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Reflecting on Professional Practice: The Importance of Motivating Adolescent Girls 

in Physical Education 

Lucy Crane, University of Bedfordshire 

Abstract 

According to Calderhead et al. (1993), being a reflective 

practitioner is a vital requirement in the quest to 

improve both teaching and learning. The stimulus for 

this research was therefore determined through 

reflection on current practice within an educational 

setting. Both sport and academic achievement play a 

large part in school life. As research by Blaire et al. 

(1999) demonstrates, regular active participation in 

sport helps prevent many health risks including obesity, 

cancer and heart disease. In recent findings however, 

Shen (2009) identified a steep decline in the 

involvement of physical activity during adolescent years 

(12-18 years). This research was further confirmed by 

‘The National Heart, Lung and Blood health study 

account’(in Kimm et al, 2002), a finding of which was a 

dramatic decrease in the median of adolescent’s activity 

between the ages of 12-18 years. Work by (Ogden et al., 

2002) subsequently confirmed that inactivity enhances 

the rates in obesity and Type two diabetes. The focus of 

this research is therefore to examine why adolescents’ 

motivation towards physical activity decreases with 

specific reference to the causations and potential 

methods of how to change this perspective, thus 

promoting lifelong physical activity participation 

(Haerens et al., 2012). Through using Kolb’s (1984) 

model of experimental leaning, reflection on current 

practice can be investigated to demonstrate the 

relationship of conceptualising experiences. Findings can 

then be used to inform planning to support 
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improvement in current practice. The research involved 

synthesising literature themes including motivation and 

physical activity, identifying the relationship of activity 

patterns during adolescence to future participation 

habits, and the impact of team V individual sports on 

motivation to engage with physical activity within an 

educational environment. Key themes drawn from the 

literature illustrating a positive correlation to motivating 

adolescents included the provision of choice (Prusak, 

2004, Pangagi, 2000), the provision of challenge and 

independent learning tasks linked to skill requirements 

(Reeves,1987; Garn et al., 2011), the provision of non-

competitive and enjoyable activities (Cherubuni et al., 

2005; Garn et al, 2005; Johnson et al., 2011), and finally 

the provision of an environment to enhance levels of 

perceived competence and autonomy (Wang et al., 

2007). 

Introduction 

According to Schofield et al. (2002), substantial activity 

is necessary for both physical and social health. They 

identify the increased risks adolescent girls are facing 

due to inactivity. The 2011 Government Guidelines for 

5-18 year olds recommend moderate to vigorous activity 

for 60 minutes three times per week (DHSSPS, 2011). 

Schofield et al. (2002) conducted a study involving year 

8 and year 11 pupils in seventeen different public and 

private schools. Results identified a significant decrease 

in physical activity in year 11 students, suggesting 

participation may decrease as age increases.  

Motivation  

According to Litt et al. (2011), motivating adolescents to 

maintain levels of physical activity is important because 

its impact on health and well being in adult life. Koezuka 

et al. (2006) showed that those who engage in greater 

levels of sedentary hobbies occupy lower levels of 

physical activity participation, and suggested that the 

inter-relationship between sedentary behaviour and 

inactivity was complex. Targeted interventions are 

therefore crucial for addressing patterns of sedentary 

behaviour. Cherubini et al. (2005) examined how 

individual motivation is developed, and discovered that 

the most effective way to influence motivation was to 

acknowledge not only the characteristics of individuals 

but also their social environments, including their roles 

and responsibilities at school and at home. They also 

discovered that family, friends, peers and teacher 

relationships determine an individual’s degree of 

motivation towards physical activity. However, 

motivation for sport is fluid and; direction and intensity 

of effort, persistence and regularity of engagement all 

vary. Corbin (2002) however, rejects this idea and states 

that behavioural intention strongly influences 

motivation in physical activity. According to this theory, 

intention directs behaviour, leading towards physical 

activity and demonstrating a need to achieve. It is 

crucial, therefore, to understand how physical education 

lessons can be tailored to manipulate both behavioural 

intention and motivation towards physical activity. 

Corbin (2002) advocates the promotion of physical 

activity through school centred interventions with 

special foci based on physical education. This has been 

found to have an immediate and unique contribution to 

adolescents’ daily physical involvements.  

