Don’t be
a girl
about it:

stereotypes, confidence and
mindset in physical activity

Emily Freeman and Natalie Jackson

2

Don’t Be A Girl About It

Foreword

Don’t Be A Girl About It

Contents

At Astrea, everything we do is focused on our commitment to providing an education that inspires beyond
measure. Our schools – primary, secondary and all-through – do not subscribe to the ‘schooling’ stance
of a results-driven philosophy but rather state emphatically that education is about much more than just
attainment.

Executive Summary						5

To deliver this, we focus on encouraging and nurturing Resilience, Empathy, Aspiration, Contribution and
Happiness in all of our children and young people. We believe passionately in equity not equality. As
educators, we know the important role that physical activity plays – both as an end in itself, but also as an
empowering means: it builds communication skills, resilience, teamwork and – perhaps most importantly
– self-confidence.

Research Context and Rationale			

All the available research tells us time and time again, that girls are turning away from sport and physical
activity at increasingly younger ages. There are complex deep-seated issues at play here involving selfimage, the lack of role models, boys being picked as team captains in the playground, and even the way that
sport is reported by the media. These, and others, combine to create an environment in which girls do not
feel confident in their own abilities and are giving up before they have even tried.
Clearly these are issues that will not be solved overnight, which is why we decided to team up with the
Laurel Trust to run a pilot programme that quite deliberately takes aim at some of the issues at play. Through
this project, we wanted to tackle the issues on two fronts: with girls themselves, and with female members
of staff.
This report sets out the initial findings from the pilot programme. Through a powerful combination of
physical, running-based activity with mindset awareness, the six-week courses - “Girl on the Run” (for
pupils) and “Desk to 5K” (for female staff) – have undoubtedly improved confidence of pupils and staff alike.
With the Laurel Trust, we learnt a lot along the way, but the findings have convinced us that we are on
the right path. Girls and female staff who participated all reported greater confidence levels, both in their
physical ability but also in the classroom. We have therefore committed to rolling out both programmes
to 18 of our academies this academic year. We anticipate seeing a similarly positive set of results and look
forward to sharing these in due course.

Libby Nicholas
Chief Executive
Astrea Academy Trust
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executive summary
The aims of this project were to take a snapshot of the attitudes of girls and female school staff towards
physical activity and to establish whether those attitudes could be changed. The project had a focus on
addressing gender stereotypes and building confidence through courses combining physical activity and
mindset awareness.

“Don’t be a girl
about it”

In the schools in which we worked, findings of previous research indicating an awareness of gender
stereotypes and emergence of lack of confidence in sport in girls from age 7 onwards were reflected.
Female staff also showed a lack of confidence in their own physical abilities. We found that courses mixing
physical, running-based, activities with mindset awareness improved the confidence of both pupils and
staff in physical activity, with consequential positive impact on participation and in other areas of girls’ and
staff members’ lives. Schools benefitted from increased staff knowledge and confidence, stronger staff
and pupil relationships, staff leadership and role modelling.
Further work around gender and perceptions in physical activity for both boys and girls is undoubtedly
required if the positive impact of girls-specific projects is to last, and equality in physical activity
for children in schools is to be fully pursued. In light of the findings of this project, the following core
recommendations are made relating to gender and school PE, sport and physical activity, in schools where
similar circumstances exist;
1. Culture change in schools to normalise physical activity for all, irrespective of gender
2. Further research into the impact of gender on PE, sport and physical activity
3. Short term projects working to increase girls’ confidence in PE, sport and physical activity
Each of these core recommendations is elaborated upon in the Conclusions section of this report.
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Introduction
When Totally Runable was founded in 2014
it was the coming together of the writers Olympian and former UK number 1 sprinter
Emily Freeman and Natalie Jackson, a lawyerturned-runner who used running to help her
lose 3.5 stone, learning lots about herself on
the way. The common ground was hearing
women say “I wish I could run”, there being
no apparent physical limitations to their
capabilities. It seemed that perception
of incapability was manifesting the very
incapability complained of, and that this lack
of confidence was a particularly female issue.
A people development company called Totally Runable was born, using running as the tool,
and mixing physical activity with mindset education with the philosophy that “Everyone has
the potential to be great”. For the writers, being “great” does not necessarily mean being the
best, but being the best versions of ourselves. Perceived limitations and a lack of confidence
might have a massive impact on what people believe they are capable of achieving, with the
potential to create limitations which would otherwise not exist.
Early work with Totally Runable was with adult beginner

this seemed likely to impact on the formation of a girl’s

runners, swatting away the persistent voices of those

view of the world and her place in it, particularly within

working in schools telling of girls’ lack of confidence in

a wider context of limited media coverage of women’s

sport and, perhaps more disconcertingly, the lack of

sport, and the cumulative effect this might have.

confidence female primary teachers might have in their
own physical abilities.

In piloting our early school-based courses, we were
introduced to Astrea Academy Trust, a multi-academy

From the first year of our work in schools, piloting

trust then called Reach4 and consisting of 13 primary

holiday clubs, “Girl on the Run” pupil courses and

academies based in South Yorkshire. Championing equity

“Desk to 5k” courses for staff and older pupils, common

over equality in education, a synergy between the aims of

themes began to emerge in terms of the messages being

Astrea Academy Trust and Totally Runable was clear. An

received by girls. Anecdotal evidence emerged of the PE

innovation and research pilot was developed to explore

teacher who told a female pupil “don’t be a girl about it”,

girls’ confidence in sport, to look at confidence levels

the female primary teacher who said, perhaps more to

of female school staff in their own physical activity, and

herself than to her class, “oh, I can’t run”, or the school

to explore whether it was possible to change perceived

lunch time supervisor who would consistently choose

confidence in both, through courses mixing physical with

male captains for lunch-time team games. Instinctively

mindset training.

8
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The focus would be on 4 Astrea Primary Academies in a

The aim of the courses would be positive changes in

targeted area of South Yorkshire, undertaking 5 (which

attitudes towards physical activity for both pupils and

became 6) pilot projects in the 2016-17 academic year,

staff. It would also be an opportunity to gather opinions

with female pupils and staff, involving the gathering and

and information on attitudes to sport and physical

analysis of research data looking at attitudes towards

activity across a number of schools.

physical activity. The project would look to build on
existing research into girls’ confidence in physical activity,

Longer term, by increasing staff confidence levels, it was

looking specifically at whether it would be possible to

hoped that there would be a knock-on effect on school

change girls’ and female staff members’ attitudes to

physical activity ethos and PE delivery.

physical activity by combining physical with mindset
training.

and consist of weekly physical and mindset training,
combined with research in the form of questionnaires
for pupils, parents and teachers, interviews with course
participants and questionnaires across a wider audience.
The outcome of the pilot projects would inform and
guide the way in which the wider project would be rolled
out to all Astrea Academies from 2017-18 academic year.

“ I wish
I could run

“

Each of the 5 (ultimately 6) courses would last 6 weeks

9

Research Context
and Rationale
Classification by gender in a binary format (ie girls and

year olds, who generally consider it to be an insult, one

boys) is common in both schools and society. The aim of

girl anecdotally reporting that “my kickboxing coach

this project was not to question this classification but to

says I punch like a girl if I’m not trying” and 7 year olds,

work within its current confines addressing a perceived

who will see the term as meaning you “run fast” or

inequality between those who identify as female and

that someone is “saying something nice”. Somewhere

those who identify as male and their respective attitudes

between ages 7 and 11, it appears, to do something “like

towards physical activity. This report does not therefore

a girl” begins to mean doing something “like you are not

seek to discuss the merits of such classification, nor

trying”.

does it seek to comment on biological sex, gender and
physical activity or sport. For the purposes of this project

In 2014 “Always”, through the brand’s “#LikeAGirl”

we worked within school-defined boundaries of those

campaign, championed girls’ empowerment with an

identifying as “female” or “girls” and those identifying as

advert on the theme of what doing something “like

“male” or “boys” and accordingly throughout this report

a girl” should mean.3 The advert asked adults and

use those terms subject to such a disclaimer.

teenagers to demonstrate what doing various things “like
a girl” would look like – including running, fighting and

Government Equalities Office Research in 20151

throwing. Those asked demonstrated throwing weakly,

concluded that girls as young as Year 3 “seemed to already

running waving their arms from side to side and flicking

express reservations and less bravado than the boys –

out their feet. One person said “My hair, oh God”. It

even the girls who were good at sport”. A perception

then went on to show younger girls demonstrating what

of not being good at sport, or “others not feeling that

they understood doing something “like a girl” to mean.

