Although participants selected fitness for their activity, they did not support 

the activity choices, because it segregated girls and boys. Lilly suggested, 

I think they [teachers] should split it up...if they did two separate games, then that 

would make the class smaller...I’m sure most of the girls would go to one thing 
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and the guys would go to the other, but I think it would make it a little more even, 

like better. 

After Lilly made this statement, the following conversation took place between Lilly and 

the researcher: 

Researcher: What kind of messages do you feel, if there are any at all, the 

department is sending by having football offered against fitness? 

Lilly: ...fitness is the feminine and football is the masculine, so guys like, ‘Don’t 

you dare do fitness if you’ve got football.’ 

Researcher: And why is that? 

Lilly: Because then you’d be perceived as a wus or something or gay. 

Rebecca also discussed that it is expected that girls and boys select different activities 

based on gender stereotypes and expectations. She stated. 

There’s fitness and then there’s the group activity. There could be lots of 

different group activities like maybe there’d be volleyball or softball or soccer 

mixed in, then it wouldn’t be directly that the boys go on one team or one side 

and then the girls go on the other side.. .1 think it’s expected of girls to want to do 

fitness. Not necessarily by the people in the class, just by our society.. .girls are 

supposed to do girly things and boys are supposed to do boy-ee things. 

Dodgeball was a favorite activity in the physical education program at Varsity 

High. The boys repeatedly asked to play dodgeball throughout the semester. Gender 

stereotypes were perpetuated during games of dodgeball since only three or four girls 

opted to participate. In addition, the teacher provided different sized solid foam 

dodgeballs for each gender. The rule established was that boys could not use the smaller 
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balls. Raika and Isabelle enjoyed playing dodgeball, because they could try to 

demonstrate their credibility to the boys. Both played numerous times throughout the 

semester and had positive experiences. Conversely, Dot and Latorah had a negative 

experience when they decided to play dodgeball on one occasion. Latorah explained, 

“...you’re in dodgeball with the girl balls and the boy balls. That kind of makes you feel 

like I shouldn’t be there in general if we’re only going to get the small balls and not really 

do anything.” 

Latorah’s reference to the girl and boy balls was evident throughout the dodgeball 

games based on the rule that boys could only throw the larger balls; if they retrieved a 

smaller ball, they had to give it to a girl. Dot was infuriated by this gender segregation 

with the equipment. She stated, 

I don’t like sexist things...like the whole female ball thing, but that really annoys 

me even though they are easier to throw. It’s just the whole point that he’s 

making us think that we can’t throw the bigger ones.. .1 think if he puts them out, 

he shouldn’t call them female balls, just be like, ‘Here’s smaller ones, throw them 

if you want. Anyone can throw them.’ Because the only way the boys can throw 

the smaller ones is if they get all the girls out so they can just target us first 

anyway. 

Despite their issues with the boys dominating game play and feeling invisible and 

ignored by the boys, all participants preferred coeducation to same-gender classes. They 

were concerned that the activities offered segregated the girls and boys based on their 

gender. These gender issues were major factors that affected their comfort and type of 

participation in physical education. 

116 



The Activity Matters 

The activity was an important factor in participants’ type of participation in game 

play and their overall enjoyment of physical education. Prior experience in an activity 

influenced whether participants perceived themselves to be skilled and competent within 

that activity. Furthermore, the design of the activity (i.e., individual vs. team; small vs. 

large groups) enhanced or exacerbated their perceived competence and opportunity for 

success. 

‘T’m Good At It; I’m not Good At It” 

Discussions with participants often centered on different activities they liked or 

did not like to play in physical education. They repeatedly shared the process and 

outcomes of past events with certain activities, which influenced their perceived 

competence and ability. For participants, if they felt successful at an activity, they were 

willing to participate in that activity, but if they felt unsuccessful, their level of 

engagement and enjoyment decreased. Isabelle described a game she enjoys as, “Just a 

game you have fun playing. You get into the game, you know how to play it. You know 

what you are doing. You’re good at it.” Dot and her friends formulated their own game 

within the game of capture the critter last year, which provided them the opportunity to 

feel successful. Dot shared. 

Last year when I had it [physical education] with my friends, we liked it because 

we would just try and see which one of us could make it into the circle, whether or 

not we could actually get the critter. So it was like our big accomplishment if we 

actually made it there. 
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Volleyball was an activity that Sunshine and Latorah did not appreciate or enjoy. 

They explained that the type of volleyball game they played after a class or two spent on 

drills was not the traditional six versus six with one net. Instead, there were four nets set 

up to create four quadrants. Each team (N=4), comprised of an abundant of players, 

competed against the other three. Latorah shared her experience in a game of volleyball. 

She stated. 

Last year I’d always end up on the team with people that I wasn’t necessarily 

completely comfortable with so we’d go over drills, but when it came to the 

games. I’d always hope that I’d hit it the right way and then if I didn’t, usually 

they’d be good about it, ‘Oh don’t worry about it’, but sometimes they’d just dive 

bomb on me and tell you ‘get it next time’ and everything. 

The researcher asked her how she felt in this situation and she replied, “Not good, but 

then again, it’s like I know that I’m not that good anyways, so it could be worse.” 

Participants’ perceived competence and level of success was determined by their 

own self-assessment and analysis or by comments made from their classmates. They 

were never assessed or given feedback by their teachers, despite the fact the teachers 

utilized a rubric to determine students’ grades. Lilly explained how she determined 

whether she was successful in an activity or not. She stated. 

If you do really well in PE then other people start to notice you and then you feel 

really good, because you’re like, ‘Oh well, I did this right and now look what’s 

happened because I did it right’.. .but if you don’t do anything or you do 

something bad, then you kind of go into your shell. 

118 



Raika was well aware of her strengths and weaknesses in skill development, 

which influenced the positions she played in an activity. During group activities such as 

indoor soccer and swat ball she played defense or goalie. She did not participate in the 

football and basketball units. Raika described her perception of her hand-eye 

coordination. She stated, 

I have hand-eye coordination, but Fm better with my feet. I can throw a ball, like 

softball or something and catch it, but having to use both of my hands like that, I 

can’t do it. I can’t do it well.. .but when it comes to soccer, I never really go out 

into offense...mainly I was defense and goalie. 

Other participants were unable to articulate their perceived skill ability like Raika, 

but they shared how they felt within an activity and how their perceptions and 

experiences influenced their type of participation. 

Activity Design 

Students did not have a choice on the activities they played during the first two 

weeks of the semester. Teachers engaged students in ‘cooperative games’, which were 

large group activities, such as swat ball or capture the critter. Students were divided into 

teams of 10 to 15 players. After the first two weeks, teachers provided students with an 

option of two activities; however, students had no input in the two activities that were 

offered. Periodically throughout the semester, the teachers decided to have all students 

participate in one large activity. The type of activity (e.g., team, individual), number of 

students in the activity, and whether the activity was student chosen or teacher directed 

affected participants’ experiences in physical education. 
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Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah discussed activities they enjoyed during their second 

focus group session. They stated, 

Dot: Finnic tag. You have a pinnie and you stick it in the side of your shorts.. .so 

you pretty much yank it out of someone’s shorts, belt loop, or whatever and 

then they sit down. 

Latorah: I like Capture the Critter. 

Sunshine: Me too. 

Researcher: So what is it about Pinnie Tag and Capture the Critter that you like? 

Dot: Because everyone’s running around and it’s not just one person with one 

thing [i.e., the ball] unless they get the critter, then it’s fun. 

Latorah: Yeah, just like everyone for themselves and it’s not like the guys can 

pretty much dominate that game unless they’re the last ones... 

Dot stated that the reason they preferred these activities was because, “...on the team 

people rely on you and you can’t always live up to their expectations...”. Lilly also 

talked about her preference for running and tag games during her first individual 

interview, because, “...you’re in charge of yourself participating, you don’t have to wait 

for somebody to pass something to you, so it’s more of an individual thing.” 

All participants wanted more activity choice in physical education. They felt that 

the teachers did not consider them, because teachers made activity selections based on 

what the popular and higher-skilled students wanted to play. Although girls did feel safe 

and comfortable in fitness, Lilly selected fitness only because she disliked football. She 

explained. 
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...I don’t like football. That’s why I did fitness instead, because half the guys in 

there are football players so it would be a little crazy. Since the teams are so big 

and there’s an overwhelming majority of boys, you don’t really get to play. 

Like Lilly, the other participants wanted more choice in physical education. For 

example. Dot wished that teachers allowed students to vote on the activities they would 

like to play and Latorah suggested that teachers have sign-up sheets to provide students 

with more activity options. Rebecca explained why she wanted teachers to hand out a 

survey to students. Rebecca stated, 

...let the kids tell you what kind of things they enjoy and what kind of things 

makes them uncomfortable in PE and just more of a class that they’ve put 

together. I think that would be so much easier for kids. 

Participants understood that teachers cannot offer activities to meet all students’ 

needs, but desired to be heard and have more of a voice in physical education. Their 

perceived competence, prior success (or lack thereof), and design of the activity had great 

impact on participants’ thoughts, feelings, and experiences in physical education. 

‘People’ in the Class 

Participants referred to the ‘people’ in the class consistently throughout the 

semester as a salient factor that affected their comfort in physical education. To them, 

‘people’ were divided into two groups: friends and their other classmates. Friends 

allowed participants the opportunity to socialize and feel comfortable in the physical 

education environment. Conversely, participants did not socialize or feel as comfortable 

with the other people in the class, which included classmates in upper grades (i.e., 11'^ 

and 12'^ graders), athletes, and boys. 
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Benefits of Having Friends in Class 

Within the first few classes of the semester, the researcher observed pairs or small 

groups of girls (including the participants) that clustered together before, during, and at 

the end of physical education class. For example, Lilly and Rebecca were new to high 

school physical education so they kept in close proximity of one another. Sunshine and 

Latorah were together from the time they entered the locker room until the bell rang at 

the end of class. Isabelle and Raika talked to one another before and after class and Dot 

kept to herself. Field note observations reinforced the social aspect of physical 

education, which was based on student association and behavior; however, participants 

provided a deeper understanding to the significance of knowing someone or having 

friends in class. 

Dot explained why she did not enjoy this year’s physical education class as much 

as last year. She stated. 

Last year I was in a class with all my friends, like everyone I hung out with...it 

was a lot more fun than I think this year.. .because if you have more friends they 

kind of give you confidence because you know that they’re not going to judge 

you if you mess up...it makes me more comfortable when I’m around my friends. 

When I meet new people. I’m usually really quiet, but if I have friends, they’re 

like my foundation to keep me upright so I’m not quiet all the time. 

Lilly shared how she felt as a ninth grader in a mixed class of ninth through 

twelfth graders without friends, “I wish I had some of my other friends in my class, 

because they’re all a lot like I am and want to play the game; I feel a little uncomfortable 
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when you’re the only one”. Lilly had more fun in middle school physical education, 

because the classes were smaller and she new everyone. She shared. 

You feel more comfortable or at least everyone is friendly and happy and you 

know who people are whereas the gym classes now, I don’t really know anyone 

in there. I know their names, but they don’t know who I am, so nobody really 

trusts you. 

Participants were concerned to be without their friends in high school physical 

education. They stated that having their friends in class prevented them from being alone 

and allowed them to feel comfortable with themselves, the activities, and the physical 

education environment. 

Barriers with ‘Other People’ in the Class 

Participants discussed throughout the semester the difference between physical 

education and their other classes. The biggest difference, to them, was that they had to 

interact with the students in the class, whether they knew them or not. For Latorah, this 

posed a challenge, because, “...in physical education you’re pretty much with people that 

you wouldn’t choose to be with...so that way you might feel uncomfortable with the 

people that you’re with...” 

Their comfort was affected by the age, gender, and popularity of their classmates. 

For example, Raika, who stated that she purposely tried to prove her credibility to the 

boys, shared her frustration with being a sophomore in physical education. She stated, 

...being a sophomore in high school and doing gym class with all these people 

that are a lot taller than me, because I’m kind of short, and 1 don’t really know a 
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lot of people, so it’s a little frustrating since you don’t really get to participate and 

I love competition, but it’s not the same anymore. 

Lilly, a petite girl, was also concerned about her body size in physical education in 

relation to the other students in her class. She stated, 

I wouldn’t participate in football if I had to play it, because there’s so many big 

guys in our gym class that I wouldn’t do that. Just because I’d be afraid I’d get 

crushed or something...it’s not even my choice, because people don’t involve 

you, but I wouldn’t do something that involves big people. 

Athletics permeated the culture of Varsity High, especially in physical education. 

In the fall season, field hockey, soccer, and football players were exempt from physical 

education class on a game day. Participants discussed how they felt in a class with so 

many varsity athletes. They communicated, 

Latorah: .. .it’s more like how intimidating they are, like I try not to but I always 

get first impressions without even talking to someone, but I try not to let 

it keep me from actually talking to them, but sometimes if they’re really 

intimidating. I’ll just be a little more self-conscious. 