Garn et al. (2011) reviewed past research and revealed 

the positive impact that developing an interest can have 

on the achievement outcomes of early adolescents in 

physical education. Here the term ‘interest’ means a 

state of mind that leads to taking part in physical activity 

on a number of occasions. However limited work has 

been carried out to ascertain students’ perceptions on 

this definition of ‘interest’. It is therefore suggested that 

methodologies involving critical analysis of data on 

student perceptions is required. As part of their work, 

Garn et al. examined the factors reported by early 

adolescent students to have impact on the development 

of their individual interest in physical education. The 

research design included interviewing and observing 8 

male and female students. Results revealed that the 

provision of opportunities to practice and levels of 

perceived competence determine students’ perceptions 

of what they deem as important in developing individual 

interest. Another interesting finding of this study was 

that students felt meaningful learning did not take place 

in physical education lessons. Skill requirements were 

found to be an important factor for building interest. 

However, interestingly, it was found that the traditional 

multi-activity curriculum created barriers to developing 

individual interest. Therefore moving towards more 

meaningful curriculum units of instruction such as sports 

education could enhance the development of individual 

interest with early adolescents. Developing these ideas, 

Wang et al. (2007) examined the relationship between 

sport ability beliefs, achievement goals, self 

determination, and female students’ enjoyment of 

physical education. The sample included female 

secondary students from single sex schools and focused 

on the measurement of sport ability beliefs, goal 

orientations, relative autonomy, perceived competence 

and enjoyment in physical education lessons. Results 

identified relative autonomy and perceived competence 

to have the strongest impact on enjoyment. Thus if high 

levels of relative autonomy and perceived competence 

can be managed in lessons, an increase in enjoyment 

will drive positive levels of motivation (Wang et al., 

2007). Garn et al. (2011) supported this theory, finding 

that the opportunity to practice and perceived 

competence were the main factors students deemed as 
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important in developing individual interest. Cherubini et 

al. (2005) also found enjoyment influenced sports 

participation and therefore played a crucial role in 

sports motivation. It has also been found by Hilland et 

al. (2011) that the provision of feedback and attention, 

particularly praise, supportive criticism and technical 

information can increase self-perceptions and 

enjoyment, thus increasing motivation (Hilland et al., 

2011). Shen et al., (2009) describes the task value to be 

critical. Both ‘attainment value’ and ‘subjective task 

value’ have also been found to be important in affecting 

learning in physical education. ‘Doing well’ appears to 

be important as an outcome. Therefore students should 

be motivated to become effective participants.. Cox and 

Whaley (2004) concur with these findings. Their results 

found that students’ interests were positively associated 

with effort and persistence in physical education. The 

research, however, only focused on a basketball unit, 

thereby limiting the validity of results.  

Relationship of activity patterns during adolescent to 

future participation habits 

According to Taylor et al. (1999), childhood and 

adolescents physical activity patterns is a major factor 

influencing adult participation habits. The purpose of 

their study was to evaluate the relationship among 

specific components of physical activity during 

adolescence and in adulthood. Findings illustrated that 

being forced to participate in activity during child hood 

can have a detrimental effect on adult participation. This 

suggests that activity during adolescence does indeed 

have consequential effects on adult participation, and 

that providing choice may indeed have a positive effect 

on participation. The research however, only focused on 

team sports, failing to represent individual activity 

participation. The volunteers used were male only, and 

thus limited the validity of the research to this particular 

study. Scheeder et al. (2006) support the finding of 

Taylor et al. (1999) that being sport-active during youth 

is positively correlated with adult engagement in sport. 

The sample for this particular study concerned females 

(31-42 year olds).. These volunteers were selected from 

those involved in the 1979 Leauven Growth study 

carried out twenty years previously. Analysis of 

questionnaire data indicated that a moderately high 

correlation existed between adolescent and adult 

exercise habits. Specifically this study suggested that the 

more an individual participates in physical activity during 

adolescentce, the more active that individually is during 

adulthood.  

Team V individual sports 

According to Johnson et al. (2011) adolescent females 

prefer non-competitive activities. Research has 

illustrated that adolescents perceive team sports to be 

for boys and creative activities such as dance and 

gymnastics to be for girls (Clifton and Gill, 1994). Le 

Masurier et al. (2005) identified that skills tests 

promoted higher levels of situational motivation when 

teaching adolescent females. Ryckman et al. (1992), 

examined the predictors of female adolescent 

involvement in organised team sports. They showed that 

girls who had a greater involvement in sports generated 

a stronger need for positive stimulation through 

friendship and weaker need for emotional support. This 

suggested that it is not the teaching that motivates 

interest in physical activity in adolescent girls, but their 

individual social needs. Reeves et al. (1987) point out 

that the independent sector schools include more 

competitive team games and more time dedicated to 

physical education than the state sector. It might then 

be questioned whether this could be affecting 

motivation towards physical education. Reeves et al. 

