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This article is based on the award-winning research poster that Sam presented at the 
Association for Physical Education (afPE) national conference in July 2016. 

THE ALPHA VERSUS THE 
APATHETIC
The drive towards competitive physical 
education (PE) is polarising children. In our 
experience, PE students are being pushed 
towards two magnetic poles: the alpha 
and the apathetic. It is becoming easier to 
categorise children by their approach to PE 
and, actually, our exasperation with the boys’ 
classes that we teach is down to the alpha 
males. The sense of entitlement that the 
male students possess within the school’s 
sports sphere does not only negatively 
impact on other male students, but has also 
led to derogatory comments being made 
about girls’ sport. This has been particularly 
alarming given the success of girls’ sports 
teams across the school.

Meanwhile, the momentum of the This Girl 
Can campaign shows no signs of abating. 
Across the gender divide, women’s 
participation in sport and physical activity has 
risen by 1.6 million (www.thisgirlcan.co.uk, 
2016). The derogatory behaviour of so-
called ‘alpha males’ reinforces the Sport 
England finding that ‘fear of judgement’ is 
the main inhibitor to female participation. 
Perhaps we are presumptuous to assume 
that ‘fear of judgement’ should be 
interpreted as ‘fear of male judgement’, 
but we are only able to reflect on our 
observations.

In our small area of expertise with girls’ 
rugby, we have created a technically 
excellent, immensely fearsome rugby team 
which represented Brent at the London 
Youth Games this year. However, what’s 
most pleasing about the team is the way it 
constantly expands: more and more young 
females see the rugby team as a place for 
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players of all abilities and are intrigued to 
give it a go. This stems from an atmosphere 
that is free from judgement, where 
reciprocity is king (or queen). Needless 
to say, the boys can’t touch them when it 
comes to success. Yet over-masculinising 
has created a negative attitude, with 
derogatory and belittling comments being 
made where admiration and respect should 
be. Fortunately, the girls in the rugby team 
have a lot more fortitude than the boys, 
but they shouldn’t be relying on their own 
(admirably) thick skins.

“ The problem with gender is that 
it prescribes how we should be 

rather than recognising how we feel.
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

As Chimamanda Adichie so eloquently 
explains, for too long gender has prescribed 
how children feel they should act. Yes, 
educating the boys to understand that their 
chauvinism spills into sexist and hurtful 
behaviour is an important step, but this is 
also a cultural issue.

WOMEN IN SPORT
Rather than challenge the boys’ attitudes 
head-on, we decided to focus on investing 
more energy in the female students; clearly 
more engaged and willing to learn, we 
wanted to channel that enthusiasm and join 
in the successes of #ThisGirlCan. 

While the core of the girls’ rugby team 
certainly needed no training in self-
confidence, and their intrinsic belief in 
their sporting ability shines like a beacon 
to their team mates, we didn’t want the 
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players on the fringes to fall away from 
physical activity. Firstly, we introduced a 
programme based solely on encouraging 
female participation, celebrating girls’ 
sport and inspiring further participation 
in school teams. The Women in Sport day 
was born, on International Women’s Day 
2016, with over 150 girls from across Brent 
in attendance. The day featured a sporting 
carousel with basketball, football, athletics, 
golf and boxing all being trialled by the 
girls. This was followed by inspirational 
speakers: Jason Roberts (ex-Premier League 
footballer), Serge Betsen (two-times Rugby 
World Cup semi-finalist) and Eni Aluko 
(Chelsea and England footballer) from the 
world of sport, and Jo Tongue (football and 
media agent) and Shelley Alexander (BBC 
Women’s Sport Editor) giving an alternative 
view as women within the sports industry. 

The girls were genuinely hooked by this 
show of feminist unity: that girls are just as 
entitled to enjoy sports as boys and that 
there is no such thing as a male or female 
sport. These messages really resonated, 
particularly from Serge, who started playing 
rugby in a mixed-gender team, and Eni, 
who was about to fly out for an England 

international the next day. Superficially, the 
event was a fantastic success: the school’s 
logo was front and centre, there was 
coverage in the local press, the Mayoress 
of Brent was in attendance, and everyone 
(teachers included) secured a photograph 
with the celebrities. 

And yet, to another extent, the event was 
an abject failure. Not a single participant 
from our school joined an external sports 
club. Participation in school sport did not 
increase. We had one girl in Year 10 asking 
to re-join the basketball team, having 
dropped out in the previous year. That 
was the extent of success. So, while the 
girls had a great day off timetable, and the 
school received great press coverage, the 
aim of the Women in Sport day was not 
achieved. It was time for a rethink.

Inviting the students to be vocal with their 
feedback, to be reflective, and to help 
design future events, respondents to the 
exit survey (n=50) showed that 36 per 
cent of the girls wished to try boxing in the 
future, 14 per cent golf, 12 per cent athletics 
and 8 per cent volleyball, and these answers 
were given as an open response. Forty-one 

per cent of the attendees completed this 
questionnaire, providing a fair base from 
which to plan. Interestingly, boxing, golf and 
athletics were the most popular choices, 
and none are competitive in the traditional 
team sport essence, nor traditionally 
feminine sports. Volleyball was an unknown 
quantity (and certainly unexpected) but 
was the fourth most requested sport in the 
questionnaire. Clearly, the girls had already 
ripped up the script detailing which sports 
they ‘can’ and ‘can’t’ do.