Sunshine: The football players are all in our class. All the seniors are the football 

guys. 

Dot: Really competitive. 

The people in the class determined whether participants felt comfortable, safe, 

and trusted. They felt uncomfortable, lonely, self-conscious, and intimidated when they 

did not know someone or have their friends in physical education class. 
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Public Display in Physical Education 

The public nature of physical education places students’ bodies and performance 

on display, which situates students in an open environment to be observed and judged by 

others. Public display caused participants considerable stress, because they feared they 

would be embarrassed. Furthermore, the exposure of their bodies in the locker room and 

during game play in group activities, allowed participants to compare their bodies and 

skill ability to the other girls in the class. 

Fear of Embarrassment 

Fear of embarrassment was a major issue with Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah. They 

were concerned that they would be judged and ridiculed by others, particularly if they 

messed up in a game or activity. Sunshine stated that she feels embarrassed in a game 

that she is not good at, because, “...if you don’t hit it everyone looks at you and they’re 

like, ‘you suck’”. For her, the opportunity for embarrassment was greater in a game of 

kickball compared to walking around the track during fitness, because, “...everything is 

on you if you miss it and everyone’s watching you.” Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah openly 

discussed their feelings of embarrassment in their focus group sessions. They shared, 

Latorah: There’s a risk of being embarrassed in front of the class. 

Researcher: What is the risk of possibly being embarrassed? Doing what? 

Latorah: Trying to participate and not doing what you’re supposed to do or doing 

it in a wrong way which causes people to... 

Sunshine: Point and Laugh. 

Dot: Antagonize you or something. 

Researcher: When that happens, how does it make you feel? 
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Sunshine: Dumb. 

Researcher: As you’re standing or sitting there, feeling like this, do you want to 

be there? 

Latorah: No. Makes you feel like you’re taking up space that could be used for a 

better purpose. 

As often as this group talked about their issues with embarrassment, the other 

group did not. Despite this omission during the focus groups, Rebecca shared in both of 

her individual interviews how she disliked the public nature of physical education. 

Rebecca stated, 

.. .it just gets uncomfortable for me when you’re out there on the field or on the 

floor and people are sitting on the side, I always feel really self-conscious and 

uncomfortable, because I feel like they’re watching me and seeing how I play the 

game and seeing if I’m doing everything right and how I look and stuff. 

Rebecca specified that she felt more comfortable around the girls than boys in physical 

education, because there is less judgment and people watching her. 

Public Exposure Draws Body Comparisons 

Fear of embarrassment was a result of participants’ bodies and performance being 

exposed in physical education. They did not think about the exposure of their body or 

compared themselves to others in classes outside of physical education, because they sat 

down, took notes, and listened to the teacher. Lilly stated that physical activity was the 

difference between physical education and other classes, because, “Being around a bunch 

of people that you don’t know, you may feel self-conscious [about own bodyj.” In that 
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same conversation, Rebecca added, “...in physical activity you’re using your bodies so 

it’s going to be on your mind.” 

Participants compared their bodies to other girls in their physical education class. 

Lilly thought about her body only when she did not have friends in class and felt lonely, 

“You just start to think, ‘Oh I wish I looked like that’ or ‘Oh I wish I had that part’ or you 

start looking at other people and go ‘Thank God I’m not like that’”. Lilly’s statement 

conflicted with the girls’ fear of embarrassment and their aversion to their body being 

exposed in physical education. Participants did not want other students to judge them, 

yet the girls judged others. For example, Raika criticized what girls wear in physical 

education. She stated, 

I don’t think it’s a good idea to wear a tank top in gym because for one, 

depending on the size of the girl, the whole bra situation, they’re just hanging out 

all over the place, and they’re doing that to get the guys attention, which I try to 

get the guys attention, but I do it with skills, not with my body. 

Comparisons were also made based on participants’ ability and personality; 

however, the comparisons were not necessarily negative. For example, Raika shared how 

she accepts her body and skill ability. She stated, 

.. .whether it be my body or something else along those lines, I know I’m who I 

am and I will actually compare myself to them, like, ‘Oh she’s really good at 

this’, but I’m really good at that and she might not be good at that so I believe 

everyone has a balance to who they are, whether they’re good at something or bad 

at something... 

127 



Dot and Rebecca compared their personalities with girls they perceived to be comfortable 

and confident with themselves, because these girls were social and had an abundance of 

friends. Rebecca stated, 

When 1 see a girl who looks like she’s really confident and she’s got a lot of 

friends and she’s really socially known and she looks like she’s really happy, 1 

want to make myself more like that. And be more outgoing. 

Results indicated the public nature of physical education caused participants to be 

embarrassed, exposed, and judged by others. Their fear of embarrassment and preference 

to compare themselves to others depreciated their comfort and participation. 

Comfort Embodies Physical Education Experiences 

The four main categories: a) Gender Issues in Physical Education, b) The Activity 

Matters, c) ‘People’ in the Class, and d) Public Display in Physical Education represented 

factors that influenced participants’ comfort within their bodies and the physical 

education environment. Participants’ comfort determined their type of participation (i.e., 

no, blending in, actual). Collectively, participants felt uncomfortable in physical 

education, although they provided examples that would allow them to feel more 

comfortable. 

Participants struggled with gender issues in coeducation classes, particularly with 

male dominance, because it caused them to feel ignored and invisible. For some, not 

being noticed by the boys drove them to feel as if they needed to demonstrate their 

credibility so they would be noticed. Raika’s experience in physical education depended 

on the response she received from the boys. For example, she felt comfortable, because, 

“...I’m happy with myself, because I’m getting out there. I’m doing a lot of stuff and I’m 
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trying to prove myself. I think that’s where my happiness lies.” Yet, she felt 

uncomfortable when the boys ignored her, “...during some team games they don’t pass 

the ball to me or when someone doesn’t think I can do it, I just don’t like it”. Despite the 

challenges participants experienced in coeducation classes, all of them were vehemently 

opposed to same-gender classes. Participants’ strong aversion to same-gender classes 

was because they believed coeducation classes provided more opportunity and intensity 

than all girls classes and they liked having the option to interact with both genders. 

The activities the physical education department offered influenced participants’ 

enjoyment in physical education, because of their past experiences in an activity, 

perceived competence and skill ability, and activity design. Latorah’s engagement in 

physical education was affected by her comfort with the activity. She explained, “Right 

now I feel good because I’m comfortable with fitness and I know that I can do whatever 

we’re going to have to do...” When she does not feel comfortable with the game or 

activity, she does not, “...get out there and put a lot of effort into the game.” Participants 

wanted more activity choice and input into the activity options offered by the physical 

education teachers. They believed that they would feel more comfortable and would 

elevate their game play if they participated in a game they enjoyed. 

The people in the class determined whether participants felt comfortable or 

uncomfortable in physical education. If they knew someone or had their friends in class, 

they felt comfortable. Conversely, if they did not, they felt uncomfortable and alone. 

Dot felt comfortable with her friends in class, because, “They won’t pick on you or judge 

you if you do something stupid...” Dot stated she would play a new activity like football 

only if she had her friends in class and Latorah said she would not try a new activity. 
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because, “You might not feel comfortable, because there’s other people there and the 

class is probably bigger than just you and a group of your friends.” 

The public display of physical education caused participants considerable 

concern, because they feared they would embarrass themselves if they did something 

wrong in an activity, which would result in judgment from others. Sunshine did not feel 

‘safe or secure’ in physical education, when everyone was looking at her, because, 

“...people can make fun of you...there’s always a couple of people in your class that are 

bullies or something and they’re mean so then they would make fun of you.” Latorah’s 

participation was stifled, because of her feelings about embarrassment, “...that 

[embarrassment] usually makes me uncomfortable and if I’m not comfortable. I’m not 

going to exert myself to do anything”. 

Results indicated that participants’ comfort embodied the factors that affected 

their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in physical education. Collectively, participants’ 

comfort influenced whether they did not participate, participated (i.e., blending in), or 

actually participated. In the next section, participants revealed the strategies they 

implemented to either thrive or survive in physical education. 

Road Traveled; Strategies to Thrive or Survive in Physical Education 

Participants purposely created strategies to thrive or survive in physical education. 

These strategies were both planned and spontaneous. When participants felt comfortable 

in physical education, they formulated strategies to thrive so they could actually 

participate. Conversely, when participants felt uncomfortable, they established strategies 

to survive by either blending in or not participating at all. 
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Isabelle’s attendance in physical education was minimized, because of absences, a 

foot injury, and illnesses. On a few occasions, she actually made herself sick, because 

she did not want to participate. Although she did not engage in physical education on a 

regular basis, when she did, she figured out how she could be noticed and recognized in 

large group and team activities. She stated. 

In gym I’ll try harder. The other day in dodgeball I was kind of standing there 

and I actually got some people out and I wanted to show everybody that I could 

get other people out.. .1 got Brian and Greg out a few times so I started throwing 

the ball at them more often so that people would notice me. 

Isabelle stated she does not like when the boys do not pass her the ball when she is open, 

but instead of letting it bother her she ‘gets right in front of them and tries to take it from 

them’. Lilly implemented a similar strategy to increase her level of participation. She 

explained, 

.. .1 put myself in a position where I had to participate so people could notice me 

and then maybe pass to me.. .[I] try to intercept it and stuff like that. You kind of 

come up with your own ways of trying to involve yourself in the game. 

Feeling invisible was an issue with the participants. At times, they became angry 

and frustrated if they were invisible to the boys, but in other instances, they purposely 

tried to make themselves invisible. Dot shared different scenarios when it was a benefit 

and a barrier to be invisible. She stated. 

It’s [dodgeball] just fun for me because I can get a ball and then I don’t have to 

think about anybody else looking at me. I can just hide it [ball] and throw it at 

someone and then run back and get one and do it again. So I can become 
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invisible and then not be invisible and then go back...Depending on the situation, 

a lot of times in a game you don’t want to be seen so you can sneak up on people. 

Then also if you’re not feeling good or if your paranoid on how you look, then 

being invisible is also a good thing, because then you know no one is really going 

to see you. But then if you need someone’s attention, being invisible isn’t that 

great. 

Raika strived to be in the middle of the action and noticed by the boys, yet even she had 

an invisible strategy she used when needed. She stated. 

When I want to stay hidden, I don’t include myself in the conversations or 

anything like that or I draw myself back from the action just to watch...to put it 

into words, I pretty much go into my shell and for one I don’t talk to anybody and 

two, don’t join in the action. 

Sunshine and Latorah spearheaded the term, ‘blending in’, to describe their type 

of participation. For them, they did not want to actually participate, so they designed 

strategies to survive in physical education. For example. Sunshine and Latorah described 

their participation when they tried to blend in. They explained, 

Latorah: Try to look more engaged than what we’re already doing. Move around 

more I guess. During Frisbee I just kind of stood there in the middle of 

the field and made it look like I was doing stuff. 

Sunshine: But no one passes to us. 

Latorah: Yes, it’s not our fault even if we don’t participate. 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah previously stated they were deeply concerned about 

embarrassment in physical education. To prevent themselves from being embarrassed 
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they sometimes chose to ‘stand there and only move when they have to’. But, by not 

participating, they enhanced the opportunity to be embarrassed. Latorah stated. 

Sometimes you can be making a fool out of yourself doing that by looking dumb 

and just standing there. So then that’s when it comes in. If you just walk back 

and forth in the game or kind of participate half way or something. 

Sunshine rationalized why they try to ‘blend in’. She explained, 

I think it’s the fact that you have to participate to even pass the class, because if 

you don’t want to do something then you lose points. So you can’t really do that 

so you pretend like you’re interested even if you’re not...I shouldn’t have to 

blend in, I should just be able to play the game and not have to worry about being 

embarrassed. 

Participants shed light on the complexities they experience in high school 

physical education. Gender issues, the activity, people in the class, and public display all 

influenced their comfort within themselves and the physical education environment. 

Collectively, these issues combined with their comfort determined their type of 

participation (i.e., actual, blending in, none), which was manifested based on participants’ 

strategies to thrive or survive in physical education. 

Discussion 

To understand adolescent girls’ thoughts and feelings within their bodies and the 

physical education environment, Foucault (1979, 1980) suggests power relations must be 

explored from the individual’s perspective within the environment. Adolescent girls 

needed the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings in physical education with 

others to discuss factors that influenced their experiences in physical education. In this 
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section, power dynamics and relations will be discussed based on gender expectations 

and stereotypes, the public nature of physical education, and participants’ ability to 

strategize their type of participation based on their comfort. 