you are good at sport”, was noted to be “very off-putting
for girls who want to participate”. The study findings
further noted that “a number of the girls in the focus
groups were already beginning to feel uncomfortable
about taking part in PE alongside boys who fuel their
insecurity”. The same report noted teacher-reported
lack of female sporting role models.2
At Totally Runable holiday clubs, KS2 girls, aged 7-11
spend 3 days immersed in physical and mindset activities
on distinct themes. One such theme, “Running Like A
Girl” focuses on being oneself and not judging others.
This involves a discussion between groups of girls about
what someone might mean if they say you “run like a
girl”. The theme of their responses differs from the 11

10
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One girl said that it meant that you “run as fast as you

were recorded as doing at least the recommended 150

wider scale than other previous projects. “This Girl Can”

target area and during one period in time. Nonetheless,

can”. The advert challenged viewers to answer “when

minutes of moderate intensity exercise per week. Activity

research focused exclusively on girls and women aged

they would be important indicators of possible similar

did doing something “like a girl” become an insult?”

rates were lower than both Yorkshire and the Humber,

14 upwards. The Government Equalities Office research

findings if the project were to be repeated elsewhere,

and invited viewers to “make #LikeAGirl mean amazing

and England averages (Yorkshire 56.3%, England 57%).

was in depth but with a smaller (17 girl) sample.

more formally, or on a wider scale, or of areas for

things”. The Director of the advert, when interviewed

potential further attention. To build as detailed a picture

about it, said “When the words ‘like a girl’ are used to

Sports participation rates were also comparatively

The findings of this project would inherently be limited; a

as possible, multiple methods of gathering data would

mean something bad, it is profoundly disempowering…

low, with only 31.5% of those aged 14+ engaging in 30

snapshot of the children and staff at Astrea schools in one

be used.

this simple phrase can have a significant and long-lasting

minutes of sport per week, compared to a Yorkshire

impact on girls and women.” At August 2017 it had been

and The Humber average of 35.4% and England average

viewed on YouTube over 64 million times.

of 36.9%. Female participation in sport was recorded
as 24.7%, below both the Yorkshire and The Humber

84.8% of primary school teachers in the UK are female.4

average of 30.5% and England average of 31.9%.

“This Girl Can”, a campaign funded by the National
Lottery and developed by Sport England5, conducted

Within a context of increased focus on physical

research identifying that 75% of women aged 14-40

intervention programmes in schools, including the

would like to be more physically active. The theme of

“Daily Mile”9 and other similar interventions, together

the majority of responses as to why women were not

with the academic research going on around them, our

more physically active was “fear of judgment”. Research

experience coaching women and girls is that confidence
and mindset play a major part in physical activity levels.
In the target area of South Yorkshire, we identified a
significant need for physical activity interventions, and

“

Doing
something like a
girl means...

“

as a key factor in enjoyment of sport. Totally Runable’s

for specific support of girls in the region. A 2015 Plan
International UK study ranked regions according to girls’
rights, taking account of child poverty, life expectancy,

innovation and research would consider the impact on

teenage conceptions, GCSE results and figures for those

female attitudes to physical activity when combined

categorised as “NEET” (not in education, employment

with mindset training, with a view to creating lasting

or training).7 The area within which the 4 target schools

improvements in the quality of physical education and

were situated was ranked 321st out of 346 regions in

physical activity in schools.

that study, thereby appearing in the bottom 8% of places
There appeared to be a clear need to empower and

in England and Wales for girls’ rights.

inspire girls in the target location to take part in more
Sport England’s 2015 local sport profile data recorded

sport and physical activity. This research and innovation

72.4% of the adult population as overweight or obese,

would form only part of a growing body of research into

with a childhood obesity rate of 17.5%. 34.6% of adults

girls’ attitudes to sport, and whilst not being formally

were classed as “inactive”, doing less than 30 minutes of

academic, would provide another valuable piece in

moderate intensity exercise per week. 50.7% of adults

a growing puzzle, with a younger age group and on a

8

1. Are the findings of previous research indicating an awareness of gender stereotypes and emergence of lack of
confidence in sport in girls from age 7 onwards reflected in girls in Astrea schools?
2. Do female school staff have a lack of confidence in their own physical ability and an awareness of gender stereotypes
in physical activity?
3. Is it possible to change attitudes of both pupils and female school staff to physical activity by combining physical
activity with mindset training?

conducted in 2012 by the Women’s Sport and Fitness
Foundation6 highlighted the importance of confidence

We sought to answer the following key questions;

12
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Research methods
The writers’ own philosophical viewpoints, backgrounds and experiences of the world inherently influenced our

In employing this mixed-methods approach we collected data from both pupils and school staff in order to answer

methodological choices, and were key in the design of this project. Given the varying viewpoints held by the Totally

our key questions. These included surveys, feedback forms, spotlight interviews and focus groups. The combination

Runable team conducting this research and innovation project, it was clear that we would need to begin from a

of multiple methods and quantitative and qualitative research allowed us to mitigate the potential impact of the

collective pragmatic world viewpoint, believing that there would be merit in both quantitative and qualitative data

weaknesses of each method, and to triangulate our results in an effort to obtain more reliable findings.

gathering.
We used the following methods to help us answer each of our research questions;
We therefore planned our methodology and methods for gathering data using a mixed methods approach. This took
two forms. Consequential mixed methods sought to elaborate on the findings from one method with another method.
Concurrent use of mixed methods saw data collected using qualitative and quantitative methods at the same time.

Questions

Method

Who

1. Are the findings of previous research
indicating an awareness of gender
stereotypes and emergence of lack of
confidence in sport in girls from age 7
onwards reflected in girls in Astrea schools?

Surveys

KS2 girls and boys

Focus groups

Year 3 girls
Staff - about Year 3 girls

2. Do female school staff have a lack of
confidence in their own ability and an
awareness of gender stereotypes in physical
activity?

Surveys

School staff on courses

Feedback forms

School staff on courses

Spotlight interviews

School staff on courses

3. Is it possible to change attitudes of both
pupils and female school staff to physical
activity by combining physical activity with
mindset training?

Pupils:
Feedback forms

Year 5 & Year 6 girls on courses

Spotlight interviews

Staff about girls on courses

Focus groups

Year 6 girls on course
Parents of Year 5 girls on course

Female school staff:
Feedback forms

School staff on courses

Spotlight interviews

School staff on courses

14
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they may have given the most socially desirable or acceptable response, or indeed the responses they would
like to be true, rather than their perception of what was actually true.

All Key Stage 2 (KS2 - Years 3-6 - ages 7-11) children and staff across 4 schools were asked to complete
Physical Activity Surveys. Surveys included structured multiple response and 4-part scale ratings. A further
section asked participants to choose, between multiple responses, the response they most agreed with.

When our project first began a number of KS2 girls at 2 of the 4 target schools had already experienced a
very low level of engagement with staff from Totally Runable acting as female sporting role models. This may
have affected the quality of some of the results of surveys then completed which do form part of the overall
snapshot. In an effort to limit the effects of any social desirability in terms of responses the surveys remained
anonymous and were administered by school teaching staff with strict guidance. Inevitably, however, the
strength of the evidence must therefore rely on individual school staff to adhere to that guidance.

Surveys were completed by a total of 352 KS2 children, 179 identifying as girls and 173 as boys, including
45 Year 3 (Y3) girls and 52 Y3 boys, and 26 female school staff. These included binary self-identification of
gender, self-perception of “sportiness” and levels of own physical activity. Gender-related questions included
those on perceptions of gender and confidence in sport, gender and participation in sport, and gender and
skill in sport.

In any repetition or extension of this project, more detailed scrutiny of the process for obtaining survey
responses should be considered, in order to mitigate the potential limitations of using this method. That
being said, it was a potentially valuable lesson to learn that responses to the surveys may be affected by the
presence of positive female role models prior to those surveys being completed. This is an area that may
merit further investigation to establish more detailed findings as to the positive effect of such role models.

surveys and feedback forms

Given the sample size, the number of surveys collated across KS2 at 4 seperate schools allows for a level of
confidence in the result. However, Y3 (as distinct from the larger group) and staff survey results should be
treated with more caution, there having been smaller sample sizes of both.
Questions were similar for both children and adults, tailored to age, taking into account the potential
limitations inherent in asking younger children to complete surveys. Efforts were made to mitigate any issues
around child understanding of questions and self-completion of surveys and the risk of influence by adults on
survey responses. Teachers were asked to assist in the understanding of questions, particularly by younger
KS2 children, but not to influence responses in terms of what may or may not be a “correct” or socially
desirable response.
Parents of all KS2 children at each of the 4 target schools were notified about the anonymous surveys by
letter and given the opportunity to withdraw their child from the sample. However, no parents chose to do
so. Children were not required to complete the survey but were asked to do so if they wanted to participate.
Feedback was also gathered following the pupil and staff courses, in the form of survey-based feedback forms,
again using closed questions to gather standardised information and open questions to allow participants
to elaborate. Feedback forms were given to those at the final session of one pupil and one staff course
and were completed with the option of anonymity. It was made clear to participants that provision of any
identifying details was not required and, particularly to the children, that they would not be in any trouble if
they did not provide their details, however some chose to do so.
Respondent characteristics may of course affect quality of information gathered in any survey based research
method. There is also a risk that respondents may not have reported their attitudes or beliefs accurately – ie

16
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Spotlight Interviews
Following courses, spotlight interviews were undertaken to obtain feedback from staff about the Y5 and Y6 courses and

Participants were chosen by school staff who took part in the

girls who had taken part, as well as staff about their 6-week course experience.

project based on capacity to participate from a school perspective,
availability, and participant willingness to provide opinions on the

Those asked to participate in spotlight interviews were chosen from their responses to feedback surveys. They were

subject of gender, physical activity and confidence.

those which merited further investigation in order to establish the potential impacts of the course on attitudes to, and
confidence in, physical activity.