Organising the second Women in Sport 
event, we had a much clearer purpose: 
to encourage the participants to take 
part in more sport outside of school. To 
achieve this, local clubs were invited in to 
run the sports carousel. Reflecting on the 
exit survey from the previous event, Track 
Academy (athletics), The Golf Trust and 
Willesden Volleyball Club (as well as Kinja 
FC) ensured the girls had access to coaches 
from local clubs. 

This time, students were invited to sign up 
to attend. For a week, the foyer outside the 
PE office was flooded with girls of all ages 
seeking to sign up for Women in Sport. The 
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disappointment of the Year 10 students was 
tangible when it was announced that their 
year group would be completing an exam 
that afternoon. The schools’ community 
spirit was heart-warming, as the rugby 
girls mentored 15 students from Year 5 
throughout the afternoon, and the Year 11 
girls gave up their summer holiday to help 
as chaperones.

The enthusiastic presence of the volunteers 
from these sports clubs, alongside their 
flyers for free sessions and adverts 
for summer activities, really helped to 
bring the stakeholders together. While 
everyone was in agreement that the guest 
speakers were hugely inspirational, the 
survey showed that the girls wanted 
more participation time. Again, we were  
delighted to implement the feedback. The 
girls flocked to the various coaches after 
they had been formally dismissed to find 
out more information about summer camps 
and coaching sessions. Hopefully on their 
return from the summer holiday, there will 
be some good news stories with the girls 
participating in sports with these local clubs.

WOMEN IN RUGBY
You may have noticed that neither of the 
Women in Sport days featured rugby, 
despite girls’ rugby being our first step 
on this journey. In the time between the 
two events, we hosted the highlight of 
the academic year on a beautiful Friday 
afternoon: a Women in Rugby day. Having 
driven countless hours across west and 
north London to arrange fixtures for 
the girls, a Brent-wide intervention was 
required. Inviting (pestering) colleagues 
from across the borough to bring seven or 
more girls to our 3G pitch for a touch-rugby 
tournament saw the rugby torch lit. We had 
120 participants attend the first organised 
female rugby event in Brent’s history. 
What’s more, not only had the Year 8 girls 
been inspirational in drawing their peers to 
the rugby team, but our Year 10 students 
were so impressed by their prowess that 
they insisted on entering not one but two 
sides, with a total of 18 girls participating. 
Many of these girls had never represented 
the school before in any sport!

Teaming up with Kilburn Cosmos Ladies 
RFC, we hosted a fantastic afternoon of 
touch-rugby, with tremendous enthusiasm, 
eagerness to learn and no little skill all 
on display. Again, the key message was 
participation. And the following day, 12 of 
the participants attended a special girls-
only training session with Kilburn Cosmos, 
on the first Saturday morning of half-term, 
no less. Subsequently, off the back of the 
girls’ rugby success, we have secured the 
RFU’s All Schools programme for the coming 
season. 

LESSONS LEARNED
Rather than revel in the successes achieved 
through the Women in Sport events, we 
feel it’s important to share the key message 
that we have found through this focus on 
girls’ sport. “What if we focus on interest 
instead of gender?” is the question posed 
by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.

We were privileged to share a small-
scale research project at the afPE annual 
conference. The discussions around the 
study on girls’ rugby were illuminating: as 
PE teachers we may be the least qualified 
to understand the students’ perspectives 
towards PE. We all loved PE. We never fail to  
bring up this line in any discussion, because 
we passionately believe it to be the case. 
However, as PE teachers, we do not need 
to recreate the sports environment that 
most stimulates us. Only through constant 
discussion, reflection and action with the 
students can we design a PE curriculum 
suitable for each of our settings. The needs 
of the students must be forefront in our 
planning. We have made our physical activity 
choices. How can we ensure the students 
will be ready to make their own when they 
leave secondary school? This, after all, is the 
fundamental purpose of PE. 

Let us celebrate the successes of This 
Girl Can, while simultaneously pondering 
the question of how to avoid needing 
such a campaign in the future. Let’s get it 
right while the students are in our care, 
and the students will continue to be 
physically active in later life.

Accusations of sexism from the boys – 
including calls for “equal rights” – miss 
the point, despite the overtly feminist 
message of Women in Sport. They do 
highlight that the boys have taken notice 
of the importance the girls themselves 
place on school sports. Responding to 
interest rather than gender is a message 
that is just as applicable in boys’ PE as 
in girls’. We have nothing to fear from 
discourse with the students and, as 
these examples demonstrate, students 
will flock in numbers to any activity over 
which they are given ownership and a 
voice. n

Sam Edmondson is Teacher of Boys’ PE at 
Ark Academy in Brent.