First, the power dynamics within the physical education environment influenced 

participants’ comfort and participation. For example, the dominance of males in game 

play offered benefits and barriers to participants. Participants were frustrated that the 

boys did not notice them, yet they embraced the opportunity to try and prove their 

worthiness to them. In this situation, gender was the factor in the power relation. Based 

on social construction, boys were expected to be dominant, have superior force and skill 

(Connell, 1995), whereas girls were not. In fact, participants in this study believed they 

had to ‘become one of the boys’ to receive similar recognition and status as them. Male 

dominance has been frequently identified as a major obstacle in coeducation classes 

(Azzarito & Solmon, 2006c; Derry, 2002; Griffin, 1984; Griffin; 1985a; Griffin, 1985b; 

Lirgg, 1993; Treanor, Graber, Housner, & Wiegand, 1998), which exposes coeducation 

physical education’s failure to enhance gender equality. 

The teachers in this physical education program also perpetuated gender 

stereotypes and power relations. For example, teachers chose activities (e.g., football and 

fitness) and equipment (e.g., girl balls and boy balls) that segregated students by gender. 

These decisions sent implicit messages (i.e., hidden curriculum, Bain, 1990) to these 

participants that they were not as skilled or worthy as the boys, which influenced their 

comfort and participation in physical education class. Participants repeatedly shared how 

they felt and experienced physical education as a female, because they were given the 

power and opportunity to do so. Prior to this study, participants did not express their 
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thoughts and feelings to anyone; rather, they engaged in a functional and structural 

physical education curriculum that isolated, oppressed, and marginalized them (Bain, 

1990; McCaughtry, 2004; Penney, 2002). 

Second, the public nature of physical education resulted in participants feeling 

embarrassed and exposed, because their bodies and performance were on display in front 

of others, particularly the male athletes. Participants feared they would be surveyed, 

judged, and ridiculed by their classmates based on the physical aspect of their body and 

their skill performance, which caused them to compare themselves to others, make 

themselves invisible, or decrease their participation. Participants compared their bodies 

to girls they believed had a socially acceptable body (e.g., popular girls) and compared 

their skill ability to the athletes in the class, who had considerable power in physical 

education. According to Foucault (1979), in schools, pressure is placed on students to 

conform to the same model so they might be like one another, that is, they are 

normalized. 

Third, the power relations within the physical education environment influenced 

participants’ comfort and participation. Although participants experienced more barriers 

than benefits in physical education, they were able to embody their comfort within 

particular contexts. Participants chose to empower themselves by altering their type of 

participation (i.e., no, blending in, actual), when they embodied their thoughts and 

feelings. For example, when participants felt comfortable within their bodies and the 

physical education environment, they created strategies, such as intercept a pass or prove 

their skill ability, so they could be noticed and respected by the boys. Conversely, when 

participants felt uncomfortable they formulated strategies that caused them to ‘blend in’ 
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and become invisible. These findings support Griffin’s (1984) six styles (e.g., athletes, 

JV players, cheerleaders, lost souls, femme fatales, and system beaters) of female 

participation in team sport activities. The six ‘styles’ were based on the researcher and 

teachers’ perceptions of the participants’ ability and engagement; however, in this study, 

engagement was based on the participants’ perspectives. 

Findings indicated that adolescent girls’ comfort and type of participation were 

affected by the gender issues in physical education, activity offered, people in the class, 

and the public nature of physical education. Furthermore, adolescent girls strategized 

how to thrive or survive within their bodies and the physical education environment. 

Through discourse and critical inquiry, participants were able to share their individual 

experiences and together make meaning of their thoughts and feelings. 

Conclusion and Implications 

For teachers and researchers to create a comfortable learning environment for 

students, several factors should be taken into consideration. First, teachers need to have 

awareness of the power and gender relations within the physical education environment 

and how these relations affect students’ comfort and participation. Second, student- 

centered and critical pedagogy needs to be part of all physical education curriculums to 

engage students in activities and discussions about their thoughts and feelings. Third, 

teachers and students should be involved with decision-making processes to allow more 

students to feel comfortable and be willing to participate in physical education. 

Previous studies (Azzarito, 2006c; Fisette, 2007; Oliver 1999, 2001; Oliver & 

Lalik, 2001, 2004; Wright 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995) have begun to shed light on 

the importance of exploring adolescent girls embodiment in the context of physical 
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education. Findings from these studies have shown that multiple methods can engage 

students in discourse, deconstruct socially constructed perspectives, and provide students 

the opportunity to have their stories heard. This allows the participants to lead the 

exploration, which results in different processes and outcomes within each study. 

Future studies need to continue to explore adolescent girls’ embodiment to 

determine factors that influence their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives. These studies 

should examine different genders, races, socioeconomic status, communities, sexualities, 

and the intersections among them to learn similarities and differences of students’ 

embodiment based on their social identities. Furthermore, researchers need to educate 

teachers how to incorporate critical pedagogy into their curriculums that allow students 

(i.e., girls and boys) to explore their embodiment in physical education. For students to 

feel comfortable and want to actually participate, student perspectives need to be 

considered so they elect strategies to thrive instead of survive in physical education. 

These adolescent girls were willing to share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences, 

because they were provided a comfortable, safe space where they could engage in 

discourse among their peers. Adolescent girls, such as those explored in this study, have 

a deeper understanding of how they think and feel within their bodies and their stories 

need to be told and heard. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE POWER OF VOICE AND ACTION: ADOLESCENT GIRLS’ EXPERIENCE 

WITH EXPLORATORY PROJECTS IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

Gender had limited consideration in educational policies and school reform over 

the past 50 years in the USA, until Title IX was enacted in 1972. Title IX is the only 

federal policy that addresses gender in physical education (O’Sullivan et al., 2002). 

Although physical education is not specifically stated within the law, requirements for 

physical education are provided in the Title IX Regulations (Carpenter & Acosta, 2001). 

The Title IX law brought many changes to physical education settings. Equal 

opportunities for boys and girls needed to be established with activities, facilities, 

equipment, curriculum, testing and grading requirements, and behavior and dress codes 

(Title IX Law Regulations Section 106.31-34). These changes meant that a shift from 

same-sex physical education classes to coeducation classes was needed to ensure males 

and females were provided comparable educational opportunities. For many teachers this 

posed a challenge, as male teachers were used to teaching boys and female teachers were 

used to teaching girls. Furthermore, issues in coeducation physical education classes 

have challenged students, particularly adolescent girls. 

For example, male dominance, competitiveness, and critique on girls’ skill 

performance have decreased girls’ involvement in game play and enjoyment of physical 

education (Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006c; Derry, 2002; Griffin, 1984, 1985a, 

1985b; Lirgg, 1993; Treanor, Graber, Housner, & Wiegand, 1998). The intent of 

coeducation physical education was to provide equal opportunity for girls and boys, 

which would minimize marginality based on gender. The reverse has occurred; however. 
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over the past 38 years. For adolescent girls to challenge marginalization in physical 

education, researchers and teachers need to create safe spaces for girls’ voices to be 

heard, which will provide them the opportunity to be empowered. 

Power relations are prevalent within physical education; with teacher 

representation (e.g., more males than females), the activities (e.g., sports) offered, and the 

implicit messages teachers send to students (Bain, 1990; McCaughtry, 2004; Williams, 

1993). These implicit messages are referred to as the ‘hidden curriculum’, which “draws 

attention to interpretations that have received little recognition in explicit curriculum 

discourse (Bain, 1990, pg. 23). For years, social issues (e.g., gender and sexuality) have 

been vastly ignored by physical education teachers (Bain, 1975, 1985, 1990; Dodds, 

1983, 1985; Griffin, 1984, 1985a, 1985b). Few, if any, physical education teachers 

explicitly educate their students about gender, sexuality, race, and class issues. Instead, 

the patriarchal dominance in physical education and sport continues to be the center of 

physical education curriculums, which leave many students and teachers feeling isolated, 

oppressed, and marginalized in this functional and structural system (Bain, 1990; 

McCaughtry, 2004; Penney, 2002). Changes need to be made to decrease the number of 

oppressed students in physical education. 

Recent studies (Azzarito, et al., 2006c; Fisette, 2007; Oliver 1999, 2001; Oliver & 

Lalik, 2001, 2004; Wright 1997, 2000; Wright & King, 1995) have begun to shed light on 

adolescent girls’ thoughts and feelings in the context of physical education. Findings 

indicated that teachers’ language use produced and reproduced femininity and 

masculinity stereotypes established by the greater society (Wright, 1997, 2000; Wright & 

King, 1995); adolescent girls’ stories focused on how they could manipulate their bodies 
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(i.e., physical appearance) to resemble the socially constructed, idealized female body 

(Fisette, 2007; Oliver, 1999, 2001; Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004); and gender stereotypes 

and barriers affected high school girls’ participation in physical education (Azzarito, et 

al., 2006c). Although these studies provided adolescent girls the opportunity to engage in 

discourse about their bodies and experiences in physical education, girls had limited 

engagement in activist activities based on their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings. 

Researchers need to explore the power relations present within physical education that 

influenced how adolescent girls perceive and feel within their bodies and how these 

perceptions affect their engagement in physical education. An in-depth examination of 

adolescent girls, within a physical education setting, is needed to provide a rich and 

detailed description of the girls’ thoughts, feelings, and perceptions about their bodies. 

To transform discourse into action, Oliver and colleagues (2007) suggest for 

“scholars to move beyond documenting ‘what is’ and begin exploring ‘what can be’”. 

Oliver’s research engaged adolescent girls in critical inquiry tasks that provided them the 

opportunity to deconstruct their perspectives and beliefs about their bodies that were 

formulated by societal norms and messages. Her line of research exemplifies how 

student activism educates and empowers adolescent girls; however, additional research 

needs to be conducted for scholars and teachers to understand the processes and impact of 

girls’ ownership of their knowledge and actions. 

Research studies that intend to go beyond the initial stage of gaining insight on 

adolescent girls’ embodiment needs to deconstruct societal messages that influence girls’ 

perceptions of their bodies and stereotypes perpetuated in physical education classes. For 

this to occur, girls need safe spaces to (a) engage in discourse with their peers, (b) 
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challenge and be challenged on their perspectives, thoughts, and feelings, (c) engage in 

exploratory projects that allow them to take ownership for their education, and (d) share 

the information gathered with others so their voices are heard. The more adolescent girls 

are given these opportunities, the more they will be empowered. 

Furthermore, this research has the potential to go beyond ‘what is’ and focus on 

‘what can be’ (Oliver, et al., 2007). Previous studies have focused on how adolescent 

girls feel about and view their bodies in relation to the socially constructed female body; 

however, research studies on adolescent girls’ embodiment are at the beginning stages of 

developing strategies girls utilize to empower themselves. These strategies need to be 

discussed, shared, and designed by the girls themselves, not by researches or their 

physical education teachers. Girls’ voices need to be heard so teachers and researchers 

can design physical education programs that are comfortable, meaningful, and enjoyable 

for all students. In this study, adolescent girls formulated their own exploratory projects 

to further their knowledge on a topic or issue in physical education that was important to 

them. This paper describes the process of their project development. 

Theoretical Framework 

To conduct discourse-driven and activist-centered research, studies need to draw 

upon critical and post-structural theories. This study is grounded in Foucault’s social 

theory on power and knowledge. According to Foucault (1979), power produces 

knowledge and knowledge influences power positioning. For example, within a 

bureaucratic school setting, power is not necessarily given to those of authority based on 

their status (e.g., school committee, administration, teachers), yet most people who 

believe that they have power over others use their position to instill power relations. 
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Power positioning can be established based on their level of knowledge. In 

schools, students have the least amount of power and knowledge, unless those who have 

more (e.g., teachers) are willing to share their power and control. For example, 

adolescent girls in physical education, have the opportunity to increase their power and 

knowledge through exploratory projects. In this situation, adolescent girls are 

empowered to take control of their knowledge development through discourse and 

exploration. To some, power and control might be considered negative or an example of 

domination; however, Foucault (1979) shed’s light on his perspective on the individual as 

it pertains to power and knowledge: 

...We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative 

terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it 

‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of 

objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained 

of him belong to this production (pg. 194). 

Foucault made this claim over 25 years ago, yet individuals in today’s society still 

demonstrate a binary as to how they view power. Those who have power may have a 

more positive perspective, because they may reap benefits and rewards. On the contrary, 

people who are not in a power position tend to view power in a negative manner, 

particularly because they usually are in a power relation where they are controlled. For a 

positive outlook on power to occur within the context of physical education, adolescent 

girls need to explore factors and issues that impact their experiences in physical 

education. 
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Purpose of Study 

This study is part of a larger investigation, which explored (a) how adolescent 

girls perceive and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical education and (b) 

how they navigate ways to feel comfortable within their own bodies and the physical 

education environment. The focus of this paper is on the process of adolescent girls’ 

small group exploratory projects, which developed from the activities and discussions 

conducted during their focus group sessions. 

Methods 

This study used a grounded theory qualitative research design (Creswell, 1998; 

Straus & Corbin, 1998) to explore adolescent girls’ perceptions and feelings about their 

bodies within the context of physical education. Within the grounded theory 

methodology, the theory emerges and develops from the data (Creswall, 1998; Straus & 

Corbin, 1998). To gain true insight on how adolescent girls make meaning of their 

bodies, a grounded theory design was selected, because it offers insight, enhances 

understanding, and provides a meaningful guide to action of a phenomenon (Straus & 

Corbin, 1998). 