All participants, both adults and children, were informed of the
purpose of the focus group, that being to discuss attitudes to sport

Informal interviews took place with 5 staff members and were semi-structured in nature, with general topics and

and physical activity and opinions on any gender related issues

some specified questions presented by the interviewer, but with substantial flexibility for the interviewee to lead the

around sport and physical activity. Permission was obtained by

discussion in any direction they chose.

signed form from parents about their children, from the children
themselves, and from all adults who took part. This confirmed that

Some further written feedback about the impact of the courses on one particular Y6 participant was also obtained by

they were happy to (or for their child to) take

email received from the girl’s teacher, following a spotlight interview with the school’s headteacher and a subsequent

part, that they understood that participation

discussion between the headteacher and teacher.

was voluntary and that they could change
their minds at any time and stop taking part,

Some of the advantages of spotlight interviews are that further detail and personal stories can be obtained from such

that the discussions could be recorded, with

discussions, particularly those of a semi-structured nature. Spotlight interviews could also be conducted on a wider

the recording being destroyed when no longer

sample of participants if time and resources allowed for such in-depth analysis. Some clear potential disadvantages

needed, and that participants would not be

to the spotlight interview method include the possibility that respondents may not accurately report their beliefs

named in the report findings.

or opinions, particularly to those involved in the project, due to a potential social desirability of response. Their
characteristics will also affect the quality of information gathered. If further or more formal research were to be

Focus Group “Ground Rules” were also

undertaken consideration might be given to arranging spotlight interviews with independent third parties to limit the

employed to reassure anonymity and voluntary

possibility of social desirability in responses.

participation, and confirm that there were no
right or wrong answers, merely opinions, of

Focus groups

which each participant was entitled to their

Draw a footballer
Make up a name for them

Draw a PE teacher
Make up a name for them

own.

4 focus groups took place with 6 participants in each of the following groups;
•
•
•
•

Y6 girls who had participated in 6-week course
Y3 girls who had not participated in any course
Male and Female school staff who had not participated in any course
Parents of Y5 girls who had participated in 6-week course

All 4 focus groups made use of the same resources, including a drawing task and preliminary survey results,
including gender trends in responses.
Draw someone who might say
“I am not sporty”
Make up a name for them

Draw someone who might say
“I am sporty”
Make up a name for them

18
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the courses
Pupil and staff courses followed the same structure, mixing physical running-based training with mindset training for a

1 of the after-school courses was particularly poorly attended at the first session, with only 2 girls arriving to take part.

total of 90 minutes per week over a 6-week half term.

When asked, they said that the other girls had been “nervous” or “scared” to attend. Following a subsequent afternoon
session with the whole year group within the school timetable 14 girls signed up for the after-school course, all then

Both pupil and staff courses involved “Challenge Runs”, challenging participants to work as a group to complete as many

continuing to attend the course until its final session. When asked about their reticence to initially join the course the

laps of a pre-defined course as possible in a set time period. The pupil course was aimed at increasing girls’ confidence

girls confirmed their nervousness about attending a “sporty” club, some saying that parents had expressed surprise at

in sport, exercise and life. The staff course was designed to do the same for staff about their own physical abilities, with

their children wishing to attend, which had discouraged them.

the added goal of completing a 5k at the end of the course. Staff completed the course attending a local parkrun ,
10

which is a free, timed, 5k which takes place in parks all over the UK and internationally, every Saturday morning.

All girls having identified as more confident following the course, it would appear potentially detrimental to allow
barriers such as nervousness or parental surprise to affect whether girls attend a course of this nature. Indeed such

Physical elements of the course sessions included warm up, dynamic stretching, main sessions and stretching elements

an approach may fail entirely to engage those for whom the course might provide the biggest benefits in confidence

with a consistency of session format.

and engagement in physical activity. For this reason, the writers would advise that courses of this nature should take
place in school time, with all girls in attendance, and with the attendance of a staff member, to achieve the benefits

Each session also had a mindset theme including the following topics for pupils:
Born to run
Growth mindset
Who we are and our strengths
Teamwork and empathy
Being brave
Bringing it all together
Staff mindset topics were similar, again tailored to age:
Born to run like a girl
Mindset
Motivation and finding your why
Habits and self-talk
Managing our minds
Bringing it all together

Pupil courses were aimed at class groups of Y6 girls, with 1 group of Y5 girls due to school timetabling requirements.
Of the 4 pupil courses, 2 courses took place in school time with a staff member from the school in attendance, on 1
afternoon per week for 6 weeks. The other 2 courses took place after school. The courses which took place within
school time were, unsurprisingly, better attended than those which took place after school, although approximately
half of the year group attended each after-school course.

experienced during this project and discussed further below.
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were reported issues with behaviour and a perceived

findings

“arrogance” to the boys around this sport in particular.

Learnings around each of the 3 questions will be
addressed in turn;

“very sporty”

1. Are the findings of previous research indicating an

One staff member linked this to an example of a male
footballer in the school who had, during their “daily mile”
run outside in the playground, dropped his jacket for
other boys to pick up, which they did due to his “sports
star” status in the school. This was felt to be a part of

awareness of gender stereotypes and emergence

the culture of football as the most popular local sport,

of lack of confidence in sport in girls from age 7

played significantly more by boys at the school than by

onwards reflected in girls in Astrea schools?

girls at all year groups.

The simple answer to the first question is “yes”. Based
on collective responses to the survey and discussions
within focus groups, there is an awareness of gender
stereotypes and an emergence of a lower level of

“quite sporty”

confidence in girls than in boys around sport as young as
age 7 (Year 3).
Using KS2 survey responses it is possible to pull out some
key statistically significant patterns about how girls and

sporty” or “quite sporty”. A significant difference was

boys responded.

noted however in the split between these responses, a
higher percentage of boys (69%) answering “very sporty”

Survey question: How sporty are you?

compared to only 41% of all girls.

Staff Focus Group Drawings

Staff in one of the focus groups were asked to draw
76%

KS2 Girls
KS2 Boys
Y3 Girls
Y3 Boys

69%

55%
41%

to her “sporty” person beginning with “his name is…”.

people whom they identified as girls for their person
who would say “I am not sporty” and 75% of staff drew

15%

Y3

Quite

knew or role models they had in their own lives, most

“I am sporty”. In subsequent group discussions, they

15%
7%

KS2

At Y3, interestingly, the girls often drew people they

people whom they identified as boys who would say

21%

Very

her “not sporty” person] is called Lucy” and referred

themselves to be Y3 girls at their school. All staff drew

34%

Y3

person she had drawn for each said “My girl [meaning

and someone who would say “I am sporty”, imagining

40%

KS2

asked without reference to gender to describe the

pictures of someone who would say “I am not sporty”

KS2

9%

7%

Y3

Not very

5%

referred to girls as young as Y3 who on the whole would
3% 2% 2%

be less confident about sport than boys. It was clear

Y3

from the discussions that stereotypes exist for boys and

Not at all

girls within the school and that children as young as Y3,

KS2

and perhaps even younger, play into those.
Across the whole of KS2 there was a difference in
perception between boys and girls around how “sporty”

In particular it was noted that football has significant

they were. When asked “how sporty are you?” a total

gender connotations – it was noted to be mainly boys

of 80% of girls and 91% of boys answered either “very

who played football in the playground, and there

commonly the teacher who delivered their PE lessons,

Staff Focus Group Drawings
In the Y3 focus group girls were also asked to draw
someone who would say “I am not sporty”. Again,
without cue as to any intended gender of their person,
girls mainly drew people who they identified to be
girls who would say this, and drew boys who would
say “I am sporty”. One focus group participant, when

who happened to be male, or their fathers or brothers.
Parents of Y5 girls who had attended the 6-week pupil
course also identified older siblings or parents as
important role models for younger girls.

