Girls also want to play: joint participation
of boys and girls in non-organized physical
activities in the school context
Pedro Gil-Madrona*
Javier Cachón-Zagalaz**
Arturo Diaz-Suarez***
Pedro Valdivia-Moral****
Maria Luisa Zagalaz-Sánchez*****
Abstract: We present an empirical descriptive study with 250
participants from the 6th year of Elementary Education – 130
girls and 120 boys from four Spanish schools with different
characteristics. We applied a 10-item questionnaire to
understand the barriers faced by girls for performing physical
activity (PA) and sports in their leisure time at school. The
results indicate gender differences when it comes to playing
games and sports, although a behavioral change is under way
that causes boys and girls to group more often to perform PA
and sports.
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1 Introduction
The topic of this work is no trivial issue, even though we live
in the twenty-first century; on the contrary, gender discrimination
still occurs in schools inside and outside regular classes, so we
have conducted a brief and important study on how PE 6th-graders
develop at school during physical activities (PA) and sports.
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The idea emerged based on the INCLUD-ED project,
which analyzes educational strategies contributing to overcome
inequalities and promote social cohesion. It pays particular
attention to vulnerable and disadvantaged groups, including
women, in order to design new policies to attain the goals of the
2020 European Strategy.
Before turning 11 or 12, schoolchildren like to take part in
PE classes and related activities such as sports and games (GILMADRONA; CONTRERAS-JORDÁN, 2003). However, PA
decreases as they age, especially in the case of girls (BIDDLE;
GORELY; STENSEL, 2004).
In the past three decades, the time girls spend
doing PA has decreased (DWYER et al., 2006), but
boys have repeatedly shown higher participation rates
(EISNMANN; KATZMARYSK; TREMBLAY, 2004, JANSSEN,
2004). One explanation for low participation and sport dropout
rates comes from gender role socialization, since social and cultural
pressures keep inculcating activities that are “more appropriate to
their sexes” in young people (HAMZEH, 2007).
The problem of women’s participation in the PA has historically
been approached from different perspectives. About that, Scraton
and Flintoff (2001) argue that PE contributes to gender relations
and promotes women’s empowerment. Valdivia-Moral, LópezLópez, Lara-Sánchez and Zagalaz-Sánchez (2012) add that coteaching in PE during formative stages in the school context helps
to achieve normalized relations between boys and girls.
Ideas about health and athletic performance prevail in today’s
PE, so male dominance is often evident due to physiological
reasons (VALDIVIA-MORAL et al., 2012). This contrasts with
the assertion that women’s inferiority in terms of sports skills is
associated with a model in which learning does not contribute to
improvement (WOODHILL; SAMMUELS, 2004), where girls
were afraid of PE because of the difficulty of tasks and excessive
pressure.
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There are studies about children’s participation in organized
activities (football, hockey...), but they do not include informal
actions like playing at recess, on the streets or in parks before or
after school, which are an important part of PA (RIDDOCH et al.
2004). Regarding females, according to Instituto de la Mujer ([IM],
2005), their favorite activities are swimming, aerobics and fitness
training. However, we must be aware that there are no studies in our
country addressing non-organized activities, hence the importance
of this study.
Non-organized activities may better reflect PA habits at school
because they depend on their own motivation. In these cases, boys
and girls are more likely to chose them, which might result in
higher participation. Hence non-organized activity is not the focus
of this investigation, because in order to change mandatory PA,
the opinion of experts and students must be taken into account
to respond to their concerns (CERVELLÓ; JIMENEZ; DELVILLAR; RAMOS; SANTOS-ROSA, 2004; HAMZEH, 2007).
They point out that a motivational climate predicts perception of
equal treatment in school PE.
With regard to teachers, Zagalaz et al. (2008) link theory
with educational practice of future teachers to find out elementary
school students’ appreciation for school PE. They conclude that
those students valued PE more positively than other subjects of
the official curriculum at that stage, because of their motivation,
interest and enjoyment of content, especially games and sports.
These aspects influence relationships among students, as indicated
by Jiménez et al. (2010).
To find out about girls’ need for PA, we observe how they
are interested in participation (AZZARITO; SOLMON, 2006) by
trying to get them to be part of the process to design any form of
intervention (WILSON et al, 2005). Hence, as noted by Oliver,
Hamzeh and McCaughtry (2009), research should analyze “what
is” and “how it should be” in order to get to “what it could be”, as
well as obtain willingness to reach a progressive change in school
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PE practices and therefore to extrapolate it to schoolchildren’s
after-school time and habits.