Setting 

Varsity Regional High School was utilized for the school site of this study. The 

school was selected based on the following criteria: a) had a seventh, eighth, and/or ninth 

grade student body, b) had a physical education program that students had for the entire 

fall semester or year round, c) had physical education at least twice a week, d) had a 

physical education teacher who was willing to let the researcher educate girls about their 
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bodies during their physical education classes and other available times, and e) had a 

supportive administration. 

Varsity Regional High School is situated in a rural community located in the 

Northeast region of the United States. Four different school districts comprised the 

student body of Varsity Regional High School, where there was a total enrollment of 714 

students in the seventh through twelfth grades with 94% of the student body identifying 

as white, which is higher than the state average (74%). 

The design of the physical education program was differentiated based on the 

grade level. For example, the seventh and eighth graders had 45 minute physical 

education classes every other day for the one semester, ninth through twelfth graders had 

82 minute physical education classes every other day for one full semester that was 

required, and the ninth through twelfth graders had an elective program for 82 minutes, 

every day, for one quarter. Activities offered at each grade level included team and 

individual sports and fitness. There were three physical education teachers (2 female, 1 

male). 

Participants 

Seven ninth and tenth grade girls (n=2, n=5) were the participants in this study. 

The girls were selected with the guidance of their physical education teachers to exhibit a 

representative sample of the physical education class. First, two separate physical 

education classes were observed for the first two weeks of the semester where descriptive 

field notes were recorded on girls’ behavior, level of engagement, and skill ability. 

Second, the class chosen had more ninth and tenth grade girls, which provided a larger 

sample size to select the participants. Third, a meeting was held with all ninth and tenth 
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grade girls (N=9) in the same physical education class at the end of the second week of 

classes. They were provided with an overview of the study, given informed consent 

forms, and completed a critical incidents form to learn about their initial thoughts and 

perspectives about their bodies. Finally, seven out of the nine girls returned their signed 

information consent forms. Due to the limited number of potential participants, no one 

was excluded from the study. 

Participant Profiles 

Dot, Isabelle, Raika, Sunshine, Lilly, Rebecca, and Latorah were the participants 

of the study. Lilly and Rebecca were both ninth graders; the remainder of the group were 

10^*^ graders. Lilly was a gregarious, outspoken, athletic girl who was very diligent about 

her schoolwork and horseback riding. She tended to the bam and rode horses every 

single day after school and on the weekends. Rebecca was new to the school and was 

more reserved than the other girls. She kept to herself, but increased her engagement 

during group discussion as the semester went on. She also enjoyed riding and training 

horses. Dot was very quiet, kept to herself, and did not like being the center of attention, 

yet she colored her hair (e.g., red, pink), wore alternative clothing, and enjoyed going to 

rock concerts where she engaged in body surfing. Isabelle was frequently absent from 

school, was social, and enjoyed playing her guitar. Raika was outgoing, personable, and 

very determined to show others that she was not a ‘girly girl’. She was on the track and 

field team and enjoyed wood stacking and hunting. Sunshine was very shy, intimidated 

by her peers, and highly concerned about her image and looks. She was part of the ski 

club and enjoyed hanging out with her friends. Latorah was laid back, reserved, yet 

willing to initiate conversation. She was a member of the jayvee basketball team. 
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The physical education teachers were also valuable participants throughout the 

data collection process. Their role in the process was to offer insight on the school 

community and culture, provide information on the physical education program, and 

share their perspectives of the participants. In addition, they provided assistance to 

secure a quiet and safe location to conduct individual and focus group interviews, 

communicated with the participants throughout the day when the researcher was not in 

the field, and corresponded with the participants’ classroom teachers when needed. 

Permission to conduct the study was obtained through the University’s Institutional 

Review Board and by the school district. Parental, participant, and teacher signed 

informed consent was granted prior to the start of the study. Furthermore, letter of 

consent assured participants anonymity, as pseudonyms were utilized for the names of 

participants and the school. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected from focus group interviews to explore how adolescent girls 

perceive and feel about their bodies while they engage in physical activity within the 

physical education context. 

Focus Group Interviews 

Focus group interviews were conducted with the participants throughout the data 

collection process. Participants were divided into two groups: Focus Group A and Focus 

Group B. These groups were formulated based on initial observations by the researcher 

and input from Ms. Patterson (one of the physical education teachers). First, the girls 

were paired up with someone they interacted with during physical education class, 

because the researcher wanted the girls to feel as comfortable as possible. Second, the 
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researcher consulted with Ms. Patterson to determine which pairs would formulate each 

group. This was determined by her perceptions as to which girls were leaders, would be 

more vocal in the groups, and engage the other girls in conversation. 

Focus group interviews were divided into two phases. In the first phase, 

participants engaged in activities such as personal profiles, an autobiographical free write 

of their past experiences in physical education and physical activity, perceived skill 

ability selection, picture identification, a body drawing exercise, and poster sessions. All 

activities were carried out separately. Participants first completed the activities 

individually and then shared their responses with the entire group. Discussions followed 

each of the participants’ sharing of their responses. 

The second phase extended the conversations from phase one by having each 

group conduct exploratory projects on a topic they felt was important to them and wanted 

to learn more about. Furthermore, Focus Group A and B created informational products 

to disperse the information gathered to share their findings and group perspectives on 

their selected topic with the faculty and student body at Varsity High. 

The researcher’s role during phase one was to listen intently to what they were 

saying and stimulate discussion among the participants. Furthermore, this process was 

pertinent to the entire study, because the activities created for future focus group 

interviews were primarily based on their discussions with one another. Throughout the 

second phase of the focus group sessions, the researcher’s goals were to help support the 

groups, listen carefully, and advise them on want-to-do-ability (ownership, passion for 

topic), should do-ability (ethics), and do-ability (logistics) (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 
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Focus groups (one for each group) were conducted one block period per week during the 

participants’ physical education class. 

Journals 

Participants were given a journal at the first focus group session. The journals 

served multiple purposes: a) the girls responded to journal prompts before and/or after 

class for the first couple of weeks (e.g., how they felt in physical education, when they 

thought about their body, and how they felt about their body), b) provided a safe space 

for participants to share their thoughts, feelings, and perspectives, and c) served as a 

placement for their autobiographies, brainstorming sessions, and other activities 

conducted during their focus group interviews. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted simultaneous to the data collection process 

throughout this qualitative study to explore the process of adolescent girls’ small group 

exploratory projects, which developed from the activities and discussions conducted 

during their focus group sessions. 

Focus group interviews were transcribed verbatim. Journals and transcriptions 

were coded using content analysis and the constant comparative method (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Open, axial, and selective coding were used to formulate categories and 

subcategories. Properties and dimensions were created to illustrate the entire picture, 

both positive and negative cases, of the categories and subcategories. Categories will be 

presented as ‘phases’ in this paper. 
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Trustworthiness of Data 

Trustworthiness of this research study was established by utilizing five techniques 

(a) prolonged engagement, (b) critical friend, (c) member check, (d) researcher journal 

and (e) an audit trail (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). First, 

prolonged engagement was conducted to establish trust with the participants and to take 

the necessary steps in the data collection process to implement a plan to problem solve 

the participants’ body issues, particularly in relation to the physical education setting. 

Furthermore, extended time in the field allowed the participants to formulate and conduct 

their own projects to gain insight and knowledge about how other students feel in 

physical education. Second, critical friends were utilized throughout the data collection 

and analysis processes to challenge the researcher’s personal biases. Third, Focus Group 

A and B’s projects were utilized as a member check for their thoughts, feelings, and 

perspectives shared throughout the semester. Fourth, throughout the study, a researcher 

journal was maintained to record all thoughts, feelings, and decisions as they occurred. 

This journal encompasses the personal reflections of the research process, such as gaining 

entry into the school site, participant selection, the formulation of research methods, 

questions that arose throughout the data collection and analysis process, and initial 

meaning making of the study. Finally, data sources, raw data, data analysis matrices, and 

research memos were used to create an audit trail of the research process for this study. 

Results 

Throughout the second half of the study, participants formulated small group 

exploratory projects to gain further insight on a topic in physical education they felt 

strongly about. In this section, the focus groups’ project development will be presented 
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in five segments. These segments will be divided into two sections, Focus Group A and 

Focus Group B, because each group selected a different topic and differed in their project 

development. First, participants’ topic selection will be described. Each group selected a 

topic they wanted to learn more about that they repeatedly discussed during their focus 

group sessions. Second, the planning process will be presented that includes the 

information they wanted to gather, how they were going to gather the information, and 

from who or where they were going to get the information. Third, participants’ data tool 

construction, data gathering, and synthesis processes will be described. Finally, each 

group created a product to inform students and faculty of their project findings and 

personal thoughts and feelings in physical education on their selected topic. Specifically, 

Focus Group A and Focus Group B created a newsletter and wrote a newspaper article, 

respectively, based on their exploratory projects, which will be presented at the end of the 

results section. 

Topic Selection 

Participants were asked to brainstorm salient topics they believed were frequently 

discussed throughout the first six focus group sessions. Each group followed a step-by- 

step process to select their topic. First, participants individually created a list of topics. 

Second, a group list was formulated based on their individual lists. Third, they clustered 

similar topics together to narrow down the options. Finally, each group selected a topic 

they believed was important to gain further knowledge so they could share their findings, 

thoughts, and feelings with others. 
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Focus Group A 

Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca were the participants in Focus Group A. All 

four girls openly conversed with one another and often times had intense discussions on 

topics that were generated from activities they completed. Participants were engaged as 

they shared their lists with the group. For example, when the group started to generate a 

list of topics, Isabelle was the first to share, which sparked a conversation that 

incorporated additional topics from their lists. They stated, 

Isabelle: What might help you participate. 

Researcher: Can you give me a couple of examples of what you’re talking about? 

Isabelle: The people in the class, the kind of classes that we have, and the time of 

day that the classes are. 

Raika: COED gym. That would kind of be under participating. 

Researcher: So when you say ‘coed’, what comes to your mind? 

Raika: Just like why do you prefer coed versus all girls or all guys. 

Lilly: I wonder if guys want coed gym? 

Rebecca: Yea, me too. 

Lilly: I wonder if they’d rather just have all guys. 

This type of conversation took place throughout the entire focus group session. As a 

group, they brainstormed topics such as participation, coeducation versus same-gender 

classes, people in the class, type of classes, mind/body/spirit, differences and similarities 

between physical education and physical activity, class size, feelings about activities, 

boys’ influence on girls’ participation, and how they think of themselves when they are in 

physical education. 
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The next step in the process was to synthesize (i.e., find common themes) and 

narrow down their list of topics, which was a challenge for the group. Initially, Lilly 

believed that the big picture was ‘influences participation’. She stated. 

Everything is connected to participation if you look at it. I think they all basically 

connect to participation. Like how you are feeling about yourself, what affects 

you participating and then you can get into the contents of our classes. 

The rest of the group agreed with her; however, after a concept map was drawn of their 

synthesized topics, the group identified gender, class design, and mind/body/spirit as their 

top three choices. With further discussion, participants decided that gender was the 

central category, not participation. They discussed. 

Researcher: So you think that gender should be in the center here? 

Raika: Yea. Because gender goes along with all of it including size, design, and 

activity. 

Lilly: And it differs between genders too. 

Raika: That also influences participation. 

Rebecca: And how other people feel. And your mind, body and spirit. 

Collectively, participants selected gender and class design as the two topics they wanted 

to investigate to learn how other students in the school felt about gender and class design 

issues in physical education. 

Focus Group B 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah were the participants in Focus Group B. The girls 

often times struggled to generate conversations among each other; especially if they did 

not have an activity they completed to prompt them. These girls; however, were not only 
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engaged throughout the topic selection process, they quickly fired off their ideas. They 

shared. 

Sunshine: I put down embarrassment. 

Latorah: Me, too. 

Dot: Me, too. 

Researcher: Embarrassment. Okay. Well that is a triple star. Can you tell me 

more about embarrassment? 

Sunshine: Being put on the spot. 

Dot: Unwanted attention. 

Latorah: Yea. 

Sunshine: I just don’t want anyone to look at me in gym. 

Researcher: Good. What other topics did you come up with? 

Sunshine: Participation. 

Dot: Boredom, just like of an activity. 

Latorah: People we interact with. How we see ourselves or what we see ourselves 

doing in gym. 

Dot: Not having a choice of what you’re doing. 

Sunshine: Not having friends in your class. 

Based on this list, participants grouped similar topics together as Focus Group A. 

They categorized ‘how you feel in physical education’ as the central topic and believed 

that ‘influences participation’ and ‘embarrassment’ branched off of the central theme. 