22
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When asked how confident they were in sport there was

It was clear from both Y3 and Y6 girls’ focus groups that

a further significant difference in responses across KS2.

there is a sense of equality and fairness in the girls we

Survey question: How confident are you in sport?

spoke to – they passionately expressed that girls “can do
any sport they want to do”, especially those Y6s who had
been on the 6-week course. However, their environment
outside of the course, and particularly with boys in class

KS2 Girls
KS2 Boys
Y3 Girls
Y3 Boys

71%
65% 64%

or in the playground, was equally passionately reported
as being hostile to them freely doing so with confidence.
Y6 girls also felt that those children who answered

44%

“equal” to the same question in the survey would be

39%
25%

more likely to be girls than boys, as boys were assumed
23%

to be less persuaded of equality in sport than girls.

15%
10%

KS2

Y3

Always

Year 3 Focus Group Drawings

Year 6 Focus Group Drawings

KS2

Y3

Usually

12%
5%

KS2

7%

Y3

Not usually

7%

5%

KS2

7%

2%

Y3

Never

Both Y3 and Y6 girls spoke about role models from their
school – pupils and staff – as examples of girls who were
perceived as “sporty”, however each group listed a limited
number of such role models. Y3 girls in a discussion

When asked to comment on the confidence of boys and

about “sportiness” said “X likes football”, explaining that

girls in sport in focus groups, teaching staff were generally

X was “a teenager now” but had previously gone to their

in agreement that girls were not as confident as boys in

school. Another talked of “this girl called Y” who was

sport across all of KS2, although more stereotypically

“really good at football” and said “that’s how I got into

“girly” sports such as gymnastics were seen as places

playing”.

where girls might feel more confident in PE lessons.
These views were reflected in the focus groups with
Y3 girls and Y6 girls who had been on the 6-week pupil
course.
Although identifying as personally more confident in

Similar findings resulted from the survey question KS2
children were asked about their confidence specifically
in PE lessons.

Survey question: How confident are you in PE lessons?

sport having attended the course, and with all girls in the
focus group answering that either it was equal in terms
of boys’ and girls’ confidence in sport, or girls were in fact
more confident, it was noted by the Y6 girls that boys
in the playground would still more readily play “sporty
games”. Boys’ negative attitudes to girls joining in with

69%

66%

64%

52%

these games were seen as the main barrier to them
being able to play. One girl spoke about how boys in the

25%

playground playing football “always leave girls out” and

26%

22%
16%

“argue about who has to have the girls” on their team.

6% 9% 6%

Another spoke of the impact this had, saying “because
we’re getting moved around so much we just go off”,
giving up and finding other activities to get involved with.

17%

KS2

Y3

Always

KS2

Y3

Usually

KS2

Y3

Not usually

6%

9%
4%

2%

KS2

Y3

Never
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The surveys included a series of multiple choice questions in which respondents were asked to circle the answer with

The pattern did however continue across KS2 with responses of girls and boys when asked to choose between 3

which they most agreed. There were interesting and statistically significant results to several of these questions.

answers about which gender “plays more sport”;

Respondents were asked to choose the response they most agreed with about who was most “confident about sport”

•

Boys and girls play equal amounts of sport

between the following responses;

•

Boys play more sport than girls

•

Girls play more sport than boys

•

Girls are more confident than boys about sport

•

Boys and girls are equally confident about sport

•

Boys are more confident than girls about sport

Girls play more sport
than boys

There was a significant difference between the responses given by girls and those given by boys.

Girls are more confident
than boys about sport

Girls said

Boys and girls are equally
confident about sport

17%

Boys are more confident
than girls about sport

65%

Girls said

Boys and girls play equal
amounts of sport

14%

1%

Boys said

Boys play more sport
than girls

75%

56%

12%

43%

18%
These responses were reflected to an extent at Y3 level, with 76% of girls and 52% of boys circling “equal”, 45% of boys

Boys said

2%

49%

circling “boys” and only 2% of boys circling “girls”, but with 17% of girls circling “girls” and only 7% circling “boys”.

49%

The survey also asked whether “some sports are more for girls and some sports are more for boys” or “whether you
are a boy or a girl makes no difference to the sports you can play”. There were no statistically significant differences in
When asked to choose the response they most agreed with about who was “better at sport”, a pattern emerged in

results when comparing each gender’s responses, however 28% of girls and 31% of boys (a total of 29% of all answers

line with the response pattern to the above question about who is more confident about sport.

given) responded that “some sports are more for girls and some sports are more for boys”. At Y3 25% of children gave
this response, although this was made up of 30% of Y3 boys’ and 19% of Y3 girls’ responses.

Girls are better at
sport than boys

Girls said

Boys said

Boys and girls are
equally good at sport

9%

2%

Boys are better at
sport than girls

77%

53%

14%

KS2 Boys said...

45%

“Some sports are
more for girls and
some sports are
more for boys”

KS2 Girls said...

28%

31%
69%

72%

The Y3 group results were similar, 79% of girls chose “equal”, with only 48% of boys choosing the same. 50% of boys
responded that “boys are better at sport than girls” with only 19% of girls choosing the equivalent for girls. 2% of
boys responded “girls are better at sport than boys”, and 2% of girls responded “boys are better at sport than girls”.
Interestingly this was not the pattern at Y3 for responses about who is more confident. 57% of Y3 girls circled “equally
confident”, with 36% circling “girls” and 7% “boys”. The most common response for Y3 boys was “boys” (51%) with 43%
of boys answering “equal” and only 6% “girls”.

“Some sports are
more for girls and
some sports are
more for boys”

“Whether you are a
boy or a girl makes
no difference to the
sports you can play”

“Whether you are a
boy or a girl makes
no difference to the
sports you can play”
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2. Do female school staff have a lack of confidence
in their own physical ability and an awareness of

Again, it is fairly simple to answer “yes” to at least the
first part of this question from the surveys, focus groups

thing was
“ My favouretithie ng
I never
doing som
thought I could

“

gender stereotypes in physical activity?

and courses which formed part of this project. At least
some of the female staff at the target schools showed
a lack of confidence in their own physical ability, and an
awareness of gender stereotypes, if not directly relating
to their own physical ability, in their experience of girls
and boys more generally. The Case Studies Appendix to
this report supports this.
When launching the project, the writers hoped to gather
a staff group of 10 female staff across the 4 schools. It
became clear from the launch meeting that there was
significant interest in joining the course. The course
was billed as a “Desk to 5k” course mixing running with
mindset training aimed at those who would like to be
Although girls in both the Y3 and Y6 focus groups agreed

gave to demonstrate their passion were heavily couched

able to complete 5k but did not know whether they were

with one another that both girls and boys could play any

in gender stereotypes and talk of traditionally “girly” or

capable of doing so in 6 weeks. With a maximum of 15

sport, there were examples then given about boys who

“boyish” sports – indicating a pervasive prevalence to

places on the course and 30 female staff signing up to

participated in sports more traditionally considered as

such stereotypes.

take part it soon became clear that 1 course would not
be enough. 2 courses therefore ran concurrently to meet

“girly” sports, such as the boy who attended a dance
club but who did not continue attending because other

Anecdotally backing up the results of these surveys

the significant demand. In discussions with participants

boys made fun of him, or one or two girls who played

was the spotlight interview with a staff member who

the lack of perceived judgment by trainers of those

football, then hailed as positive role models for other

attended one of the pupil courses. Before the course, she

signing up for the course was a key factor, supporting

girls. One Y6 girl said that she liked to play football with

identified “a definite difference between the boys and

research suggesting that “fear of judgment” can be a

boys because she learned from playing with them.

the girls” in her class, and that “the boys very definitely

significant barrier to adult female physical activity.

felt that they were better at sport than the girls”.
When surveyed about their attitudes to sport, 65% of

Girls in both Y3 and Y6 identified the playground as a
location for boy-dominated sports activities, with Y6

This disparity in attitude and feeling of one gender being

female staff who joined the 6-week course said that they

girls highlighting adult staff members as fuelling the

superior to the other in sport and physical activity was a

thought of themselves as “not at all sporty” or “not very

issue by “always picking boy captains”. When asked for

significant and perhaps unexpected theme of the project,

sporty”. 65% also said that they “usually enjoy” or “love

more detail about this they felt that girls might not put

and one which the writers consider not only requiring

sport”. Coincidentally, 65% also said that they “do not

themselves forward as often or forcefully but felt that

more exploration but also an issue requiring attention

usually” or “never feel confident in sport”.

this was because they “wouldn’t get picked anyway”.

from a cultural, whole school and societal perspective in
any extension to this project or further similar projects.