2 Goal
To analyze the influence of barriers resulting from gender
discrimination in PA practice and sports for elementary school’s
6th-year female students in school leisure periods.

3 Material And Method
Participants were 250 elementary school’s 6th-year students
from four schools in four locations in the province of Albacete
(Castilla-La Mancha), including 130 girls and 120 boys.
School A: 82 subjects (42 girls and 40 boys). The rate of
immigration or children at risk of exclusion is null. School B: 50
students (27 girls and 23 boys). Children from working families
from the service sector. Immigrant population 9%. School C: 68
students (35 girls and 33 boys). Middle class families. Ten percent
belong to ethnic minorities and 15% are foreigners (Romanians,
Colombians, Ukrainians, Moldavians, Russians, Bolivians,
Ecuadorians and Peruvians). School D: 50 subjects (26 girls and 24
boys) with distinct backgrounds – Ethnic gipsy, South American
and North African.
The data collection instrument was a questionnaire consisting
of 10 items, 3 of them of Likert type (N: Never, R: Rarely, S:
Sometimes, O: Often, A: Always) and 7 of dichotomous character
(Yes/No). Item enunciates were carefully written to adjust to the
understanding of participants considering that they are addressed
to both sexes. To do that, we carried out the process followed by
Valdivia-Moral, Molero, Campoy y Zagalaz-Sánchez (in press)1 to
VALDIVIA-MORAL, P.; MOLERO, D.; CAMPOY, T. J. Y ZAGALAZ, M. L. Pensamiento coeducativo
del profesorado de EF: Propiedades psicométricas de una escala. Revista Internacional de Medicina y
Ciencias de la Actividad Física y del Deporte, in press.

1
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obtain the necessary reliability and validity considering gender in
PE. In addition, in order to write those questions, we considered
tools developed by Castillo, Martínez-Lopez and Zagalaz (2010),
Cervello et al. (2004) and Valdivia-Moral et al (in press).
For validation, the questionnaire was sent to expert judges
– all researchers in the field of didactics and of PA and sports,
enabling content validation as indicated by Ortega, Calderón, Palao
and Puigcerver (2008). In addition, a pilot test was conducted to
analyze the validity of teacher understanding (ORTEGA et al.,
2008; VALDIVIA-MORAL et al., in press). As justified by these
authors, in the process of selection of expert judges, we chose those
who have extensive experience both in design and validation of
questionnaires and in research on physical activity and gender.
The procedure starts with parent or legal guardian approval
and school permission. The questionnaire was completed during
PE class for approximately 15 minutes, in the presence of a
researcher who informed participants of voluntary participation
and anonymity, and answered the schoolchildren’s questions.
The analysis of the results was performed using Excel and
SPSS (version 19) software. Frequency analysis consisted in
the description of schools and qualitative comparison of scores
expressed as percentages of answers according to the gender
variable.
In order to carry out this study, we had to follow the guidelines
of the ethics committees of the Universities of Castilla la Mancha,
Jaén, Murcia and Cádiz. However, since we did not deal with
biological parameters, the study did not have to be registered in
those committees.

4 Results
The first issue is generally collected in Table 1.
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Table 1 - Do you boys and girls usually play together
during recess and in free time?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

N: 0

N: 0

N: 3%

N: 3.5%

N: 8%

N: 0

N: 4%

N: 7%

R: 0

R: 0

R: 0

R:12.5%

R: 18.5%

R: 16.5%

R: 8%

R: 0%

A: 32%

A: 45%

A: 46%

A: 28%

A: 39%

A: 37.5%

A: 48%

A: 55%

O: 45%

O: 22%

O: 11%

O: 9%

O: 18.5%

O: 25%

O: 24%

O: 21%

A: 16%

A: 21%

A: 16%

A: 17%

A: 23% A: 22% A: 40% A: 47%
Source: Prepared by the authors

Item 1 shows that 45% of girls at School A said that boys
and girls “often” play together during recess and in their free time.
Boys’ clear choice was “sometimes” (45%). Likewise, at School
C, 46% of girls said they “sometimes” play with boys at recess and
40% said “always”. Boys chose “always” (47%) and “sometimes”
(28%). At School D, 48% of girls reported that boys and girls
“sometimes” played together during recess and free time; 55% of
boys said they “sometimes” played together.
Overall, 44.5% of girls and 41.37% of boys said they
“Sometimes” played together. Item 2 results are shown in Table 2.
Table 2 - Do you boys and girls usually play the same games
during recess or in your free time?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 73%