Participants were asked to reflect upon these three topics and individually select the topic 

that was most important to them. The researcher believed the group would select 
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‘influences participation’, because of the abundant factors they listed under that topic; 

however, the group unanimously chose embarrassment as the topic they wanted to 

explore. 

Designing and Planning 

Planning was the next phase in the participants’ project development. Participants 

discussed and debated over what information to gather, how they were going to gather 

the information, and who were going to be their participants or where they would collect 

the information. These steps did not transpire in sequential order; rather, they ebbed and 

flowed among the participants who made decisions based on their personal interests and 

feelings, ethics (e.g., IRB approval), and logistics. 

Focus Group A 

Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca continued their extensive conversations 

throughout the planning process. The group immediately agreed that they wanted to 

learn how other students felt in physical education; however, they struggled with how 

they were going to gather the information. Their first suggestion was to create a survey. 

They discussed, 

Rebecca: Maybe we could make a survey. 

Isabelle: Yea, take a survey. 

Rebecca: And just have some of the questions that you ask us here. 

Lilly: I think just get their opinions about the subject. 

Raika: After they take the survey we can talk to them. 

Lilly: I think just the survey would tell us enough. 
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Although the group liked the survey idea, they were concerned that students 

would not take it seriously. Rebecca suggested creating posters that asked students if 

they wanted to change their physical education class and hang them up in the girls and 

boys locker rooms, in the gym, and in the display cases located in the physical education 

hallway, Lilly voiced that she was apprehensive to suggest anything about change, since 

they were going to share their own thoughts and feelings with students and faculty within 

the school. The researcher concurred with Lilly and explained to the group that they 

needed to be thoughtful of the physical education teachers throughout the process. 

Focus Group A went back and forth between creating a survey and interviewing 

students one-on-one. Participants believed they could include more students if they used 

a survey instead of student interviews; however, interviews, they stated, would be more 

genuine. The group was divided, but came up with a compromise. They discussed, 

Lilly: One thing that might be an idea is we could give them the shorter surveys 

and then we can look at them once we get them back, and see what the 

people wrote and if we find ones that are particularly interesting.... 

Raika: We can interview them. 

Lilly: So develop interview from survey. 

Once Focus Group A decided to first create a survey and then conduct interviews, 

they were able to move forward in their planning. The researcher posed a question (e.g., 

who will conduct the surveys, how many students) and the group discussed and debated 

these logistics. At times, the researcher had to question and challenge their thought 

processes. For example, they wanted to pass out surveys to 120 students; however, the 

researcher shed light on how complex it would be for them to synthesize the information 
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gathered. Overall, the group made the following decisions: (a) construct a survey of five 

to ten questions, (b) hand out surveys to 15 to 20 students (both boys and girls) in one 9*^, 

10'^, 11*^, and 12^*’ grade advisory period, and (c) ‘analyze’ the surveys and select 

students to interview based on their responses on the surveys. 

Focus Group A was excited, but exhausted from their planning session. The 

researcher informed them that they only brainstormed ideas for their gender topic and 

that they had to undergo the same process with class design. The group was alarmed by 

this information. Lilly, the participant who wanted to explore class design in addition to 

gender suggested, “Should we drop one topic? Does anybody think about that?” The 

group discussed, 

Isabelle: Yea. 

Rebecca: I think we should do gender and what we get off gender, then we should 

decide if we need to do class design or not. 

Lilly: Because I think we need to cover this subject a lot more than just trying to 

cut it short and do two at the same time. 

Raika: I like that idea. 

Lilly: And then what comes off of this, then we can decide, but I think that we 

should put our attention towards gender. 

All participants in the group agreed with Lilly’s suggestion. Designing and planning 

were overwhelming for the group. At times, their ideas were rather extravagant and other 

times they were stifled in what they wanted to do (e.g., limited ideas on how they would 

select students to compete the surveys) and needed guidance from the researcher (e.g.. 
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factors they needed to consider). Once they had a tentative plan, they were determined to 

move their project forward. 

Focus Group B 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah worked best when they were given the opportunity to 

brainstorm on their own before they shared with the group. The researcher provided 

them with a worksheet to record their ideas on what they wanted to explore on their topic, 

embarrassment in physical education. Dot and Sunshine provided suggestions on 

changes that could be made instead of how to gather information to learn more about 

their topic. For example. Dot suggested students should “be able to request a friend or 

someone in the class with you” and Sunshine recommended, “that the teachers think 

about how things could embarrass kids [in physical education]”. 

Latorah had a different thought process than Dot and Sunshine. She stated, “I 

kind of did it backwards or something because I said interviewing other girls and seeing 

if they feel the same way we do.” Latorah’s idea initiated conversation among the group. 

They discussed, 

Latorah: You could go to different schools and look at gym classes and see 

how.... 

Sunshine: Take a field trip there and see... 

Dot: A field trip to gym classes.... 

Sunshine: And see how other girls are in gym, like if you see them not really 

participating or something. 

Latorah: I have another one kind of going along with mine. Just find a couple of 

younger and older girls to see what other girls think about 
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embarrassment and then we could have scenarios or something for them 

to chose from if we said that, “Would you be embarrassed if you got a 

ball thrown at you and you didn’t catch it as opposed to being 

embarrassed by kicking a goal in soccer or something”. 

Focus Group B was excited about the possibility of talking to students from other 

schools. They wanted to get different perspectives than the student body at Varsity High 

since they believed other schools did not place as much emphasis on athletics. The 

researcher was conflicted with this idea. While she wanted to empower the participants 

by allowing them to explore the project of their choice, there needed to be careful thought 

about ethical guidelines. The researcher explained the situation to the group and shared 

with them the process she had to take to receive permission to conduct this study at 

Varsity High. She informed the participants that they were unable to go to other schools 

to gather information. The group understood, but was disappointed. 

Focus Group B continued to plan their projects and decided upon the following: 

(a) interview students in their school, but from a different class than theirs, (b) interview 

six students (four girls, two boys), and (c) observe the students they interviewed. 

Participants arranged a meeting with the two female physical education teachers to ask 

their permission to interview students in their class. Furthermore, the teachers provided 

them with a list of potential students they believed would be willing to be interviewed. 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah each selected two students from the list, went to their 

physical education class to ask if they would be interested in being interviewed, and 

scheduled a time for the interview. 
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Survey and Interview Construction 

After each group selected a topic and formulated a plan, they created their survey 

and interview protocols based on their topic selection. First, participants individually and 

then collectively formulated a list of questions. Second, participants decided which 

questions they wanted to keep, revise, or omit. Finally, participants piloted their 

protocols with each other within their groups and then made revisions based on their 

practice sessions. 

Focus Group A 

Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca were eager to create their survey questions. 

Participants were given brainstorming worksheets and posters were placed on the wall 

from previous sessions to stimulate their thought processes. They immediately started to 

brainstorm questions to include on the surveys. As a group, they opted to individually 

generate a list of questions and then share with the others. 

Once participants completed their list of questions, they read their questions aloud 

while the researcher typed them on the computer. They were not hesitant to challenge 

one another on the context or wording of a question. For example, the group had a 

discussion as to whether to use same-sex or same-gender classes (a discussion that 

transpired in a previous session). Participants believed that students did not handle the 

word sex very well, so they chose to use gender. The researcher reminded them to keep 

their gender topic in mind as they considered the questions. For example, if they asked 

favorite/least favorite activities, the researcher asked them what kind of information they 

were looking to obtain from the questions, because that would impact how they worded 

or asked the questions. Furthermore, the researcher challenged them on questions they 
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generated that started with ‘do you’ by asking them the type of response they would 

receive from a ‘do you’ question. They immediately answered ‘yes or no’ and agreed 

that they wanted to get more information than a yes or no response. 

After the questions were generated, Focus Group A reviewed them and decided if 

they wanted to keep, reword, delete, or change the order of any of the questions. In 

addition to the questions, the group debated as to whether they should ask for students’ 

gender and names on the survey. The group decided to have the students write their 

name (optional), grade, and gender at the top of the survey. Students’ names were 

optional, but were needed for students interested in having a follow-up interview so the 

participants knew whom to contact. At the end of the survey, participants asked whether 

the student would be interested in being interviewed. They also wanted to learn the last 

semester and year' the student had physical education. Participants piloted the surveys to 

determine if the questions generated the type of responses they wanted, were clear and 

concise, and in the appropriate order (according to them). The survey protocol is 

presented in Figure 3. 

Focus Group B 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah were unsure as to how many questions they wanted to 

include in the interview protocol. They decided to generate a list of questions first and 

then determine the number of questions they wanted to ask students. Participants 

individually brainstormed questions for the interview protocol. 
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Figure 3. Focus Group A - Survey Questions 

Name (optional)_ 

Gender_ Grade_ 

Survey Questions 

1. Do you enjoy PE? Why/why not? 

2. What are your favorite and least favorite activities in PE? 

3. What do you like about PE? What do you dislike about PE? (Consider other aspects 
of PE in addition to activities) 

4. If you could change something about PE what would that be? 

5. How do you feel about coed PE classes? 

6. Would you like same-gender classes? Why/why not? 

7. Do you play a sport? If so, what sport(s)? 

8. Please describe why you consider yourself a physically active or non-physically 
active person. 

9. How are you influenced by the media about gender and sexuality? Please explain. 

Please answer the following questions: 

Would you be interested in having a follow up 15-20 minute interview? 
YES NO 

What is your B2 class?___Would you be willing to get out 
of class for 20 minutes or so for the interview? YES NO 

Have you had PE thus far this year? YES NO If no, when was the last time you had 
PE__? 
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When participants were finished, the researcher had each participant share their 

questions aloud. Focus Group B formulated similar questions, but often times were 

worded differently. The group clustered questions together based on common themes. 

Then the researcher read each question to them and asked if they wanted to keep, reword, 

or omit the question. The group had a difficult time deciding which questions to include, 

particularly with questions that were similar. As with Focus Group A, the researcher 

explained to them to keep in mind that they wanted to ask questions that would generate 

the most information from the person they were interviewing, so they needed to be 

careful with yes or no responses. They realized they needed to ask why/why not and 

descriptive questions more often versus asking ‘do you’ questions. Once they agreed on 

the questions, they placed them in the order they wanted. Students’ age, grade, and 

gender were other information they included on the interview protocol. 

Group B was nervous about interviewing their peers, especially Sunshine. She 

was shy and easily embarrassed. Sunshine asked if Dot or Latorah could interview 

another student with her. Dot and Latorah convinced Sunshine that one-on-one 

interviews would be best for the students, because they believed it would be more 

comfortable for them. The researcher decided to conduct a practice session with the 

group for two reasons: 1) to pilot the interview protocol and 2) to give the participants 

interview experience. On the practice day; however. Sunshine was absent, which did not 

allow her to gain interviewing experience. Dot and Latorah interviewed one another; 

each person had the opportunity to be the interviewer and the interviewee. The 

interviews took 15 minutes. The interview protocol is presented in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Focus Group B - Interview Protocol 

Age_ Grade Level_ Gender_ 

1. What’s your first reaction to PE? 
2. How do you feel in PE? 
3. What is something you would change about PE and why? 
4. Do you think PE is fun? If not, what would make PE more fun? 
5. Difference between how you feel about PE in elementary, middle, and high school? 

6. Which age grouping do you like better - the middle school or high school? 
7. Do you participate in PE? 
8. Describe your participation in PE. 
9. What’s your favorite activity? Least favorite activity? Why? 
10. Are you comfortable with the people around you? 

11. Do you socialize with everyone in the class? 
12. Do you like to have friends in your class? Why/why not ? 
13. Do you see embarrassment as a key factor when you are in PE? 
14. How do you feel when you change your clothes in the locker room? 
15. Is embarrassment a key factor in how much you participate? 

16. How do you feel when you get embarrassed in front of the class? What do you do 
about it? 

17. Do the people in your class affect your level of embarrassment? 
18. What makes you the most embarrassed during PE? 
19. How do you feel if the ball hits you in the face? 
20. Do you do physical activity outside of school? 

21. If yes, what type of physical activity do you do? 
22. Would you rather do physical activity by yourself or with other people? 
23. What is your purpose for doing physical activity (e.g., fun?)? 
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Information Gathering and Synthesis 

The next phase in the groups’ project development was to gather and synthesize 

the information, which differed with each group. Both groups received permission from 

the teachers and students to gather the information. They also formulated a schedule and 

informed the teachers and students as to when they were going to hand out the surveys or 

conduct the interviews. Participants collected the information over the course of two 

sessions then compiled the information, made meaning of it, and compared their findings 

with their own perspectives and feelings. 

Focus Group A 

Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca anxiously awaited to hand out the surveys to 

students. Before they could do so, the group received permission from one advisory 

teacher in each high school grade. Students at Varsity High did not have homeroom at 

the start of the school day; rather, they were given fifteen minutes after first block (i.e., 

period) where they reported to the same teacher every day throughout their four years in 

high school. 

