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Abstract

Amid the United Kingdom (UK) Government’s Keeping Children Safe in Education and Duty of Care in
Sport reports, this thesis examines young people’s gendered peer group dynamics in secondary Physical
Education (PE), providing ethnographic insights into banter, bullying, and changing room processes.
Empirical evidence gained from over 120 lesson observations, 14 pupil focus groups, and nine teacher
interviews was thematically analysed. This analysis also involved applying the figurational concepts of
figuration, established-outsider relations, identity, and gender civilised bodies to explain age-based and
gendered nuances and fluctuations in pupils’ peer group dynamics, behavioural norms, emotional
expressions, and teacher-pupil relations within the PE figuration. Key findings reveal how policy, structure,
and pedagogy enabled and constrained greater degrees of sociality, gendered identity expression, and
asymmetric power relations within sex-segregated PE lessons. These figurational dynamics manifested both
prosocial and conflict-based banter, variously understood as humorous, offensive and bullying, and became
more heightened within changing rooms. With age, boys and girls were increasingly expected to navigate
social, psychological and emotion-laden tension balances, with pupils’ peer group dynamics, behavioural
norms and emotional expressions becoming increasingly gendered through their five years of secondary PE.
Such nuances and analysis gained by examining multiple PE platforms, year groups, and spaces provides
much needed original findings, which question government endorsed changing room provision, school
behavioural policies, and PE teachers’ communication styles. Therefore, this thesis calls for subject-specific:
(a) (in)appropriate banter awareness initiatives, (b) bullying reporting mechanisms, and (c) co-constructed

and agreed teacher presence within changing rooms.
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Chapter One - Introduction

It is essential that all staff understand the importance of challenging inappropriate
behaviours between children that are abusive in nature. Downplaying certain behaviours,
for example dismissing sexual harassment as ‘just banter’, ‘just having a laugh’, ‘part of
growing up’, or ‘boys being boys’ can lead to a culture of unacceptable behaviours and
in worst case scenarios normalise abuse leading to children accepting it as normal and not
coming forward to report it (Keeping Children Safe in Education report, cited in
Department for Education, 2023, p.12).

This extract captures increasing political concerns of how the term ‘banter’ is being used to excuse harm-
inducing and discriminatory behaviours (Grey-Thompson, 2017). Despite being those responsible for
eradicating all forms of discrimination, this extract implies that some teachers struggle to identify,
differentiate and, therefore, challenge interactions between pupils that become abusive in nature. The reports
age and gendered-based concerns alongside the normalising of abusive behaviours and prevailing culture of
silence, have been identified within research (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; Slattery, George and Kern,
2019; Smith et al., 2008). Such findings are concerning given the detrimental effects of bullying and peer
abuse for young people’s social, physiological and emotional wellbeing (Menesini and Salmivalli, 2017;
Rigby, 2003; Thornberg et al., 2016). Therefore, to critically discuss this issue, it is important to define
bullying and banter. Whilst no legal definition exists, the United Kingdom (UK) Government define bullying
as behaviour that is ‘repeated, intended to hurt someone either physically or emotionally, [which is] often
aimed at certain groups’ (GOV.UK, 2024). The government, however, do not provide a definition of banter,
a term which is ‘variously understood’ (Haugh and Bousfield, 2012; Hein and O’Donohoe, 2014), described
by the Anti-Bullying Alliance as ‘the playful exchange of teasing remarks’ (Evans, 2021, np). Despite such
definitional differences, there is emerging research identifying challenges in differentiating between the two
behaviours (Buglass et al., 2020; Steer et al., 2020; Wardman, 2021). Teachers’ abilities to differentiate
between playful banter and harm inducing behaviours, such as verbal bullying, may be heightened in Physical
Education (PE) and school sport, given the highly social, dynamic, and often competitive nature of the subject
and the increasing normalisation of banter across many sporting settings (Abell et al., 2023; Adams, 2020;
Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Clark, 2018; Grey-Thompson, 2017; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Nichols,
2018). The Duty in Care in Sport report, commissioned by the UK Government, emphasises the normalisation

of banter. Within this report, Grey-Thompson (2017, pp.16-17) writes:

In sport there are various levels of ‘banter’ which can go from mild to harsh, but for
clarity, it is not the same as bullying. Banter is something that most teams engage in;
bullying is not. Banter is a form of gentle ribbing by friends, colleagues and teammates;
it is episodic (ie irregular), never intended to cause harm and, importantly, reciprocal.
Bullying, by contrast, is subtly relentless, intentionally wounding and one-directional.
Banter can never be used as an excuse for bullying behaviour and it is important to
recognise that for some, banter is a route into bullying. Therefore, boundaries need to be
set and upheld.