Yes: 83%

Yes: 37%

Yes: 47%

Yes: 23%

Yes: 54%

Yes: 76%

Yes: 45%

No: 27%

No: 17%

No: 63%

No: 53%

No: 77%

No: 46%

No: 34%

No: 55%

Source: Prepared by the authors

Note that at School A, 73% of girls and 83% of boys said that
“Yes” – they usually played the same games. At School B, 77%
of girls did not usually play the same games. At School C, 63% of
girls said “No” – they did not usually play the same games as boys.
In School D, 76% of girls reported that “Yes” – they often played
the same type of games as boys, of whom 55% said “No”, and the
remaining 45% thought their games were similar.
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Globally, this question was answered affirmatively by 69.75%
of female students and by 58.75% of male students.
Question 3 aimed at knowing whether male and female
students believe there are games for boys only (Table 3).
Table 3 - Do you think that some games are for boys only?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Yes: 86%

Yes: 89%

Yes: 40%

Yes: 25%

Yes: 4%

Yes: 17%

Yes: 57%

Yes: 69%

No: 14%

No: 11%

No: 60%

No: 75%

No: 96%

No: 83%

No: 43%

No: 31%

Source: Prepared by the authors

At School A, answers provided by both groups are similar – 86%
of girls and 89% of boys said there were games only for the latter.
At School B, the opinions of both genders were almost unanimous.
At School C, the most frequent answer was “No”. At School D, their
opinions also agreed: 57% of girls and 69% of boys said “yes”.
In short, 74.5% of girls and 79% of boys denied that there were
male-only games.
girls.

The fourth question (Table 4) was asked differently to boys and

Table 4 – Do you boys let girls to play all the games with
you?; Do boys let you girls play all games with you?
School A

School B

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 86%

Yes: 89%

Yes: 40%

No: 14%

No: 11%

No: 60%

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 25%

Yes: 4%

Yes: 17%

Yes: 57%

Yes: 69%

No: 75%

No: 96%

No: 83%

No: 43%

No: 31%

Source: Prepared by the authors

Results were especially revealing when respondents were asked
whether boys let girls play in all games. This issue is important since
in the first part boys were asked if they “let” girls play and girls were
not asked if they “let” boys play, giving males a command of the
situation that should not be raised. In the second part, girls were asked
if boys “let them play” – the same approach of the other perspective.
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The item was maintained because there was no challenge to the
problem of raising the questions like that, neither by evaluators nor
by students. Therefore, the idea was obtained from the previous
interview with other students and demonstrates the differences that
still exist in education in terms of gender stereotypes.
If we articulate the views from the four schools, we observe
that 68.25% of female answers said boys let them participate in
their games, while the percentage of boys who said they let girls
play was somewhat higher (74.75%).
The perception about whether boys let girls play all games
with them was collected in item 5 and results are shown in Table 5.
Table 5 - When you play with girls do you leave them out? When
you play with boys, do you feel rejected?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 77%

Yes: 83%

Yes: 60%

Yes: 56%

Yes: 46%

Yes: 100%

Yes: 90%

Yes: 31%

No: 23%

No: 17%

No: 40%

No: 44%

No: 54%

No: 0%

No: 10%

No: 69%

Source: Prepared by the authors.

At School A, we found some different perceptions, since
data showed disagreement between boys and girls. At School B,
27% of girls said that – Yes” – they felt rejected when playing
with boys. At School C, 78% of girls said “No” – they did not feel
rejected. And boys said they do not leave girls out when they play
(66%). Thus, at School D, we found discrepancy in the opinions of
boys and girls – 62% of girls said that – “No” – they did not feel
rejected when playing with boys while 69% of boys admitted that
“Yes”, they did leave their female colleagues out of games.
If we group similar opinions at the four schools, most girls (71.5%)
denied feeling rejected and 82.25% of boys confirm not rejecting girls.
Boys’ perceptions and sensitivities on whether they leave
girls to be chosen last when electing players for team sports were
collected with Item 6 (Table 6).
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Table 6 - When forming teams to play, do you pick girls last? And
when forming teams to play, do boys pick girls last?
School A