On the day Focus Group A handed out the surveys, participants reported to the 

researcher five minutes prior to the start of the advisory period to receive copies of the 

survey and for final preparations. Participants rehearsed one more time what they were 

going to say to the students before they handed out the surveys. When the bell signaled 

the end of first block, the girls excitedly ran out the door to their assigned advisory class 

(each participant attended one). The researcher watched the girls run up and down the 

hallways with their surveys in hand on the way to and from the classes. 
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Focus Group A met immediately after they handed out the surveys. The girls 

were chatty, excited, and wanted to share their experiences and what people wrote on the 

surveys. The researcher allowed them to read the responses before the group started to 

compile the information. While they read the surveys, they would say, ‘listen to this...’ 

and share the student’s response. They collected a total of 40 surveys. 

After the participants perused the surveys, the researcher explained that they 

needed to establish a plan as to how they were going to ‘analyze’ the surveys. First, the 

group suggested dividing the surveys by gender. Second, they compiled all of the male 

and female surveys from all four grades together and divided them among the group so 

they had equivalent information to synthesize. Third, they formulated key points of 

analysis to ensure the group would follow the same process when they compiled the 

information. The key points established were: record notes in journals, compile 

information question by question, create columns or tables with yes, no, or sometimes 

(for yes or no questions) and tally by gender, place the gender in parentheses with longer 

responses, start a new page for every question, and look for patterns. Before the group 

started to compile the survey information, Raika pointed out that there were only a few 

weeks remaining in the semester. She suggested to the group that due to time 

restrictions, they should focus on the survey information and not interview students. The 

group agreed with her, although they were disappointed. 

Participants did not espouse the same excitement during information synthesis as 

they did when they handed out the surveys and read students’ responses. For two 

sessions, they recorded and compiled the information from the surveys. They felt the 

process was long and monotonous. At times, the researcher wanted to alleviate the girls 
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from having to go through the synthesis process, because she did not want them to get 

frustrated or lose interest in their projects. The researcher; however, understood the 

group needed to experience this process to make meaning of the information gathered, 

especially if they wanted to include any of their findings in their informational products. 

Focus Group B 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah were prepared on interview day; however, they were 

concerned that the students they planned to interview would not show up. The school 

had a snow day earlier in the week, which did not provide them the opportunity to remind 

the students about the interview. The group held two time slots for the interviews; thirty 

minutes apart. Participants conducted their interviews in separate locations. The group 

conducted four out of the six scheduled interviews on the interview day. Latorah and 

Sunshine each had to reschedule an interview. 

Participants reflected upon their interviews after they were completed. They 

stated that some interviews were better than others, because the students provided them 

with more information. All three participants followed the structured interview protocol 

and did not ask follow-up questions, which limited the depth of students’ responses. 

Focus Group B was perplexed when the researcher first asked them how they 

planned to compile and make meaning of the information gathered. After the researcher 

provided them with examples, they decided to compile and summarize the responses 

question by question. Each participant shared responses from their students aloud and 

recorded the information into their journals. Then they summarized their notes, which 

included tallies for yes/no questions, similarities and differences among the six students, 

and similarities and differences between the students and their group. This procedure 
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stimulated conversation among the participants based on the students’ responses, which 

minimized the monotony of tallying information and allowed them to make meaning of 

the information throughout the process. 

Informational Products 

The final phase in the participants’ project development was for each group to 

create an informational product to share their thoughts, feelings, and findings on their 

topic with others. Participants intermittently discussed possible products throughout the 

semester, but finalized their decisions after they compiled and made meaning of the 

information gathered. Each group crafted an informational product that was dispersed 

among the entire student body at Varsity High. 

Both groups followed a similar process to create their informational products. 

First, participants selected a method to deliver the information on their topics, gender 

issues and embarrassment in physical education. Second, participants formulated an 

outline of the salient points they wanted to include in their products. Third, participants 

individually wrote one paragraph at a time that emphasized key points from their outline. 

Fourth, after each participant wrote a paragraph in their journals, they shared them aloud 

with their group while the researcher typed them on her computer. Fifth, the groups 

discussed each sentence within a paragraph and selected which sentences they wanted to 

keep or disregard. Finally, participants compiled and edited their informational products. 

Discussions transpired as to whether the groups should include their names on 

their informational products. Participants were concerned they would receive negative 

comments from students, because they would easily be identified due to the small size of 

the school. At first, they chose not to include their names, but once the products were 
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formulated, they changed their minds. In this section, Focus Group A and Focus Group 

B’s informational products will be described and presented. 

Focus Group A - Informational Product Description 

Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, and Rebecca created a newsletter for their informational 

product, because it could be disseminated to the entire student body. Focus Group A 

distributed the newsletter into the teachers’ mailboxes, because they wanted the teachers 

to read and circulate the newsletter to the students in their advisory period. The 

researcher supplemented the newsletter with a memo to provide the teachers with an 

explanation of the study and purpose of the newsletter. The newsletter was circulated at 

the start of the second semester. The newsletter titled. Gender Issues in PE, is presented 

on page 169. 

Focus Group B - Informational Product Description 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah wrote an article for the school newspaper. The group 

and researcher met with the journalism teacher to find out if students outside of the 

Journalism class could submit an article to the newspaper. The teacher rarely received 

external articles, but was supportive and encouraged the group to write an article on their 

experiences in physical education. The teacher and researcher agreed that the article 

would be an editorial piece, because it was primarily based on their opinions. The 

researcher wrote a side bar article to provide context and credibility to the participants’ 

article, per the suggestion of the journalism teacher. The article was printed in the school 

newspaper three weeks after the study concluded. The article entitled. 

Embarrassment...and Other Things You Might Not Know About How Girls Feel in PE, is 

presented on page 171. 
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Gender Issues in PE 
Volume 1, Issue 1 - January 2008 Isabelle, Raika, Lilly, Rebecca 

gin ^ ^Qtn Qrade Girls' Thoughts 
& Feelings About Physical 
Education 

are a group of 9^*^ and 10* 
VV lorade girls that participated in 

a University of Massachusetts 
research study in our gym class. 
This study is about physical 
education (PE) in our school and 
giving students a chance to voice 
their opinions. We have been 
meeting once a week throughout the 

semester during PE. We are 
researching gender because it was a 
predominant topic during our 
meetings. We handed out surveys 
to one advisory class per grade to 
find out the students' views about 
how they feel in PE. In the following 
paragraphs, we will share some 
information that we have collected 
from both these surveys and 
ourselves. We made meaning of the 
information we gathered from the 
surveys and compared them to what 
we have discussed during our 
meetings. We are doing this to 
show the high school student body 
some of the gender Issues in PE. 

Females Feel Inferior to Males 

Wl e mixed the survey responses 
T T Iwith our own opinions and 

found that PE can be and is very 
uncomfortable for females. Females 
feel constant pressure to prove 
themselves to the males. We also 
feel like we are ignored because we 
are 'not as skilled' as the males. The 
reason males think we are not as 

good Is because they don't give us a 
chance. Many females feel 
uncomfortable and self-conscious 
about their skill ability and body. 
When females withdraw themselves, 
we then become Invisible. We feel 
that the males believe if we do not 
play a sport then we are not worthy 
of being recognized. In PE, females 
usually are associated with choosing 
fitness for an activity whereas males 
choose dodgeball. Gender roles play 
into PE a lot; it just isn't noticed or 
talked about. 

Female Approaches to PE 

L« ne of the questions on the 
surveys asked what students 

like and dislike about PE. Ironically, 
many males answered they disliked 
when people don't try or participate. 
We find this ironic because the 
reason many females do not 
participate is because of treatment 
they receive from the males. For 
example, have you ever noticed 
when a male in PE class says 
something to a female and she gets 
scared and withdraws herself? If a 
female feels uncomfortable, they 
sink back and make themselves 
invisible. 

T he four of us have different 
methods of approaching PE 

within our group. For example, one 
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of US does everything possible to 
make herself noticed in fear of 
becoming invisible. She puts herself 
in positions other females may find 
uncomfortable, so she can 
participate and play the games with 
the males. Two of us try and if it 
doesn't work out then we have the 
attitude 'oh well', which results in us 
not trying as hard to participate. 
One of us tries and tries, but can't 
seem to get noticed. These are 
ways we approach and experience 
PE. We understand this differs for 
every person, but ask yourself, how 
do you approach PE? Think about 
your level of participation - what 
influences it? 

Same-Gender vs. Coed Classes 

A nother question we asked was 
whether students prefer same- 

gender or coed PE classes. No one 
wanted same-gender classes; 
however, students shared positives 
and negatives to having coed 
classes. For example, being with 
friends and having the chance to 
prove yourself to others are positive 
reasons to have coed classes. A 
negative reason is that females often 
times have limited opportunities to 
participate in an activity because the 
males dominate the games (e.g., 
when playing a game, a female is 
about to get into the play when a 
male runs in front of her and takes 
the spotlight). 

T 
Social Groups in PE 

he opportunity to socialize is a 
reason students enjoy PE. 

Although students like to talk to their 
friends, have you noticed who talks 
to whom in your PE class? Through 
our experiences and observations, 
we find that males are friendly with 
the other males, while the females in 
the class have their own female 
cliques and don't mingle with other 
groups. Why do you think this is? 
We do not know the answer, 
because it applies differently to each 
person. However, we wonder, why 
is it that females feel less 
comfortable with their female friends 
and most females seek approval 
from males, whereas, males seek 
approval from other males? 

Suggestions for Change 

5 feel that it is important to 
'urther investigate gender 

differences in PE so we can learn 
how to best participate with one 
another. For example, males may 
want to give more attention to 
females by passing the ball to them 
instead of always passing it to their 
male friends. Females might want to 
try to increase their level of 
participation and do their best to 
have a better chance to be noticed 
and respected. We want to end this 
newsletter with two questions for 
you to consider: What changes 
could be made in PE so that gender 
isn't such a predominant issue as it 
is now? What changes could be 
made so all students, both males 
and females, feel more comfortable 
in PE? 

m 
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Embarrassment...and Other Things You Might Not 
Know About How Girls Feel in PE 

by 

Dot, Sunshine, and Latorah 

Three sophomore girls have been working together to find out how girls really 
think and feel in gym class. We were selectively chosen to participate In a study 
on students' feelings about gym. Once a week we would meet to discuss our 
own thoughts and feelings in physical education (PE). As we started to meet 
every week we found that embarrassment was a big factor in how we feel. 
However, we wanted more points of view, so we interviewed students in other 
gym classes to see if there were any patterns in their emotions and feelings 
about gym to ours. Over the period of the semester, we put together 
information to help better understand what students' thoughts are in gym. 
Throughout this article, we will provide insight into how we feel embarrassed In 
PE, what causes us to feel embarrassed, how embarrassment affects our level of 
participation, and conclude with suggestions for students and teachers to 
consider about how students feel in PE class. 

During gym many feelings are experienced, such as feeling like a loser, fat, not 
good enough, jealous, a freak, or just too different to be accepted. These 
feelings, along with falling down or messing up in a game, cause us to feel 
embarrassed and not good about ourselves. We feel this way because of the 
people in the class, different activities that we play, and having to change in the 
locker room. First, if we are put on a team with students we don't know and 
aren't comfortable with, this makes us feel embarrassed or put on the spot 
because we have to try and fit In with everyone else. Second, not being able to 
play a game well causes some dislike for that activity, which continues to grow 
(i.e., dislike of activity) as we keep playing that game. Screw-ups and mistakes 
that are made can spark rude comments out of competitive players that make 
our feelings worse than they were before. Third, changing in the locker room is 
hard when you don't want to be vulnerable or people to see you. Furthermore, 
changing into clothes you wouldn't normally wear or playing a game you don't 
like pulls you out of your comfort zone. 

In games that we dislike or aren't good at, we stay hidden in the sea of 
upperclassmen and skillful players, only to stand out when needed. In our 
experience thus far In gym, we don't even want the opportunity of 
embarrassment to come so we try to 'blend in' with people so no one notices us. 
However, we have positive experiences when we play a game that is 
entertaining to us with some friends. These experiences spark us to get into the 
game and actually participate. We talked with other students and found that 
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friends being in the same gym class give students a level of comfort, unless they 
are taken away. For example, this occurred during a game of dodgeball. Two of 
us had decided to participate in dodgeball and asked to be on the same team. 
We were having fun because we were with someone we could talk to, until 
another instructor came over and informed us that we couldn't be on the same 
team because we were both girls and we were split up. This made the game 
dreadful and unbearable, because we were isolated. Overall, if we are 
concerned or worried about embarrassment, we may not full out participate. 
Instead, we will casually follow along with the game and look interested as 
opposed to fully participating. 