Although the girls were ready passionately to defend both
girls’ and boys’ rights to play any sport, the examples they

that “boys play more sport than girls”. None answered
“girls play more sport than boys”. 92% answered that
“girls and boys are equally good at sport” however 88%
answered “boys are more confident than girls about
sport” with the remaining 12% circling “boys and girls are
equally confident about sport”. None answered “girls are
more confident about sport than boys”. 73% answered
“whether you are a boy or a girl makes no difference to
the sports you can play”. 27% answered “some sports
are more for girls and some sports are more for boys”.
In feedback forms and spotlight interviews it was
also clear that there was an element of nervousness,
anxiety or lack of confidence in some female school
staff about their physical ability, albeit that this was not
linked by the staff to their gender. One staff member
said “I’d always wanted to run – but I never thought
of myself as a ‘runner’”. Comments such as “I am so
much more confident about my physical ability now”
and “my favourite thing about the course was having
the confidence to run”, indicate an initial lower level
of confidence shown by those who volunteered for the
Desk to 5k Course. Other similar comments included
“My favourite thing about the course was challenging
my beliefs about my ability and physical capability.
It’s encouraged me to do more exercise and believe in
myself more”, “my favourite thing was doing something
I never thought I could” and “I didn’t think I’d be able to

When asked the same multiple-choice questions as the

do it but I did!”. These comments again indicate an initial

children, to identify the response with which they most

perceived lower level of belief and confidence existing in

agreed, 68% of staff who joined the course answered

those who completed the course.
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3. Is it possible to change attitudes of both pupils and

staff with whom they interacted at school. One staff

an improved relationship with one another and between

to keep going – taking responsibility for themselves

female school staff to physical activity by combining

member who attended the course with her Y5 class

the teacher and pupils, also appear to have had an

more”.

physical activity with mindset training?

commented that “all of the girls seem more confident

impact on the confidence of the girls in the Y5 teacher’s

about their own physical ability” highlighting some

class in other areas of their school lives. She commented

The teacher felt she had benefitted from going on the

Pupils

specific girls who had seen surprising increases in

in particular that “The girls have come out shining in

course journey with the pupils having had an “improved

Y6s who attended the 6-week course and then

confidence and engagement in physical activity. More

confidence in other ways too. In the classroom I’ve seen

relationship” with her, which lasted beyond the course

participated in the Y6 girls’ focus group all identified as

generally she had seen positive changes “in [the girls’]

a willingness to put their hands up more and answer

itself, allowing her to be more a support figure as well

more confident in their own physical ability following

willingness to do anything physical, which has been

questions” as well as being “more aware of it being their

as a role model to them. Her full spotlight interview

the course. They discussed messages they had learned

brilliant. Along with increased confidence they’ve

own decision to keep going when things like exercise –

transcript is included in the Case Studies Appendix to

on the course including “we can do anything we put

changed their vocabulary around physical activity as

although other things too – seem hard, and they decide

this report.

our minds to” as well as “seeing you can actually do it”,

well – they’ll use words they’ve learned and are more

“knowing you can do it” and “reminding yourself that

confident around things like stretching and how their

you can do it” – “it” being whatever physical activity you

bodies work”. This was seen to have had an impact on

Staff

are attempting. One girl defined “more confident” as

willingness to participate in PE lessons, with the teacher

It is clear from the staff feedback forms and spotlight interviews that their attitudes towards physical activity changed

meaning “not backing out of tackles” in football. Another

reporting that before the course, “they would often say

following their experience of the course, and that both the physical and mindset elements of the course are credited

agreed and said she felt “strong” after the course. One girl

they had “forgotten” their PE kit or water bottles but

by the staff for the changes in their attitudes.

said “I didn’t think I’d be able to run” because “everyone

since the course ended we haven’t had anyone say that”.
Impact of the staff course can be divided into 4 categories, although each invariably impacted on the others. Those

says I’m too slow” but said she had learned otherwise
through the course. The Y6 focus group participants also

This willingness to take part in physical activity was

identified several girls in the course group who they said

reflected in an email received by a member of the Senior

were more confident in lessons as a result of the mindset

Leadership Team at one of the schools from a class

elements of the course, including putting their hands up

teacher about a specific girl who took part in one of the

to volunteer or answer questions in class, writing on

pupil courses, for whom there had been particularly

the whiteboard when they would previously have been

notable results. It read;

too nervous to do so, and dealing well with playground
teasing, which would previously have been much more

“There has been a very visible improvement in R’s

of an issue (said girls). They all viewed the 6-week course

attitudes towards sports and PE, particularly running.

as a positive confidence-building experience, both in and

She now stands tall at the beginning of PE lessons and

out of physical activity.

has said how much more confident she feels in her own
skills and techniques, attributing this to her time with

Girls who completed feedback forms about the course

Totally Runable. I have also seen a greatly improved

all identified as “more confident” about their physical

attitude when she is faced with challenges in PE. She

ability following the course, with several also highlighting

now pushes herself to achieve more and reaches the high

impact in different areas of their life such as “Growth

expectations she sets for herself”.

mindset – SATs – maths – literacy – in school – in footie”,
again indicating a wide-ranging impact transcending the

Following the course this pupil has, previously

course itself, and physical activity, into childrens’ lives.

uncharacteristically, taken part in a trust-wide sports
event, indicating further an increase in confidence.

The strongest indicator of a change in attitudes of the
pupils who attended the course was the feedback from

The mindset elements of the course, and perhaps also

impact areas were;

Personal knowledge and confidence in their own physical abilities
Relationships with others on the course
Transferrable mindset skills
Leadership and role modelling
In addition to improved relationships between those who attended the staff course, staff also reported improved
relationships with those outside the course. Individuals and groups of staff who had been interested but unable to
attend the course followed Totally Runable’s “Desk to 5k” training plan and so were able to participate independently
and had something to talk about and do together outside of work with their colleagues.
Full spotlight interview transcripts are included as an appendix to this report, as well as course case
studies, however the following quotes have been compiled from both spotlight interviews and staff
feedback form responses.

30

Don’t Be A Girl About It

Don’t Be A Girl About It

31

STAFF IMPACT
PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE AND CONFIDENCE IN PHYSICAL ABILITIES
Spotlights
* Finishing the 5k was great as it was the furthest I’ve ever run! I’m still running now which is great too.
* I could see throughout the course that I was getting fitter, which boosted my confidence.
* I’d always wanted to run – but I never thought of myself as a “runner”.
* I learned so much about my posture, knowing to take it steady, and my technique, as well as just knowing that
pretty much anybody can run even if you’ve never run before.
* I am so much more confident about my physical ability now. I’m still running 6 months later without feeling out
of breath – I’ve been running on my own and even kept it up in the holidays!
* Physically I saw benefits too – I lost weight, started eating at lunch time which I never had before so was eating
more sensibly, and eating better things. I was also drinking less alcohol so I was feeling better from that too.
* I also loved the weekly nutrition focus.
Feedback forms
* I’m loads more confident in my physical ability but also in reaching other goals – and I’ve lost half a stone –
woop!!!
* My favourite thing about the course was having the confidence to run.
* I’ve now signed back up to the gym so I’m motivated.
* My favourite things about the course were the running interval work and the mindset goal setting and growth
mindset sessions.
* My favourite thing was learning to push myself and challenge myself.
* My favourite thing about the course was challenging my beliefs about my ability and physical capability. It’s
encouraged me to do more exercise and believe in myself more.
* I didn’t think I’d be able to do it but I did!!!
* My favourite thing about the course was completing the 5k – knowing I can do it. Achieving a goal.
* I’m more confident about my own ability, drinking more water and have a better mindset.
* It has made me feel more confident to try other activities and keep fit and healthy.
* I am now drinking more water, eating healthy breakfasts, eating cleaner, exercising more and I feel much better
and healthier.
* My favourite thing about the course was doing something I never thought I could.
* I am now thinking about doing a 10k. I am a runner!
RELATIONSHIPS
Spotlights
* It was great to build relationships too – the school is quite big so it’s hard to get to know everyone well but
through the course we built relationships with people from school that we didn’t know very well.
* From a school perspective, I saw a change in mindset of those who came on the course – and better coping skills
too. I saw some really big changes in some staff members from having some thinking time, with the physical and
mindset elements and putting them into practice. It was great to see them grow as the course went on.
Feedback forms
* My favourite thing about the course was the team spirit and support and encouragement.
* I loved the way people built relationships with others on the course – from our school and between schools in the
trust. It was an opportunity to do that without it being a “work” context.
* My favourite bit about the course was being part of a supportive group with lovely trainers.
* Being part of a team.
* My favourite thing about the course was meeting other people with the same thoughts and fears and encouraging
each other.