(1987), suggest that, if pupils are engaged in low 

competitive team activities, positive attitudes and 

increased levels of engagement may be achieved. 

Prusak’s work (2004) shows that adolescent females are 

more motivated to engage in physical activity if they are 

given choice. According to Prusak, the provision of 

choice drives the want to achieve, allowing females to 

feel like they are doing something they want to do as 

opposed to what they are told to do. Self-determination 

theory may be used to examine emerging adult 

dispositions in adolescent girls in PE. It can be used to 

explain how the activities in a particular lesson affect 

student motivation through the situation, the PE 

context, and in an individual’s expectation of being 

active as an adult. Offering choices allows students to 

become more self-directed. Adolescent girls may be 

particularly under-served by traditional physical 

education activities such as team or individual sports. 

This theory highlights the importance of challenge 

through providing independent learning tasks that allow 

pupils to identify potential achievement. By providing 

independent learning tasks, they are able to view 

various potential outcomes reflecting levels of 

achievement, and from this they are able to work 

towards achieving their potential. Darst and Pangrazi 

(2002) agree with this approach, suggesting activities 

should be designed to promote independent learning. 

Thus, the need for autonomy in a situation as a 

precursor to motivation may be prominent during 

adolescence.  

Methodology and Critical review 

Kolbs (1984) Model of Experimental Learning 

The validity and reliability of much educational research 

can be questioned. This is due to the ethical nature of 

educational research and the variables inherent in 
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different schools and locations. If however, practitioners 

are able to synthesise findings of rigorous and 

triangulated primary and secondary research, the 

trustworthiness of the research is increased. The use of 

‘Kolb’s (1984) model of experimental learning (in Healey 

et al., 2007), has been employed to structure this 

research. The model is well-known (Healey et al., 2007). 

It consists of a cycle of four different stages; Concrete 

Experience/ Reflective Observations/ Abstract 

Conceptualisation and Active Experiments. 

Concrete Experience (doing/ having the experience)  

Kolb’s (1984) Model of Experimental Learning – Stage 1.  

The institution in which this research was conducted has 

achieved an exceptional standard of excellence, sending 

pupils to high profile universities including Oxford and 

Cambridge University. Such institutions place 

considerable prominence on achieving top grades (A-A*) 

in academic subjects. Prior to 2012, physical education 

was not an offered as a GCSE or A-Level subject due to 

the lack of interest and a perception that it was a ‘non-

academic’ subject. Unfortunately, this view was shared 

among the school environment and pupils perceived PE, 

not as a requirement for success, but more a ‘fun’ lesson 

to participate in. Observations further supported this 

view.  

Reflective Observation (Reviewing/ reflecting on 

experience) 

Kolb’s (1984) Model of Experimental Learning – Stage 2. 

Following observations, formal discussions with subject 

teachers took place. A clear lack of focus and 

motivation, which could not be construed as an error in 

teaching style or ability, was identified. Data analysis 

showed that both Middle Five (year 10) and Upper Five 

(year 11) year groups continued to be the most 

challenging groups to motivate in Physical Education. 

Analysis demonstrated that sample members accepted 

this interpretation as the norm. A stimulus for this 

research was the perception that there must be specific 

causes for lack of motivation, and that there must be 

strategies that could be used to overcome the low levels 

of motivation observed in adolescence towards Physical 

Education. An aim of the research was to understand 

why this was the perception and indeed the ‘accepted’ 

behaviour from Middle Five (year 10) and Upper Five 

(year 11) students in PE lessons. Through synthesising 

related literature, and identifying methods to motivate 

the pupils, new approaches of practice could then be 

established. 

Abstract Conceptualisation (concluding/ learning from 

the experience) 

Kolb’s (1984) Model of Experimental Learning – Stage 3 

Key findings arising from the literature review suggested 

strategies to test in context. When considering the 

design of this research, previous studies were consulted. 

From a critical perspective Garn et al. (2011) valued 

student-centred research. This influenced the inclusion 

of the personal perspectives of students in this research. 