We understand that what we have shared is not representative of all students. 
Yet, we believe that other students have similar feelings; they just don't express 
it. In the future, we would like students and teachers to consider the following 
suggestions to allow more students to have positive experiences in PE class: 

% � Get input from students 
% � Provide more activity options - ask students what they would like to do 

at the beginning of the course 
% � Don't single people out 
% � Allow students to have a friend on the same team rather than all 

strangers 
% � Make sure everyone is involved in the game 
% � Be lenient with changing 
% � Don't pick favorites (i.e., students) 

We hope students and teachers will think about these suggestions to minimize 
students feeling embarrassed and bad about themselves in PE. Furthermore, we 
should always take into consideration the people around us to make everyone 
feel comfortable. 
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Researcher’s Note 

Throughout the course of the study, the researcher consistently communicated 

with the two female physical education teachers on topics such as (a) participants’ 

attitude and performance in physical education, (b) management and general information 

about of the study (e.g., time, space, equipment), and (c) personal discussions. The 

teachers were very supportive of the study and often inquired about the process. The 

researcher provided general updates on how participants engaged in the focus groups, but 

refrained from sharing detailed information the participants discussed throughout the 

sessions because of participant confidentiality. 

As the groups worked on their experimental projects, particularly their 

informational products, the researcher met with the female teachers to make them aware 

of the potential informational products that would be circulated throughout the school. 

The researcher did not state the groups’ topics and the issues they raised in their 

informational products. The researcher; however, explained that the groups chose to 

create a newsletter and write an article for the school newspaper about a topic or issue in 

physical education they believed was important to explore and share with others. The 

researcher, knowledgeable about the contents of the informational products, did not want 

the teachers to be blindsided. They repeatedly assured the researcher they were 

supportive and believed that this experience was valuable to the participants. 

Both the newsletter and newspaper article were circulated in the school after the 

study concluded. Before each informational product was distributed, the researcher 

provided copies to the physical education teachers and met with the school principal. 
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The principal asked for additional copies, because she wanted to distribute the 

informational products at the upcoming school committee meeting. 

The journalism teacher informed the researcher that the next edition of the school 

newspaper would be issued two weeks into the second semester, which was three weeks 

after the researcher left the field. The journalism teacher provided the researcher with 

multiple copies of the newspaper once it was printed and circulated throughout the 

school. He informed the researcher that he had to take necessary steps to include the 

article in the newspaper. First, once he read the contents of the article, he was concerned 

that the participants might receive negative comments from the student body if he 

included their names. He confided with the principal, who was aware of the article, and 

both agreed that it would be best to exclude their names from the article. Second, he 

contacted the physical education teachers to discuss the article and discovered they also 

had previously read the article. He explained to them that he was going to print the 

article, despite their comments that the article was based on girls who did not like 

physical education. According to him, the article sparked discussion throughout the 

school, among faculty and students. Furthermore, he received positive feedback from the 

faculty and administration for including an editorial article that provided students with 

the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings. He was hopeful that the article 

would foster further discourse that was student centered. 

Discussion 

For adolescent girls to have the opportunity to investigate topics and issues they 

believe are important in physical education, adolescent girls need to be placed in a power 

position to do so. According to Foucault (1979, pg 26), “power is exercised, not 
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possessed; not privileged/dominated, but affected by strategic positions.” In this section, 

the relationship between power and knowledge and its relation to participants’ project 

exploration and the creation and distribution of their informational products will be 

discussed. 

This study empowered adolescent girls, because they were given the opportunity 

to conduct a project of their interest that was designed, implemented, and completed by 

the participants themselves. For this to occur, the power and control held by teachers and 

researchers were shifted to the participants. Participants did not explicitly have power 

over others; rather, the emphasis on student voice allowed participants to extend their 

knowledge on selected topics and issues. Knowledge, in this case, was the power held by 

the participants, because, “power produces knowledge; power and knowledge directly 

imply one another; there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a 

field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 

same time power relations” (Foucault, 1979, pg. 26). In most school settings, students 

have less power and knowledge than teachers, for example, unless they are willing to 

share their power and control. Power relations are also present within student groups and 

subgroups, such as the focus groups in this study. 

Focus Groups A and B embraced the possibilities the exploratory projects offered, 

particularly on the topic of their choice. Focus Group A selected gender issues in 

physical education as the focus of their project. The group struggled with male power 

and dominance in physical education, which caused them to withdraw their participation 

or prove their worthiness to the boys. Male dominance has been frequently identified as 

a major obstacle in coeducation classes (Azzarito, et al., 2006c; Derry, 2002; Griffin, 
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1984, 1985a, 1985b; Lirgg, 1993; Treanor, et al., 1998); however, students have yet to 

explore this issue on their own. Focus Group B chose embarrassment in physical 

education as the issue they wanted to investigate. These participants feared they would 

be surveyed, judged, and ridiculed by their classmates based on the physical aspect of 

their body and their skill performance due to the public nature of physical education. 

Kirk (1999) views the physical culture as a way to observe how individuals and groups 

act within this public society. The physical culture brings the private into the public and 

the public into the private. 

The exploratory process was a challenge for the participants. They were excited 

and eager to engage in their own projects, but were novices in regard to project 

development. For example, participants continuously brainstormed and engaged in 

discussion that focused on selecting a topic, designing and planning, and constructing 

surveys and interviews; however, the final steps in the process (i.e., compiling and 

making meaning) became a real test of the participants’ commitment to their projects. 

Furthermore, participants struggled with balancing the power the exploratory projects 

gave to them (i.e., when and when not to use the power). For example, participants 

extended their power and knowledge to the students they surveyed and interviewed, but 

when they created their informational products, they disempowered themselves by 

excluding their names. 

The creation of the newsletter and newspaper article extended their voices beyond 

the comfort of their own focus group. These participants wanted to inform other students 

and teachers about gender and embarrassment issues in physical education, because they 

understood the power of having their stories told and voices heard. Collectively, 
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participants’ ability to craft and distribute these informational products empowered 

themselves and enhanced the knowledge of their readers. 

Conclusion and Implications 

For students to be empowered and gain knowledge on issues important to them, 

several factors should be considered. First, student-centered and critical pedagogy needs 

to be part of all physical education curriculums to engage students in activities and 

discussions about their thoughts and feelings. Second, initiatives need to be made to 

extend beyond the power of voice and move towards the power of action. In other words, 

activities need to empower and educate students to investigate and take action. Third, 

students are capable and willing to formulate their own projects to further their 

knowledge and inform others if they are given the opportunity. 

Previous studies (Azzarito, et al., 2006c; Fisette, 2007; Wright 1997, 2000; 

Wright & King, 1995) have begun to shed light on how adolescent girls think and feel 

within the context of physical education. Limited studies; however, (e.g., Oliver, 2001; 

Oliver & Lalik, 2001, 2004; Oliver et al., 2007) have been conducted on students’ 

development and implementation of their own exploratory projects. These projects 

provide students the opportunity for knowledge development based on their own interests 

and explorations. The adolescent girls in this study took a risk by dispersing their 

thoughts, feelings, and project findings among the high school student body through their 

informational products. They demonstrated the power of student voice and action. 
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APPENDIX A 

STUDENT ASSENT FORM 

Dear Participant, 

Your parent knows I am going to ask you to participate in this project. I want to learn 
about adolescent girls’ feelings, thoughts, and perspectives about their bodies while they 
participate in physical education. This study will be conducted during some of your 
physical education classes and possibly during study periods. You will participate in 
group and individual interviews and other activities. Your name will not be written 
anywhere on the observation notes or interviews. No one, aside from me, will know this 
information came from you. 

If you do not want to participate, you can stop at any time. There will be no bad feelings 
if you do not want to do this. You can ask questions if you do not understand any part of 
the study. Your grade will not be affected in any way if you do/do not participate in this 
study. 

Do you understand? Is this OK? 

Name (Please print): 

Signature: Date: 

Investigator’s Signature: 
O O 

Date: 
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APPENDIX B 

PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

August 29, 2007 

Dear Parent/Guardian and Student, 

My name is Jennifer Fisette and I am a doctoral student at the University of 
Massachusetts-Amherst. My doctorate is going to be in Education, specifically in 
Physical Education Teacher Education. Prior to my graduate work, I taught middle and 
high school physical education and health for three years in Rhode Island. 

One of the requirements of the program is to conduct research, particularly something of 
personal interest. After being an adolescent student and teaching middle and high school 
physical education, I have become interested in learning various factors that create a safe 
learning environment for students, particularly adolescent girls. Although I was an 
athlete, I did not like physical education, which is one of the reasons why I became a 
physical education teacher. I also saw many of my students (girls) struggle as well. I 
thought I established a safe environment, but I will never know, because I did not 
explicitly ask them. Thus, I want to give adolescent girls an opportunity to express how 
they feel, think, perceive, and experience physical education, not only physically, but also 
socially, mentally, and emotionally. 

I have received permission from my University, the physical education teachers and the 
administration to conduct my study. I am eager and excited to work the physical 
education teachers and their students and am hopeful that you will be interested in 
participating in my study, which is explained in more detail on the attached forms. To be 
involved, all you have to do is sign the informed consent forms that are attached (one for 
the parent/guardian and one for the student). The consent forms provide you with an 
overview of the study, but if you would like a more personal explanation, please feel free 
to contact me. I feel this is an important study and that the girls who choose to 
participate could really help physical education teachers throughout the country create 
safe spaces for girls to learn about themselves while they are in physical education. 

Thank you so much for taking the time to read this letter. You can reach me at: 
ifisette@educ.umass.edu or 607.227.9136. You may also reach my advisor. Dr. Linda 
Griffin, at lgriffin@educ.umass.edu or 413.545.6985. 

I look forward to working with you. 

Sincerely, 

Jennifer L. Fisette 
Doctoral Student 
UMass-Amherst 
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University of Massachusetts Amherst 

School of Education 

PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Dear Parent/Guardian; 

My name is Jennifer Fisette and I am a doctoral student at the University of 
Massachusetts-Amherst, in the School of Education. I am inviting your child to 
participate in a study that 1 will conduct in her physical education class. By signing this 
consent form you will indicate that you willingly agree to let your daughter, of whom you 
are a guardian, participate in this project. The essence of this project is as follows: 

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: 
Your child is being asked to participate in a study to discuss her feelings, thoughts, and 
perspectives of how her body feels when she participates in physical education. This 
study is being conducted to find out how adolescent girls feel and experience physical 
education class. This study will also help physical education teachers create safe and 
comfortable learning environments based on the feelings and information your child 
shares. 

PROCEDURES: 
If you and your child agree to participate, your child will be interviewed and observed by 
the researcher. She will be asked to be a part of a small group discussion with other 
students in her class and be interviewed, one-on-one, with the researcher. The interviews 
will last approximately one class period. This time will be taken from her scheduled 
physical education period and will be conducted in a quiet location with the researcher. 
She will also be asked to keep a journal while she is in physical education class. Her real 
name will not be used in the study in order to protect her privacy. She will be able to 
select a pretend name that she would like to go by throughout the study. The interviews 
will be audiotaped to be sure that when the researcher writes about the interviews, all of 
your child’s statements will be accurate. After the interviews are finished, a time will be 
set up to meet with your child to go over the written document the researcher created 
based on her responses to the questions. She will look it over to see if that is what she 
said. She will have the opportunity to make revisions to it at that time. 

In addition to the interviews, the researcher will watch some of her physical education 
classes. She will participate in class as she normally would. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
The risks of participating in this study are minimal. Questions will be asked that focus on 
your child’s thoughts and feelings, which may make her feel uncomfortable. If this 
occurs, I will immediately stop the interview. 

180 



BENEFITS 
The primary goal of this study is to learn how your child thinks and feels about her body 
when she is in a physical education setting and what factors influence those thoughts and 
feelings. It is hoped that the discussions and reflections that she has will provide 
insightful information for your child, the researcher, and physical education teachers. 
Once the study is completed, you and your child are welcome to have a copy of the 

results if you choose. 

COSTS & COMPENSATION 
N/A 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 
Your child may choose not to volunteer to be a participant in this study. If your child 
chooses not to participate, her grade will not be affected in any way. 

SUBJECT ENROLLMENT/LENGTH OF STUDY 
Your child will be asked to participate in this study for the duration of the fall semester. 
The study will begin on the first week in September and last until the December break. It 
is expected that eight participants will be enrolled in this study. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The source of all the data will be confidential. The audiotapes and written notes will be 
kept in a locked file cabinet. Your child’s data will be identified by the pretend name she 
selects prior to the interviews. Only the researcher of this study will have access to the 
key to the file cabinet. My committee advisor and the physical education teachers will 
not have access to the data without seeking permission from me. 

DISSEMINATION 
The data that is collected from this study will be used for dissertation requirements for 
my doctoral program. Papers will be produced for my committee. Based on the data 
gathered, potential journal articles and conference presentations may be formulated. 

REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
Please contact the researcher, Jennifer Fisette, to get more information about this study or 
to get a copy of the results. She can be reached at 607.347.4592 or at 
ifisette@educ.umass.edu 

If you would like to speak with someone not directly involved in the research study, you 
may contact Professor Griffin at the University of Massachusetts via email 
(lgriffin@educ.umass.edu) or telephone 413.545.6985. 

