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How often are children reminded of their 
gender? On first glance this may appear 
an odd question, but phrases like “Good 
morning boys and girls”, “Be quiet, boys” 

or “Come along, girls” are still commonplace in 
most primary school classrooms, assemblies and 
corridors. If you counted how many times in a 
school day you hear someone use the words ‘boy’ 
or ‘girl’ you might be surprised by the findings. 
Pupils are identified by their gender far more than 
we may realise, but how does that affect their view 
of themselves? And how does it impact on physical 
education (PE), sport and physical activity in school?

Totally Runable Limited is a social enterprise company 
based in Yorkshire. We support over 200 schools and 
organisations across the country to measure and help 
to close the Gender Sport Gap through a free Girls 
and Sport Pledge. Totally Runable research shows 
that there is a worrying divide between how boys and 
girls perform in primary school fitness and confidence 
benchmarking, from as young as Year 1. More 
worryingly, despite a huge difference in the messages 
sent to girls and boys generally about gender and 
sport, many schools do not include any reference 
to gender in their development planning or Primary 
PE and Sport Premium planning and reporting. The 
Gender Sport Gap in primary schools refers to any 
measurable difference between boys and girls in 
confidence, participation and performance in PE, 
sport or physical activity. Is there a Gender Sport Gap 
in your school?

We run workshops, courses and campaigns to 
support schools to close the Gender Sport Gap. In 
our workshops we talk to girls about the messages 
they receive from home, school and the media 
about gender and sport. Our research shows that 
we are 33 times more likely to see a photograph in 
a newspaper of a man playing sport than a woman. 
Government Equalities Office research found that 
girls begin to doubt their sporting ability at age 7. 
When we ask Year 5 and 6 girls how they feel about 
these and other research findings, they tell us they 
are upset, hurt and frustrated. They are, however, 
also empowered by seeing those messages for what 
they are and by disagreeing with them on a personal 
level. We ask, “What happens when we are unhappy 
about something but do nothing to fix it?” The 
answer is that it doesn’t get any better and may even 

get worse. By the end of the workshop, we have 
empowered and inspired the group to change the 
messages that they, and other girls (and boys), are 
sent about gender and sport. 

In another of our workshops, teams compete to 
name as many sportspeople as they can. With a 
point per sportsperson, it is not unusual for there to 
be no women named, and up to 190 points shared 
out between the teams for the men they see as 
their sporting role models. Throughout the session 
the pupils learn about an imaginary world where 
people are treated differently based on their hair 
colour. They live, work and play together, but the 
world doesn’t treat green-haired and purple-haired 
people the same when it comes to sport. Seventy 
per cent of coaches have purple hair, only 2.9 per 
cent of photographs of sport in the media are of 
green-haired people, and some people think green-
haired people play some sports and purple-haired 
people play others. Like the girls, the boys in our 
sessions are outraged at the unfairness of a world 
where half of their class is encouraged, perhaps by 
parents, perhaps at school or perhaps in the media, 
to play some sports but not others, based on a 
characteristic as irrelevant to their inherent sporting 
ability as their hair colour. When they learn that the 
statistics and world they have learned about are 
real but replaces green-haired people with girls and 
purple-haired with boys, they are no less outraged. 
It doesn’t make sense, and yet that is the world 
that we, and our pupils, are living in, whilst being 
reminded regularly of their gender – the implication 
being that it matters. 

Previous Totally Runable research1, conducted in 
collaboration with educational research organisation 
the Laurel Trust and Yorkshire-based multi-academy 
trust Astrea Academy Trust, supported Government 
Equalities Office research findings that girls are less 
confident about sport than boys. In the targeted 
schools, Year 3 girls were 22 per cent less likely 
to call themselves ‘very sporty’ than boys. Across 
all of Key Stage 2, although 81 to 91 per cent of 
each year group identified as ‘very sporty’ or ‘quite 
sporty’, when results were split by gender, boys 
were significantly more likely to call themselves ‘very 
sporty’ and girls ‘quite sporty’. 
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1 htttp://totallyrunable.com/public/images/images/1518785363.5549.pdf
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Research also tells us that girls are underperforming in fitness 
benchmarking exercises. Our statistics from the 2019 autumn 
term, encompassing 4,806 Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 
children across 26 Yorkshire schools, revealed a worrying 
183m gap between the average distance girls completed in 15 
minutes and the average distance completed by boys at Key 
Stage 2. Even at Key Stage 1, on average, boys completed 14 
per cent more in terms of distance in the same time period. 

There is no evidence to suggest that girls should perform 
worse than boys at primary school age in a test of this nature. 
Differences in strength and size are often linked to puberty, and, 
even then, it is difficult to discount any socialised gender impact 
on performance, particularly given our findings. At primary 
school, Year 6 girls will have often experienced a growth spurt 
that boys won’t have until Years 7 or 8, so we might expect to 
see Year 6 girls on average outperforming Year 6 boys, but we 
don’t. The work we do in primary schools suggests that this is 
entirely socialised. 

The great news is that confidence levels and performance in 
benchmarking can be improved by sending simple positive 
messages about PE, sport and physical activity and gender. 
One such school is Darton Primary School in Barnsley. 
Jo Lancett, Headteacher, spoke to the Yorkshire Sport 
Foundation Podcast2 earlier this year about the results they 
have experienced in working with Totally Runable over the last 
four academic years. She linked the mindset work with pupils, 
staff and parents with a change in the school’s culture, with 
particular impact on girls. 

“The mindset [work] has been absolutely fantastic, and the 
improvements in the girls to just have a go at things… The 
academic improvements have gone alongside the time 
period that we have worked with Totally Runable and I don’t 
think that that is just by chance. I’m really excited about 
how post-Covid we can continue to work alongside Totally 
Runable and continue to do this.”

The starting point for schools looking at the Gender Sport Gap 
or considering whether they need to do more for girls (or boys) 
in sport, is Totally Runable’s Girls and Sport Pledge. This is a 
free pledge for schools who are (or want to be) doing more for 
girls in sport. By signing up, your school will receive a pack, 
including certificate, sticker, poster and resources to help you 
to think about the Gender Sport Gap at your school and start 
working to close it. Schools also receive a set of Totally Runable 
and See Sporty Be Sporty CIC (community interest company) 
Role Models posters – seven posters of real girls aged 11-16 
years doing the sports they love – as well as lesson ideas and 
a virtual assembly to impact on as many pupils as possible. 
These posters and resources have already been sent out to 
over 2,000 primary schools, potentially impacting on over 
400,000 pupils. 

At Totally Runable we talk a lot about equity, not equality. 
We’d love the world to treat boys and girls the same in 
sport, but it simply doesn’t. Until the wider messages sent to 
girls (and boys) around gender and stereotypes change, to 
normalise physical activity for everyone regardless of gender, 
we all have a responsibility to reflect on the messages we are 
sending to girls (and boys) and make sure that they are the 
right ones. 

If you have a story about the Gender Sport Gap at your school, 
if you think we might be able to help, or if you’d like to share 
any great work you are doing in this field, we would love to  
hear from you. Get in touch at nat@totallyrunable.com or 
www.totallyrunable.com or @TotallyRunable on Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn. n  
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