Since this report there has been a plethora of studies exploring the blurred lines between banter and bullying
in educational and sporting environments (Abell et al., 2023; Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Buglass et al.,
2020; Johannessen, 2021; Newman et al, 2022; Newman, Mahmood and Rumbold, 2023; Newman,
Warburton and Russell, 2022; Steer et al., 2020). Whilst useful, much of this literature is heavily focused on
all-male and post-16 years or adult samples in sporting environments, particularly football clubs, and are
either atheoretical or draw heavily on masculinity-centred theorising. Despite such explorations, there is a
lack of empirically or theoretically grounded research exploring secondary school pupils’ and teachers’
perceptions and navigations of the appropriateness of banter, a gap in knowledge which is significant

considering the Department for Education’s (DfE) (2023) Keeping Children Safe in Education report.

Discussions of the blurred lines between banter and abusive behaviours centre upon how people relate with
each other, their peer group dynamics. It is therefore necessary that teachers, and academics, explore and
examine pupils’ peer group dynamics in PE to better understand how banter and bullying may manifest and
become normalised. Therefore, this thesis presents an ethnographic examination of secondary school pupils’
(ages 11-16 years) peer group dynamics and behavioural norms seeking to provide a more adequate
understanding of how young people and teachers identify and challenge inappropriate behaviours in PE. This
exploration includes a figurational analysis of age-based and gendered norms within secondary school pupils’
peer group dynamics, with a specific focus on power relations and identity (re)constructions. Pupils’
perceptions and experiences of banter and bullying are presented alongside discussions of the unique
characteristics of PE as a curricular subject, focusing specifically the increased opportunities for sociality and
behavioural experimentation which may enable inappropriate behaviours to manifest. This chapter, therefore,
starts by framing the national context of PE in England to demonstrate why PE offers fertile ground from
which to explore young people’s perceptions, experiences, and navigations of banter and bullying. As this
thesis seeks to move away from masculine-centred theorising, this chapter also introduces the figurational
sociological framework which underpinned this ethnography, whilst concluding with an overview of this

thesis.

1.1 Contextualising secondary PE and school sport provision in England

The English Government mandates that all pupils (5-16 years of age) enrolled in local authority maintained
schools (state schools) must be taught PE as part of the National Curriculum (DfE, 2014a). Although not
required to follow a national curriculum, academies and public schools are legally required to provide PE as
part of a broad and balanced curriculum (DfE, 2015). Under the current National Curriculum (DfE, 2014a),
PE is one of five curricular subjects that must be delivered from the beginning of Key Stage One (KS1) to



the end of Key Stage Four (KS4)1. These statutory requirements mean that all young people in England take
part in PE on a weekly basis. Within state schools, and the one central to this thesis, PE provision is guided
by the National Curriculum for Physical Education (NCPE) (DfE, 2013). The NCPE has been revised several
times since its inception in 1992, with the latest amendments made in 2013. For over a decade, the DfE (2013)

have proposed:

A high-quality physical education curriculum inspires all pupils to succeed and excel in
competitive sport and other physically demanding activities. It should provide
opportunities for pupils to become physically confident in a way which supports their
health and fitness... opportunities to compete in sport and other competitive activities
build character and help embed values such as fairness and respect.

Guidance specifically related to secondary PE aims to ensure that all pupils: (a) develop competence to excel
in a broad range of physical activities, (b) are physically active for sustained periods, (c) engage in
competitive sports and activities, and (d) lead healthy, active lives (DfE, 2013, p.1). Exploring these aims in
greater detail, the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills? (Ofsted, 2022) present
three conceptually distinct, yet interconnected, pillars of competence development in PE: (a) motor
competence, knowledge of a range of movements that become increasingly sport- and physical activity-
specific, (b) rules, strategies and tactics: knowledge of the conventions of participation in different sports and
physical activities, and (c) healthy participation: knowledge of safe and effective participation. The excelling
in competitive sport during healthy participation underpinned by values of fairness and respect requires

conductive peer group dynamics devoid of abusive or discriminatory behaviours.