SUBJECT STATEMENT OF VOLUNTARY CONSENT 
You and your child understand that your child may stop participating at any time without 
penalty. If your child withdraws, the notes collected from the observations, interviews, 
activities, and Journals will be thrown away and the audiotapes used for the interviews 
will be taped over and not used in this study. If a question makes your child feel 
uncomlortable at any time during the interviews, she can choose not to answer. 
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When signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter my child into this study. I 
understand that, by signing this document, I do not waive any of my legal rights. 1 have 
had a chance to read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language, which I 
use and understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received 
satisfactory answers. A copy of this signed Informed Consent Form has been given to 
me. 

Participant Name (Print or Type) 

Parent/Guardian's Name (Print or Type) 

« 

Signature Date 

STUDY REPRESENTATIVE STATEMENT: 

I have explained the purpose of the research, the study procedures, the possible risks and 
discomforts, the possible benefits, and have answered any questions to the best of my 
ability 

Jennifer L. Fisette 

Study Representative Name (Print or Type) 

Signature Date 
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APPENDIX C 

TEACHER INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

University of Massachusetts Amherst 

School of Education 

Dear Teacher; 

My name is Jennifer Fisette and I am a doctoral student at the University of 
Massachusetts-Amherst, in the School of Education. I am inviting you to participate in a 
study that I will conduct in your physical education class. By signing this consent form 
you indicate that you willingly agree to participate in this project. The essence of this 
project is as follows: 

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: 
You are being asked to participate in a study to provide information and discuss your 
feelings, thoughts, and perspectives about your physical education program. This study 
is being conducted to find out how some of your students understand and make meaning 
of their bodies. This study will also help physical education teachers create safe and 
comfortable learning environments based on the feelings and information the students 
share. 

PROCEDURES: 
If you will agree to participate, you will be asked to engage in informal interviews with 
the researcher. The informal interviews will occur before or after a physical education 
class, or during a scheduled time. The interviews will focus on gathering information of 
your program and your perceptions of adolescent girls’ experiences in physical education 
and how they feel about their bodies. You will also be asked to provide information as to 
where and when the researcher can conduct focus group and formal interviews with the 
participants. Additionally, you will be the contact person for the researcher. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There are no risks of participating in this study. 

BENEFITS 
The primary goal of this study is to learn how adolescent girls make meaning of their 
bodies when they are in a physical education setting. It is hoped that the discussions and 
reflections that you and the participants share will provide insightful information for you, 
the researcher, and other physical education teachers. Once the study is completed, you 
are welcome to have a copy of the results if you choose. 

COSTS & COMPENSATION 
N/A 
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ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 
You may choose not to volunteer to be a part of this study without any consequences. 

SUBJECT ENROLLMENT/LENGTH OF STUDY 
You will be asked to participate in this study for the duration of your Fall 2007 semester. 
The study will begin on the first week of September and last until the December break. A 
few meetings will be scheduled prior to the start of the study. It is expected that eight of 
your students will be the participants enrolled in this study. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The source of all the data will be confidential. The audiotapes and written notes will be 
kept in a locked file cabinet. Your data will be identified by the pretend name you select 
prior to the interviews. Only the researcher of this study will have access to the key to 
the file cabinet. My committee advisor will not have access to the data without seeking 
permission from me. 

DISSEMINATION 
The data that is collected from this study will be used for dissertation requirements for 
my doctoral program. Papers will be produced for my committee. Based on the data 
gathered, potential journal articles and conference presentations may be formulated. 

REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
Please contact the researcher, Jennifer Fisette, to get more information about this study or 
to get a copy of the results. She can be reached at 607.347.4592 or at 
ifisette@educ.umass.edu 

If you would like to speak with someone not directly involved in the research study, you 
may contact Professor Griffin at the University of Massachusetts via email 
(lgriffin@educ.umass.edu) or telephone 413.545.6985. 

SUBJECT STATEMENT OF VOLUNTARY CONSENT 
You understand that you may stop participating at any time without penalty. If you 
withdraw, the notes collected from the interviews will be thrown away and the audiotapes 
used for the interviews will be taped over and not used in this study. If a question makes 
you feel uncomfortable at any time during the interviews, you can choose not to answer. 

When signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I understand that, 
by signing this document, I do not waive any of my legal rights. I have had a chance to 
read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language, which I use and 
understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 
answers. A copy of this signed Informed Consent Form has been given to me. 

Participant/Parent Guardian's Name (Print or type) 

Signature Date 
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STUDY REPRESENTATIVE STATEMENT: 
I have explained the purpose of the research, the study procedures, the possible risks and 
discomforts, the possible benefits, and have answered any questions to the best of my 
ability 

Jennifer L. Fisette 

Study Representative Name (Print or Type) 

Signature Date 
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APPENDIX D 

CRITICAL INCIDENTS FORM 

1. If you had to describe your body to someone, how would 
you describe it? Why would you describe it that way? 
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2. Complete the following sentence by writing a paragraph 
below it. 

"When I am in physical education, I notice my body when.'' 

[Explain and answer 'why'.] 
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APPENDIX E 

SKILL ABILITY ACTIVITY 

Name_ Date 

Class_ 

Focus Group #2-Skill Ability Activity 

1. Select the card that most resembles your perception of your skill 
ability. 

2. Write the number of the card you select. _ 

3. In the space provide below, write about why you selected that 
card and why you perceive your skill ability that way. 
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Athletic, high-skilled, high level of 
participation in PE, assertive, interacts 

with boys and girls in class 

Average-low-skilled, sometimes gets 
involved/participates in PE, sometimes is 
assertive, other times hangs back from 
the 'action', interacts with the girls and 
sometimes with the boys in the class 

Low-average-skilled, enjoys PE, but does 
not want to be involved with game play, 

would rather cheer on classmates 

Low-skilled, keeps to oneself, tries to 
keep away from the 'action' of 

game/activity (tries to be invisible), are 
ignored by classmates 

Does not enjoy PE, does not focus on 
tasks/games designed by teachers, 

sometimes chooses not to change for PE, 
acts out in class 

Does whatever you can to not be in PE, 
for example, are frequently absent, have 
a note to be excused, goes down to the 

nurse 
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APPENDIX F 

PICTURE IDENTIFICATION 

Name_ Date 

Class_ 

Focus Group #3-Picture Identification 

1. Take a look at ALL the pictures of the different girls engaging in 
physical education. 

2. Once you have looked at all of the pictures, select the picture (of a 
girl) that most resembles you and record the number. 

3. In the space provided below, write about why you selected that 
picture as the one that resembles you the most. 

4. On the reverse side, write about how you perceive your body, 
particularly in PE, and why you perceive yourself that way. 
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APPENDIX G 

BODY DRAWING 

Name_ Date 

Class_ 

Focus Group #3-Body Drawing 

1. On the front side of this sheet, draw a picture of how you perceive 
your body. 

2. On the back side of this sheet, draw a picture of what you 
consider to be the ideal female body. 
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APPENDIX H 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #1 

Date: 
Time of interview: 
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 

Background 
1. What is your name (pseudonym) 
2. What grade are you in? 
3. How old are you? 

Physical Education - General 

1. Share with me your general thoughts about physical education. 

2. How would you describe the purpose of PE? 

3. Do you think PE is important? Why/why not? 

4. Describe what you learn in PE if you learn anything at all. 
% � If so, what do you learn? 
% � How do you know that you have learned? 

5. What do you like about PE? Dislike? 

6. Tell me about how you feel when you participate in physical education 
class. 

7. Can you share with me one of your favorite experiences in physical 
education? 
% � Why is_a favorite PE experience? 

8. Explain one of your least favorite experiences. 
% � Why is_a least favorite PE experience? 

9. How have these experiences affected your enjoyment of physical 
education? 
% � Of physical activity in general? 
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% � ***May want to have participants describe fun and enjoyment How 
wouid they define it? 

10. What are your favorite activities that you have experienced in physical 
education? Why? 

11. What are your least favorite activities? Why? 

12. What would prevent you from participating in P.E.? Not want to try hard? 
% � Why/how would this prevent you from participating in P.E.? 

13. Take a look at this list of different activities. Which activities do you wish 
your P.E. program offered? Why? 

14. How do you feel about the physical education program here at 
_? Why? 

15. Do you think your PE teachers take into consideration how you feel about 
PE when they design their lessons? Why/why not? 

16. If your teacher(s) asked for your input in designing lessons, what would 
you say? 

17. Describe the interactions you have with your classmates in PE. 
% � How do you feel when you interact with the girls in your P.E. class? 
% � How do you feel when you interact with the boys in your P.E. class? 

18.Overall, how do you feel about the students in your P.E. classes? 

19. Would you feel different if you were in a P.E. class with your friends 
compared to a P.E. class without your friends? 
% � If yes, why would you feel different? 
% � If no, why wouldn't you feel different? 

20. Do you compare yourself to your classmates in PE? Why/why not? If so, 
what do you compare? 

21. Do you feel safe in PE? Why/why not? 

22. If you had to leave this school and had to go to another one, how do you 
think you would you feel when you were In P.E. class? Why? 

23. What would your ideal physical education class look like if you were 
allowed to create your own class? Why? 
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Physical Activity - General 
24. How do you feel about physical activity? 

25. Do you participate in physical activity outside of P.E.? 
% � If yes, what do you like to do (activities)? 
% � If no, why don't you participate in physical activity outside of school? 

School-General 
1. How would you describe your school experiences thus far? 

2. What aspects of school do you like? Dislike? 

3. How do you feel when you are at school? Why do you feel that way? 
% � What would make you feel differently? Feel safe? Comfortable? Etc.? 

4. Describe the experiences you have had with your classmates. 
a. Do you feel like your peers at school accept you? 

i. If yes, what makes you feel like you are accepted? 
ii. If no, why don't you feel accepted? 

b. Can you describe the people that you hang around with Inside of 
school? Outside? 

5. What do you wish your peers and teachers understood most about you? 

At this time, would you like to ask me any questions? Anything else 
you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX I 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #2 

Date: 
Time of interview: 
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 

Body - General 
1. How would you describe your body? 

2. What do you like about your body? Dislike? 

3. If you had the opportunity, would you make any changes to your body? 
Why/why not? 

4. How do you think and feel about your body when you are by yourself? 
Around other people? 
% � Can you explain why your thoughts and feelings are the 

same/different? 

5. When do you find yourself thinking about your body? Why do you think 
about your body at these times? What do you think about? 

6. How do you know if you have a 'good' or 'bad' body? A 'healthy' or 
'unhealthy' body? 
% � Do you consider a good/bad and healthy/unhealthy body similar? 

Different? Why? 

7. Explain to me what you do to take care of your body. Yourself? 

8. How do you think your peers would describe your body? Your teachers? 
Your parents? 

9. Do you believe there is a certain body you must have? Why/why not? 
% � If so, can you describe that body? 

10. Describe what you would consider to be the perfect body for a woman. 

11. Do you ever compare yourself to others? 
% � If yes, who, what, and why? 
% � If no, why don't you compare yourself? 
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12. How would you describe someone who is feminine? Masculine? 
% � What are your descriptions based on? Where do they come from? 

Physical Education-Comfort 
1. What does comfort mean to you? 

2. How would you describe your comfort in physical education class? 

3. How would you describe your discomfort in class? 
% � What would make you feel more comfortable? 

4. Explain a situation in P.E. where you felt comfortable. 

5. Describe a situation in P.E. when you felt uncomfortable. 

Physical Education-Body 

1. What Is it like In the locker room for you? 

a. How do you feel about having to change for PE? 

b. How do you feel in the locker room having to change with the 
other girls in your class? 

c. How do you feel about your body when you are in the locker room? 
Why do you feel this way? 

2. What kind of clothes do you wear in PE? 

3. How do you select the clothes you wear? Why? 

4. Have you ever avoided changing for P.E.? From participating in any 
activity? 

a. If yes, how did you avoid it and why? 
b. If no, is there a situation you think you would avoid changing for 

P.E. or participating in a certain activity? 

5. How do you feel about what the other girls are wearing in your P.E. class? 
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6. Can you describe your level of participation in PE? 

a. How do you feel when you participate in PE? 

b. How do you feel about your body when you participate in PE? 

c. How do you feel about demonstrating in front of the whole class? 
Small group? 

7. Do you feel differently about your body in PE than In your other classes? 
Why/why not? 

8. How does PE affect your self-esteem? 

i. Do your PE teacher(s) affect you in any way? If so, how do they affect 
you? 

Physical Education, Sport, & Gender 

1. Would you feel differently in PE if you have a female or male PE teacher? 
Why/why not? How would you feel differently? 

2. Do you think girls and boys should play the same sports and activities 
together? Why/why not? 

3. Do you think boys are better than girls or girls better than boys in PE? In 
sports in general? Why/why not? 

4. If you had the choice to have PE or not, would you sign-up for the class? 
Why/why not? 

At this time, would you like to ask me any questions? Anything else 
you would like to add? 
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