School B

Boys

Girls

Boys

Yes: 4.5%

Yes: 94.5%

No: 95.5%

No: 5.5%

School C

Girls

Boys

Yes: 22%

Si: 34%

No: 78%

No: 66%

Source: Prepared by the authors

School D

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 27%

Yes: 0

Yes: 38%

Yes: 69%

No: 63%

No 100%

No: 62%

No: 31%

It is noted that at School A, data show that girls reported
(64%) that boys – “YES” – chose them last when forming teams;
however, most boys said the opposite: 83% of them believed that
– “No” – they did not leave girls out when choosing teammates. At
School C, boys said that – “Yes” – they chose girls last for a team
when it was time to play (69%). Finally, at School D, opinions
were mixed, with 95% of the female population believing that boys
did not choose them last, while male opinions were more equalized
– 52% chose “Yes”.
Aggregating all opinions, almost half (56.75%) of female
students said they were chosen last by boys, who said they did not
pick them last in 72% of the cases.
In our society, men are often seen as having better physical
condition than women. Given the significance that women’s alleged
weakness still has over men, we formulated the double item 7 for
boys and girls (Table 7).
Table 7 - Do you boys think girls are weaker and cannot practice some sports
that require more physical effort? Do boys believe you girls are weaker
and do not allow you to participate in activities that
require a lot of effort?
School A

School B

School C

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 64%

Yes: 17%

Yes: 57%

Yes: 69%

Yes: 54%

No: 46%

No 83%

No: 43%

No: 31%

No: 46%

Source: Prepared by the authors.

School D
Boys

Girls

Yes: 21%

Yes: 5%

Yes: 52%

No: 79%

No: 95%

No: 48%
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We can see that opinions are closely matched at School B:
54% said that “Yes”, boys did not let girls participate in sports or
activities that require a lot of effort, while the remaining 46% said
“No” – they could play with boys and were not judged as weak for any
sports activity. At School D, data showed approximation in opinions.
“No” was the most common option, chosen by 86% of girls and 62%
of boys. Both said girls were not weaker and can practice any sport or
PA.
In general, 67.25% of girls did not believe that boys thought they
were weaker and 61.5% of boys did not believe girls were weaker
either.
To find out to what extent girls get angry when boys did not let
them play and if boys perceived such anger, we proposed item 8 (Table
8).
Table 8 – Do you boys realize if girls get angry when you leave them out or pick
them last to play sports? Do you girls get angry when boys reject
you and do not choose you to play sports?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 14%

Yes: 38%

Yes: 51%

Yes: 50%

Yes: 54%

Yes: 42%

Yes: 14%

Yes: 38%

No: 86%

No: 72%

No: 49%

No: 50%

No: 12%

No: 58%

No: 86%

No: 62%

Source: Prepared by the authors

At School A, 32% of girls said they “never” felt angry. Boys
revealed that “sometimes” (44%) they were unaware of their female
colleagues’ anger. At School B, 69% of girls said they “sometimes”
got angry when boys rejected them in a game, while boys “often”
(29%) realized that girls got angry when they rejected them to play.
At School C, 54% of them said they “sometimes” got angry when
male colleagues rejected them. At School D, the most common
option among girls was “never” (38%), followed by “always”
(33%). For boys, the most repeated answer was “sometimes” (41%).
Integrating the results, 24.25% of girls said they “never” got
angry when they were not chosen to play by their colleagues. In 36%

, Porto Alegre, v. 20, n. 1, p. 103-119, jan./mar. de 2014.

113

Girls also want to play: joint participation...

of cases, boys were “sometimes” aware that girls were angry to not
be chosen to play.
Discrimination often has a negative connotation when a certain
group is impaired or disparaged. Item 9 asked that question (Table 9).
Table 9 - Do you laugh at girls when they lose a game?
Do boys laugh at you girls when you lose?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

N: 23%

N: 45%

N: 48%

N: 25%

N: 35%

N: 30%

N: 0

N: 52%

R: 18%

R: 33%

R: 26%

R: 31%

R: 19%

R: 42%

R: 0

R: 11%

S: 55%

S: 22%

AV 26%

S: 31%

S: 27%

S: 14%

S: 62%

S: 31%

O: 4%

O: 0

O: 0

O: 6.5%

O: 11.5%

O: 0

O: 5%

O: 6%

S: 0

S: 0

S: 0

S: 6.5%

S: 7.5%

S: 14%

S: 33%

S: 0

Source: Prepared by the authors

At School A, female students said boys “sometimes” (55%)
laughed at them when they lost, and the “Always” option has
not been selected. For boys, the answer that appeared most often
was “Never” (45%), and “Often” and “Always” have not been
considered among boys. At School B, the most common answer
among girls was “Never” (35%). Among boys, the most frequent
option was “Rarely” (42%). At School D, 62% of girls said that
boys “Sometimes” laughed at them when they lost; 52% of boys
said they “Never” laughed at their female colleagues.
Globally we can see that “Sometimes” was the most common
answer given by girls (65.25%); boys said they “never” laugh at
girls if they lost a game (31.25%).
Finally, Item 10 (Table 10) tries to know the perception about
whether boys and girls prefer to participate in games and sports
together or separated.
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Table 10 - When you have to choose a partner or form a team, do you
prefer just boys? And for girls: Do you prefer that they are all girls?
School A