Hastie (2008) supports Garn et al. (2011) in criticising 

methodologies that fail to represent or capture the 

voices of students themselves. Thus, the approach 

employed was Open Enquiry with mixed data collection 

methods of questionnaire and group interview. Analysis 

of the questionnaire data would externalise pupils’ 

perspectives; analysis would reveal factors influencing 

their motivation in lessons. The focus group interview 

would provide another opportunity to test key themes 

drawn from the literature to inform future planning. Five 

adolescent female students from Upper Five and Middle 

Five were selected for the sample because they 

exhibited a wide range of individual interest in different 

sports and skills. This would allow results to be obtained 

from different perspectives towards Physical Education. 

The sample pupils were asked to complete an adapted 

version of the: Interest Inventory-sports and Physical 

Education Questionnaire (adapted from Crawford et al., 

1987). BERA ethical guidelines were adhered to 

including obtaining school permissions and a informed 

consent from participants. Results from both the 

questionnaire and focus group interview reflected key 

findings from the literature review. Pupils preferred 

working in group as opposed to individual activities. 

When challenged they felt further motivated to achieve. 

This supports Reeves’ (1987) research. Results also 

suggested pupils felt challenged when working on 

independent learning tasks as Darst and Pangrazi (2011) 

had also found. Interestingly Physical Education was not 

perceived as an important subject to achieve in 

academically but was important for physical health. As 

identified by Hilland et al. (2011), Shen et al. (2009) and 

Garn et al. (2011), results from this research also 

highlighted the importance for pupil focus and 

motivation of knowing the assessment outcome. 

Overall, there was considerable congruency of the 

findings from the literature review and the empirical 

research, providing foundations to start developing new 

ideas and applying into practice. 

Action and Development- Active Experiments 

(planning/ trying out what has been learned) 

Kolb’s (1984) Model of Experimental Learning – Stage 4. 

After conducting the necessary research and applying it 

to the key literature, a new scheme of work was 

developed that employed all of the key findings on 

motivation of adolescents. According to Kirk (2004), the 

impact of schemes of work can provide a large impact to 
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the outcomes of PE. The developed scheme of work for 

Middle and Upper Five included independent, 

challenging group activities, set in a low competitive 

social environment as the research findings indicated. 

Pupils were put into small groups and provided with a 

linked theme to an aerobics session, for example - the 

warm up section. Using resource cards, pupils then had 

choice in composing the group independently. The 

provision of feedback and emphasis on outcome was 

found to be crucial to increasing motivation according to 

Hilland et al. (2011), Shen et al. (2009) and Garn et al. 

(2011). Therefore assessment criteria were made 

available; using certain skill requirements allowed all to 

achievable. This encouraged increased feelings of 

perceived competence and autonomy which, according 

to Wang et al. (2007), were key to motivation. New level 

descriptors and associated assessment criteria were 

created for the new scheme of work. The importance of 

achievement was emphasised through the provision of 

reports detailing pupil performance. To enhance the 

level of enjoyment, pupils were provided with the choice 

of music and equipment they wanted to use. The 

scheme of work was designed to teach pupils key skills 

which they could then use and adapt appropriately. 

Reflections on lessons allowed the recall of successes 

and areas for adaption as necessary, providing the 

framework for the completed scheme of work.  

A second observation by a senior manager took place 

during the pupils’ final lesson, which included their 

performances. The outcome of this observation was 

very positive. Pupils showed high levels of motivation, 

application and enjoyment in their performances. Pupil 

perspectives on their feelings about the lesson were 

collected following this observation. Their responses 

were very positive. They felt challenged but enjoyed the 

opportunities to bring their own ideas to meet the 

lesson outcome. This challenge made them more 

motivated to achieve. With the feedback provided and 

positive lesson reflections reviewed, evidence was 

showing a positive response from the pupils towards the 

new concepts and ideas.  

Reflections on self-development over the year and 

implications for future practice  

The development of a new scheme of work and the 

research that went before have increased the 

researcher’s confidence as a practitioner. New activities 

have been introduced that reflect challenge and low 

competitive team activities. Independent learning tasks 

have been created, involving skill requirements and 

placing emphasis on achievable assessment outcomes 

(encouraging increased levels of perceived competence 

and autonomy). 

The adolescent years have proven to be a poignant time 

in which girls disengage with physical education. It is 

clear from the literature that practitioners need to 

ensure the provision of the best possible learning 

environment and content involving activities to promote 

motivation for physical education. 
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