TRANSFERRABLE MINDSET SKILLS
Spotlights
* I liked the Mindset elements of the weekly sessions. The one I always remember was the one about the Chimp
(Dr Steve Peters’ The Chimp Paradox) – this still pops into my head and helps me with all sorts of situations. I’m
more confident in my job as a result and have used lots of the techinques from the course in my every day life too.
Feedback forms
* Thank you so much for encouraging me and teaching us about how to be more positive.
* It has had an impact on every other aspect of life ie work, home, when at the gym.
* I have made decisions that will have a positive impact on my career.
* Wellbeing – actually leaving work.
* I started to see the benefits straight away with my mindset.
* I feel more confident in myself and my abilities.
* My favourite thing about the course was doing something I never thought I’d do.
* I’m now more confident in my own opinion and capability… and more confident about achieving my goals with
a can do attitude.
* It’s made me more confident in other areas of my life.
* The topic I identified most with during the course was about habits (Charles Duhigg’s The Power of Habit).
* What I didn’t expect was that the further the course went on the more I was going for myself.
* It’s hard to make time for yourself – life is so busy – so it was great to have the course to go to and be accountable.
* My goals were running based initially – I didn’t think about the Mindset elements – but as the weeks went on I
realised how important the right mindset was to completing the course and Challenge Run – without the Mindset
sessions I don’t think I would have kept going.
LEADERSHIP AND ROLE MODELLING
* I’ve seen a difference with the girls I teach – one in particular has wanted to join in with team sports but has
been scared of the ball and thought she was no good because others were maybe more confident. My goal has
been to concentrate on her and others like her to make sure they have the confidence to give things a go, which
is working. The tools I learned in the Mindset parts of the sessions have helped me a lot with this.
* The topic that has stuck with me the most from the Mindset parts of the Desk to 5k sessions was the one about
having a Growth Mindset (Dr Carol Dweck’s Mindset: How to Fulfil Your Potential) and in particular the idea that
it isn’t “I can’t do it” – but “I can’t do it yet”. I use that with myself and with children at school and it’s great.
* I use the things we learned in the Mindset elements of Desk to 5k in my teaching.
Spotlights
* The Mindset bits were great – they are what teaching is all about so I’d love to pass some of that on.
* I want the kids to enjoy PE lessons and I want to include everyone. That is the same as in the Desk to 5k course so
I’ve been able to use some of the tools used in the course to make sure everyone is included.
* I can give them a personal example too because I went from thinking I couldn’t run to knowing that I can.
* Setting a good example to my children felt good – I could be a healthy role model. It’s hard to tell others to be
healthy if I’m not doing it.
* It’s a great personal lesson to the children I teach for me to tell them I used to say I couldn’t run but now I know
I can.
* I thought it would be great for my staff to get involved and wanted to be a role model to encourage others, so I
signed up. I knew it would be great for them to go along and work towards achieving something for themselves.
Feedback forms
* My children are enjoying a more active mum.
* I now set myself more goals and work towards them.
* I’ve started a blog! I can also see that I’m more of a “runner” than I thought and that it’s more a matter of
perspective.
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Conclusions
The aims of this project were to take a snapshot of the attitudes of girls and female school staff to physical activity, and

joined the course thought of themselves as “not at all sporty” or “not very sporty”. 65% also said that they “do not

to establish whether those attitudes could be changed. The project had a focus on addressing gender stereotypes and

usually” or “never feel confident in sport”, although coincidentally 65% said that they “usually enjoy” or “love sport”.

building confidence through short courses combining physical activity and mindset awareness.
Girls and female staff who attended the courses all identified as more confident in their own physical ability afterwards.
Previous research, although limited in scope, highlighted that girls as young as Y3 “seemed to already express

Girls and their teachers passionately reflected on the girls’ time mixing physical with mindset training, identifying a

reservations and less bravado than the boys – even the girls who were good at sport”. A perception of not being good

wide-ranging impact on their confidence in both their physical ability and in the classroom – from a belief in a Y6

at sport, or “others not feeling that you are good at sport”, was noted to be “very off-putting for girls who want to

girl’s ability to compete in a trust-wide sports day, to confidence in lessons to put their hands up or write on the

participate”. The phrase “like a girl” in both the media and anecdotally has connotations of “not trying”, and even “an

whiteboard where they would have been less confident before. Previously reticent girls were remembering their PE

insult”, noted to be “profoundly disempowering” to girls, with “a significant and long-lasting impact”.

kits and enthusiastic about taking part in physical activity.

Pulling together other relevant research paints a concerning picture. 84.8% of primary school teachers in the UK are

Female school staff likewise experienced positive changes in confidence and attitudes, in particular in their personal

female. 75% of women aged 14-40 would like to be more physically active but display “fear of judgment”. Confidence

knowledge and confidence in their own physical abilities, transferrable mindset skills, leadership and role modelling.

is a key factor in enjoyment of, and participation in, sport.

Both girls and staff commented on the relationships they had built with one another through participation in the
courses.

The snapshot we took involved 4 Primary Schools in a targeted area of South Yorkshire in the bottom 8% of places in
England and Wales for girls’ rights, with 72.4% of adults and 17.5% of children recorded as overweight or obese and

Without doubt, the schools we worked with reflected the findings of previous research indicating an awareness of

activity rates, sports participation and female sports participation rates lower than both Yorkshire and the Humber and

gender stereotypes and emergence of lack of confidence in sport in girls from age 7. Female school staff also showed

national averages.

a lack of confidence in their own physical abilities and an awareness of gender stereotypes. It was possible in both
pupils and female school staff to change attitudes to physical activity by combining it with mindset awareness.

The most obvious conclusion in terms of response to the questions asked is that the girls and boys we asked responded
differently to questions about their own physical ability, and to questions about girls’ and boys’ abilities, confidence
and participation. The girls we asked were more likely to describe themselves as “quite sporty” than boys, and boys
were more likely to describe themselves as “very sporty”.
Both school staff and girls identified a lack of confidence and awareness of stereotypes in sport. 28% of girls and 31%
of boys, and ¼ of all Y3 children, said that “some sports are more for girls and some sports are more for boys”.
A theme of perceived inherent male superiority in physical activity ran throughout the data gathering elements of this
project, appearing to feed into the girls’ levels of confidence. The role of school staff also played a part, whether in
picking playground captains or in acting as positive role models. Although there is a perception from girls and female
school staff that boys and girls are equally good at sport, there are clear patterns in the children who took part in this
project indicating a perception by boys that physical activity is something they as a gender are more confident at,
better at, and do more of.
The female staff who were part of this project identified a lower level of confidence before their experience of the
course. The overwhelming interest the project had from staff, leading to a second staff course group, supports previous
research indicating a general willingness to be more physically active in a judgment-free zone. 65% of female staff who
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recommendations
Recommendations for gender and school PE, sport and physical activity
Having lived this project and reflected on its efficacy, impact and limitations, it is clear to the writers that more needs
to be done to create gender equality in school physical activity, and that there are complex issues at play creating and
perpetuating stereotypes between genders. In an environment, and society, within which children continue to be
classified, and classify themselves, by gender there is a need for projects such as this to explore these issues and to
work for equity, not just equality in PE, sport and physical activity until true equality becomes a possibility.
Based on the findings and conclusions of this project, the writers make the following recommendations for schools
where similar circumstances exist;
1)

Culture change in schools to normalise physical activity for all, irrespective of gender

Gender should not be a prerequisite to physical activity levels, confidence or perceived talent, for either pupils or staff.
Messages sent to both boys and girls around PE, sport and physical activity must be reviewed and consciously altered
if they do not normalise physical activity for all, irrespective of gender.
Role modelling by both male and female staff or older pupils sends important messages about capabilities. For this
reason, it is important to support both male and female school staff in sporting roles within the school, and in a
judgment-free environment within which to build their own confidence in physical activity. The playground environment
and any messages it sends to both boys and girls should also be carefully considered.
2)

Further research into the impact of gender on PE, sport and physical activity

There were clear differences in this project in the perceptions of boys and girls about gender and PE, sport and physical
activity. Further research to establish any similar trends regionally or nationally would indicate the prevalence of these
issues and the potential impact. More detailed research into the other issues raised by this project would also be
beneficial. In particular, research into attitudes of both boys and girls to physical activity, gender stereotypes and
their impact on both children and school staff, and the impact of interventions designed to combat gender inequality
generally or in a sporting context would be welcomed by the writers. Further research within a school context on the
impact of role models and the messages they send to children would also be beneficial.
3)

Short term projects working to increase girls’ confidence in PE, sport and physical activity