School B

School C

School D

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

Yes: 27%

Yes: 17%

Yes: 31%

Yes: 19%

Yes: 23%

Yes: 17%

Yes: 62%

Yes: 52%

No: 73%

No: 83%

No: 69%

No: 81%

No: 77%

No: 83%

No: 28%

No: 48%

Source: Prepared by the authors.

At School A, both genders agree on their answers. “No” was
the most frequent option – 73% among girls and 83% among boys.
At school B, 77% of girls said they did not prefer girls-only teams;
83% of boys felt the same. At School D, 62% of girls – “Yes” –
would prefer teams formed only by girls, while only 52% of boys
would prefer exclusively male teams. In all, 66.75% of girls and
73.75% of boys preferred to establish mixed teams to play.

5 Discussion
In view of the results, we found that the concept of sex
discrimination is still present in the field of school and sports games,
although responses vary from one school to another. Data do not
show whether this trend begins to disappear among schoolchildren
who gradually assimilate the concept of equality. The results suggest
that a change in behavior is underway, since children increasingly
share more interests, which allows them to perform PA together.
It is true that each society establishes guidelines, rules and laws
that determine what should and should not be done, but because
each culture has different rules and therefore different definitions for
what is a violation and what is not, behavior considered “divergent”
varies from place to place and from time to time.
As criticism to our work, we underscore was said in item 4
about keeping the word “let” to ask boys if they allowed girls to
play and vice versa. From the perspective of gender equality in an
educational context, we believe the word should be eradicated in
terms of sharing activities.
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Female students argue that they do not have to negotiate and
challenge sexist and racist ways to simply be more physically
active. In this sense, we agree with the results found in the study
by Valdivia et al.2 (in press). Therefore, even though a more equal
stereotype is perceived among boys, results in certain schools
with a circumstantial student population were more related to the
reality described in Oliver and Hamzeh (2010), i. e., boys’ and
girls’ answers in this study were balanced, but never actually equal.
Considering that, we agree with Curnow and McDonald (1995) in
that in some contexts, boys have even ridiculed girls’ efforts and
most of the time they are the ones who assume power roles as team
captains.
It is noted that forms of playing and exercising are very
interrelated with the context’s sociocultural conditions (NEUBER,
2002). We note, as pointed out by Van Acker, Carreiro da Costa
and Bourdeaudhuij (2010), that invasion sports can be used as tools
to increase PA levels in both sexes. These activities are likewise
highlighted by the study on gender by Valdivia et al. (2012).
In short, given that both boys and girls are very interested in
equality above all – a matter which also coincides with the work of
Oliver, Hamzeh and McCaunghtry (2009) – we need a curriculum
model for educational intervention that is effective, understands the
characteristics of boys’ and girls’ skill levels, and takes into account
the qualities of all students alike. Those are aspects that must take
place within school PE.
All that, as indicated by Dyson, Linehan and Hastie (2010),
must include positive interdependence among students that occurs
when they perceive that they are attached to group members, so
they cannot succeed without others. Girls also believe that there is
a certain crisis of equal opportunity for participation in PA. They
have ideas about how to change inequalities, but they lack a place
at school or in the curriculum to challenge them.

2

Ibid.
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6 Opinion
There are some isolated incidents of gender-based
discrimination, but when boys and girls play separately it is
because either group prefers it that way. However, at those ages
(11-12), boys and girls tend to aggregate into homogeneous groups
in terms of gender, thus revealing cultural learning.
More than half of boys and girls play the same games in
their leisure time, so the differences between them and others are
diminishing.
Among boys, 75% recognized that they “let” girls play with
them and a lower but close percentage of girls said that boys let
them play, but considered that they were rejected when forming
teams for team sports, an event that was not perceived by boys.
A small percentage thought that there are exclusive games
and sports for boys, but when both groups wanted it, boys and girls
participated together, except for isolated cases of girls who said
they feel rejected – something that boys denied.
Many girls believed they were chosen last by boys when
teams are formed. A high percentage of boys said otherwise and
also claimed they did not laugh at girls when they lost.
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