Until such time as physical activity is normalised for all, regardless of gender (see recommendation 1), there is a place
within schools for short term projects increasing girls’ confidence in PE, sport and physical activity, and sending positive
messages to girls and boys about girls and physical activity. Relatively short-term projects can significantly impact a
girl’s view of her own capabilities and enjoyment of PE, sport and physical activity, with a knock-on effect in terms of
future participation.
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Future plans
Girls and school staff involved in this project have
universally identified as more confident in physical
activity. Impact in other areas of both pupils’ and staff
lives has also been reported. In the light of this, in 201718 Astrea Academy Trust will roll out Y6 girls’ courses
in all its schools as well as Staff courses accessible to all
female staff in the Trust. Support will also be given to
schools to encourage running based projects improving
each school’s physical activity ethos and building on the
positive attitudes and increased confidence in running of
pupils and staff who participated in this project.
The project has, however, uncovered some disconcerting
attitudes to female physical activity from boys. In
particular this was noted in responses to the KS2 survey,
supported anecdotally from staff and girls involved in
focus groups. This project focused specifically on girls’
and female school staff attitudes to sport, and was
successful in increasing confidence for them. However,
without an environment within which this increased
confidence can be lived, it may be that it is at best shortlived.
In order to address this issue, further work is
recommended to create a culture of equality for all
children, within which an increased girls’ confidence
can thrive. Unless such potentially limiting gender
stereotypes are addressed at all levels and by all children
regardless of gender there is potential for a lack of real
change in spite of an increase in perceived confidence for
girls. This was an area outside of the scope of this project
but which Astrea Academy Trust intend to work towards
with a project targeting the culture within Astrea Schools
around girls and sport from 2017-18.
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Y5 Girls on the Run
Sophie Ramshaw
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Case Study

What
The Desk to 5k staff course mixes running with mindset training giving school staff all they need to go from
beginner runner to completing a 5k “Challenge Run”, whilst learning key lessons to apply to work and life.

Personal knowledge and confidence in physical abilities
Relationships
Transferrable mindset skills
Leadership and role modelling

“

“

“

I feel more confident in myself and my abilities.
my children are enjoying a more active mum

“

I have made decisions that will have a
positive impact on my career

‘‘

Don’t Be A Girl About It - Case Studies Appendix

Born to run like a girl
Mindset
Motivation and finding your why
Habits and self-talk
Managing our minds
Bringing it all together

•
•
•
•

I now have a positive
mindset

I feel more confident in my
own opinion and capability

‘‘
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Mindset Themes

Trust wide impact

I didn’t think I’d be able to do it but I did!

‘‘

Astrea’s staff Desk to 5k course was part
of a wider “Don’t Be A Girl About
It” project aimed at empowering
and inspiring female staff and
pupils across 4 primary schools.
With a maximum group size of
15 runners and the sign-up of 30
female staff, a second group had to
be formed to cope with demand.

“

“
‘‘

Who

“

This course has had an impact
on every other aspect of my life

‘‘

The Challenge Run takes place at a local parkrun - a free, weekly, timed 5k run with locations across the UK.
Having been to a parkrun as part of the course the runners feel more confident going to parkrun after the end
of the course, creating a sustainable pathway to continued exercise for those involved.

“
‘‘

The physical sessions are geared towards beginners but are suitable and adaptable for a range of abilities
within a single group. Our ethos means that runners are only in competition with themselves, creating a safe
and supportive environment for all abilities to see and feel their own progress throughout the 6 weeks.

‘‘

The course involves one 90 minute session per week for 6 weeks, with each session split between physical
training and mindset elements. Totally Runable methodology combines these two elements to create a more
powerful and lasting message, body and mind working together to take on the challenge.

I’m loads more confident in my physical ability but
also in reaching other goals. I also lost half a stone whoop!

Don’t Be A Girl About It - Case Studies Appendix
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Spotlights

Jo Leishman

Executive Principal, Highgate Primary Academy
Why were you interested in joining the Desk to 5k staff
course?
I wasn’t! When I heard it was every Friday night I was hoping I could be on my
way to the pub!! But I thought it would be great for my staff to get involved and
wanted to be a role model to encourage others, so I signed up. I was keen
for my staff to get involved as I knew it would be great for them to go
along and work towards achieving something for themselves.

What was your hope for the outcome?
That I would find out how far 5k was! Really just to complete it and run as
much of the final Challenge Run as I could. My goals were running based
initially – I didn’t think about the mindset elements – but as the weeks went
on I realised how important the right mindset was to completing the course
and Challenge Run – without the mindset sessions I don’t think I would have
kept going.

“

“

The further the course went on the more I was
going for myself

Were there any unexpected outcomes?
For me as a runner - the fact that in the end I was doing it for myself. I completed the sessions without dying,
which I didn’t expect, but what I didn’t expect was that the further the course went on the more I was going
for myself. For the school, I loved the way people built relationships with others on the course – from our
school and between schools in the trust. It was an opportunity to do that without it being a “work” context.

What were your biggest “wins” from the course?
For me personally it was turning up to every session – as a Head Teacher there is always lots going on but
I made time to get to the sessions even when I could have found lots of excuses not to. From a school
perspective, I saw a change in mindset of those who came on the course – and better coping skills too. I
saw some really big changes in some staff members from having some thinking time, with the physical and
mindset elements and putting them into practice. It was great to see them grow as the course went on.

Did you notice any changes in your confidence in physical activity?
Yes! I didn’t care about what people thought about me running by myself outside the weekly sessions, which
was great!
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Annette Gregg
Teacher, KS1 Phase Leader, The Hill Primary Academy
Why were you interested in joining the Desk to 5k staff course?
Initially I suggested to one of our Newly Qualified Teachers that she should go.
I thought it might get her away from work for a break and be good for her
but she said that she would go if I went - so I said I would! In the back of
my mind I thought it might be good for me too - I’m 42, unfit, go to work
and look after my kids, I should do something for myself. Being asked to
do it for someone else was almost an excuse to do it for myself.

What was your hope for the outcome?
I didn’t have one - I didn’t think I would stick to it!

Were there any unexpected outcomes?
All of them! I didn’t expect to get any of those benefits from it because
I didn’t think I’d stay the course.

What were your biggest “wins” from the course?
Doing it! Completing the 5k Challenge Run and coming to the sessions every week. Even when I had a slight
ache in my knee I came and did what I could, which I was really proud of. I started to see the benefits straight
away with my mindset. Physically I saw benefits too - I lost weight, started eating at lunch time which I never
had before so was eating more sensibly, and started eating better things. I was also drinking less alcohol so
I was feeling better from that too.

Did you notice any changes in your confidence in physical activity?
I hadn’t done any physical activity for a while so for me it wasn’t about confidence it was about getting me
doing some exercise at all. Setting a good example to my children felt good - I could be a healthy role model.
It’s hard to tell others to be healthy if i’m not doing it.

Did you notice any changes in your confidence in other areas of your life?
I use the things we learned in the mindset elements of the Desk to 5k in my teaching. It’s a great personal
lesson to the children I teach for me to tell them I used to say I couldn’t run but now I know I can. The topic
I identified most with during the course was about habits (Charles Duhigg’s The Power of Habit). I also loved
the weekly nutrition focus. It’s hard to make time for yourself - life is so busy - so it was great to have the
course to go to and be accountable for being there. It was great to build relationships too - the school is quite
big so it’s hard to get to know everyone well but through the course we built relationships with people from
school that we didn’t know very well.
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Alison Kerry AND Andrea kent
Newly-appointed Teaching Assistant,
Carrfield Primary Academy

Why were you interested in joining the Desk to 5k staff course?
Alison said: I had run before but I wanted to get back into it and thought that joining a course would be a
great way to do that, and avoid having to go running in the Winter, which I wasn’t sure I’d do! I’ve always been
conscious of keeping fit but when a friend died I realised I needed to prioritise my own health more to make
sure I can be a healthy older person. I have one grandson and another on the way and want to be involved
with them - I don’t want to just sit on the side-line and watch!
Andrea said: I’d always wanted to run - but I never thought of myself as a “runner”. Someone else at school
mentioned that they were going and I thought I might be able to do it with a course like this, so I did!

“

“

We’re still running together twice a week!

What was your hope for the outcome?
Alison said: To finish the course and keep on with running
afterwards - which I have!
Andrea said: I’d never done any running before and hadn’t
done any exercise since I went to the gym 18 or 19 years
ago so my aim was to be fitter by the end of the course and
to be able to run without getting so out of breath.

Were there any unexpected outcomes?
Alison said: The friendship I developed with Andrea
through the course was totally unexpected. Although we
worked together we didn’t know each other at all before
Desk to 5k and now, even 6 months later, we’re still running
together twice a week. We text and meet up in the school holidays
too.
Andrea said: That I could run! And run far!

What were your biggest “wins” from the course?
Alison said: Finishing the 5k Challenge Run was great as it was
the furthest I have ever run. I’m still running now which

is great too. But my biggest “win” has been the relationships I built during the course that have lasted - in
particular with my work colleague and now good friend Andrea. It’s been great seeing her become more
confident in herself too.
Andrea said: Just being able to run and not feeling stupid running. I learned so much about my posture,
knowing to take it steady, and my technique, as well as just knowing that pretty much anyone can run even
if you’ve never run before.

Did you notice any changes in your confidence in physical activity?
Alison said: I could see through the course that I was getting fitter, which boosted
my confidence. I could see that I was running further without stopping, and being
able to sprint finish my training runs further each time. We’ve extended the routes
we’re running since the course from running together on the playground after
school to running in the “real world” along the river or the reserve near school.
We’re still adding bits on and getting even more confident with our running.
Andrea said: I am so much more confident about my physical ability now. I’m still
running 6 months later without feeling out of breath - I’ve been running on my
own and even kept it up in the holidays!

“

I am so
much more
confident
about my
physical
ability now

‘‘

Higher Level Teaching Assistant,
Carrfield Primary Academy

Did you notice any changes in your confidence in other areas of your life?
Alison said: The other area is in my PE teaching - I want the kids to enjoy PE lessons and I want to include
everyone. That is the same as in the Desk to 5k course so I’ve been able to use some of the tools used in
the course to make sure everyone is included. In particular I’ve seen a difference with the girls - one girl in
particular has wanted to join in with team sports but has been scared of the ball and thought she was no
good because others were maybe more confident than she has been. My goal has been to concentrate on
her and others like her to make sure they have the confidence to give things a go, which is working. The tools
I learned in the mindset parts of the sessions have helped me a lot with this.
Andrea said: The topic that has stuck with me the most from the mindset parts of the Desk to 5k sessions
was the one about having a “Growth Mindset” (Dr Carol Dweck’s Mindset: How to Fulfil your Potential)
and in particular the idea that it isn’t that “I can’t do it” but “I can’t do it yet”. I use that with myself and
with the children at school and it’s great. I can give them a personal example too because I went from
thinking I couldn’t run to knowing that I can. I always feel better after I’ve run - I feel like I’ve done something
worthwhile rather than sitting thinking about it. I still go out running with the people I got to know on the
Desk to 5k course which helps to motivate me too.
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Case Study

What

The Girls on the Run pupil course uses running
as the tool to empower and inspire Y5 and Y6
girls to be the best versions of themselves.
The course involves a half term structure of one
90 minute session per week for 6 weeks, with
each session split between physical training and
mindset elements.

Astrea Girls on the Run courses were run across
the same term at 4 primary schools within
Astrea Academy Trust, with class groups of
15-20 Year 5 or 6 girls and a school staff member
in each group.

“

I wanted the girls to improve their fitness and attitudes towards PE, which had
been fairly negative. They would often say they had “forgotten” their PE kit
or water bottles but since the course ended we haven’t had anyone say that.
They are just as excited about PE as the boys

Mindset Themes
Born to run
Growth Mindset
Who we are and our strengths
Teamwork and empathy
Being Brave
Bringing it all together
46

Don’t Be A Girl About It - Case Studies Appendix

‘‘

Who

Impact
100% of girls rated the courses “good” or “awesome”
•
•
•
•
•

increased pupil confidence in PE and sport
increased pupil confidence in the classroom
improved pupil relationships
improved teacher-pupil relationship
improved teacher confidence in teaching PE
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What was your hope for the outcome?

sophie ramshaw

I wanted the girls to improve their fitness and attitudes towards PE, which had been fairly negative. They
would often say they had “forgotten” their PE kit or water bottles but since the course ended we haven’t
had anyone say that. They are just as excited about PE as the boys are. I also hoped that the girls might
benefit from some time with each other, without the boys – to have some female bonding, build stronger
relationships with one another and enjoy doing something together.

Y5 Class Teacher,
Carrfield Primary Academy

My hope for the outcome for myself was to improve my confidence in teaching PE and in taking part in more
“sporty” things.

Why were you interested in your class
joining this course?

What were your biggest “wins” from the course?
The girls’ relationship development has been great to see. Before the course there were small “clique”
groups but these haven’t been brought into the sessions and seem to have all but disappeared by the
end of the course. Even in the classroom now they are happy to work with different people. I noticed
that from the “teamwork” session, which was week 4, in particular. The other big “wins” have been the
girls’ enthusiasm for attending, which has filtered into their PE lessons, and seeing me as a role model.

I wanted to help them see a more positive side
to exercise – to show them the benefits and get
them to encourage each other. I didn’t have a
very positive experience of school PE and
sport – if you weren’t in the “sporty”
group it wasn’t much fun so I stopped
taking part. As an adult I regretted
that, when I realised that whoever
you are you can be into sport and get
some really positive feelings out of
being physically active. I wanted to give
the girls in my class a better experience
than I had, so that they’d know from
an early age that being physically
active was for everyone. I also felt
that, although the girls in my class
weren’t shy, there was a difference
between the boys and the girls. The boys
very definitely felt that they were better at
sport than the girls.

Were there any unexpected outcomes?
The only outcome I thought we would realistically get from the course was the fitness element – the rest
I hoped for but the way it came together was brilliant. It was great for me to get to know the trainers and learn
from them – channelling their positive energy into the girls. Another completely unexpected outcome was the
relationships I developed with the girls. Although I felt I knew them fairly well I saw a different side to them, and
they saw a different side to me, from getting out of the classroom into a new environment, which has given a different
depth to the Teacher-Pupil relationship. This has meant I’ve been able to relate to some of the girls in very different and
positive ways about other issues since the course ended.

“

‘‘

The impact of the girls being able to take
part in this course has been as good for the
boys as it has been for the girls – because they
have seen that girls can be sporty too, which is a
great message for them. The boys have talked and asked
about it and have been really supportive of the girls which
has been great.

On the first day of the course I was quite nervous about joining in – I thought the trainers would
be “sporty types” which linked with my own experience of feeling left out in sport at school. It
was the total opposite – the whole course was about including everyone and building everyone’s
confidence – including mine!

The whole course was about including everyone and building
everyone’s confidence - including mine!

Why were you interested in attending the course with your class?

Did you notice any changes in the girls’ confidence in their physical ability?

I hoped it would improve my knowledge and help me deliver better PE lessons. My teaching degree was fairly
good in terms of the PE it included compared to some others, although we still only had 1 session of PE a
week for 1 term of a 3 year course, so I was keen to learn more. I also wanted to be a role model to the girls
in my class – they might not always see female teachers doing sport so it was important to me to be a female
they saw as physically active, getting involved and enjoying sport.

Yes – definitely! In their willingness to do anything physical, which has been brilliant. Along with increased
confidence they’ve changed their vocabulary around physical activity as well – they’ll use the words they’ve
learned and are more confident with things like stretching and how their bodies work. They’re also more
aware of it being their own decision to keep going when things like exercise – although other things too seem hard, and they decide to keep going – taking responsibility for themselves more.

Spotlights
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Spotlights

have changed their
“ They
vocabulary around physical

‘‘

activity

Did you notice any changes in the girls’
confidence in other areas?
The girls have come out shining in confidence in other ways
too. In the classroom I’ve seen a willingness to put their
hands up more and answer questions. Their improved
relationship with me has meant that they’ve been
more willing to come to me with issues they are
facing, so I’ve been able to be more of a support for
them, which has been nice for me too.

‘‘

All of the girls seem more confident about their own
physical ability and there have been lots of changes
in terms of their confidence generally, but there are a
couple of specific cases where I’ve seen big changes in
attitudes – one with a huge boost in confidence from a girl who
would not previously have thought herself capable of being
physically active – at the start of the course she struggled to
engage and see herself as “sporty” but by the final Challenge
Run she was engaging and really enjoying herself. The other was
from a girl who has perhaps seen herself as different or not quite
fitting in, but who now seems to have much more confidence in who
she is, having had time to think about the mindset parts of the course as
well as the physical. As a teacher, this kind of change is really great to see
and be a part of.

kind of change is really great
“ This
to see and be a part of

Did you notice any changes in your own confidence in physical
activity or other areas?

What would you say to other teachers thinking about getting involved in a
“Girls on the Run” course with their class?

I’ve noticed that I’m more willing to join in with more “sporty” things since the course, knowing what I
now know. I’ve also been more confident about my PE lessons, which I think has an effect on how the class
experience it. In the gym, with my own physical fitness, I’ve been running a lot more and trying to beat my
own best times. I’ve also found that I’ve been prioritising it a bit more, which has had benefits in the rest of
my life too. The course has been a breath of fresh air for my own fitness focus, which has been great.

I’ve really enjoyed the whole thing. I feel as though I have had the opportunity to get to know the girls, and
for them to get to know me, in a way I didn’t know them before. The children have seen me in a different
role, taking a step back from being in charge, and can relate to me better as a result. I’ve been able to be
a role model for them out of the classroom, and to bring back what we’ve all learned into the classroom,
so it’s been a real journey for all of us. I would absolutely recommend any teacher thinking about getting
involved to make time for it – it is so worth it. This course should be in all schools!
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