The opportunity for pupils to engage in competitive sports has a remained central feature of the NCPE. This
centrality is evidenced in the Government’s School Sport and Activity Action Plan (GOV.UK, 2023a), which
stresses the need to make competitive sport available to all pupils to enable them to learn about ‘fairness,
respect and develop their social skills and resilience when coping with winning and losing’ (p.13).
Furthermore, ‘playing sport as part of a team or representing a school in individual sports can be rewarding
for pupils and builds a special cultural connection to the school’, positively impacting pupils’ behaviours

during compulsory schooling (GOV.UK, 2023a, p.13). Such sentiments represent decades of affiliation

! The National Curriculum is organised into blocks of years called ‘key stages’ (KS). At the end of each KS, pupils are
formally assessed. The Department for Education assign pupils to each KS in accordance with their age: KS1 (ages 5-7

years), KS2 (ages 7-11 years), KS3 (ages 11-14 years), KS4 (ages 14-16 years) (DfE, 2014a).

2 Ofsted are the main inspectorate and regulator of services that provide education and care for children and young

people in England.



between competition as a primary means of ‘character building’ (Capel et al., 2011; Herold, 2020). Inherent
within such a viewpoint is the implication that PE and school sport are as much about inter- and intra-personal
development, as they are about developing physical competences. This thesis aims to explore the evidence
for such sentiments as well as considering the more hidden curriculum elements (see Casey, 2017; Donovan

et al., 2023; Kirk, 1992) present within such affiliations, and the effect they can have on peer group dynamics.

Considering how the aims of the National Curriculum should be achieved, the DfE (2018, p.3) recommend
that ‘schools should not generally separate pupils by reference to protected characteristics such as sex, race,
or faith’. However, guided by Section 195 of the Equality Act 2010 (GOV.UK, 2015), schools are permitted
to sex-segregate pupils for PE and school sport, which are labelled ‘gender-affected activities’ (DfE, 2018,
p.5). The term ‘gender-affected’ is used to denote a ‘sport, game or other competitive physical activity
whereby the strength, physique, or stamina of the average girl (or boy) would put him (or her) at a
disadvantage’ (DfE, 2018, p.5). Despite calls for co-educational, that is mixed-sexed, PE (Hills and Croston,
2012; Scraton, 2017; Wright, 1997), provisions of PE continue to be predominately delivered to single-sex
classes in English secondary schools (Wilkinson and Penney, 2023). Gendered practices often extend to the
range of sports and physical activities which boys and girls are taught as part of their core (compulsory) PE
provision (Hingley et al., 2023; Kirk, 2002; Stride ef al., 2022) and extracurricular (voluntary) school sport
provisions (Flintoff, 2008; Smith ez al., 2007; Wilkinson and Penney, 2016). Subsequently, PE has a long-
standing history of being viewed as a heavily gendered school subject, which perpetuates gender stereotypes
(Flintoff and Scraton, 2005; Stride et al., 2022; Wright, 1997). Acknowledging and seeking to address gender
inequalities in PE, the UK Government recently recommended that all schools should be delivering a
minimum of two hours weekly PE for all pupils, stressing that girls and boys have equal access and
opportunities to participate in PE and sport (GOV.UK, 2023a). The heavily gendered nature of secondary PE
in England demonstrates the importance within this thesis of differentiating between both female and male
PE when seeking to better understand gendered peer group dynamics and possible gendered differences in

banter and bullying, a differentiation lacking in the aforementioned literature.

The requirement to change into subject-specific attire provides a relatively unique aspect of PE as a subject
delivered under the National Curriculum (DfE, 2014a). The School Premises Regulations (DfE, 2014b)
mandates that all state schools in England must provide suitable changing accommodation and shower
facilities for children who are aged 11 or over at the beginning of the academic year. The DfE (2023) also
declare that changing rooms, and toilets, should be single-sex spaces. These statutory requirements are based
upon biological sex in binary categories of ‘girl” and ‘boy’, as in England children cannot obtain a Gender
Recognition Certificate, meaning their legal sex is judged upon their biological sex (DfE, 2023). Amid
growing concerns of equitable provisions of PE to all pupils, particularly those whose gender identity differs

from their birth assigned sex (Greey, 2023; Herrick and Duncan, 2020; Kjaran, 2019), the DfE (2023) recently



recommended that schools may consider alternative changing facilities for gender questioning children,
placing onus on schools to accommodate requests on a case-by-case basis. As spaces where young people
temporarily reveal their semi-naked bodies in preparation for PE, the presence of adult teachers within the
school changing rooms is questioned (Herrick and Duncan, 2020; Gimbert and Sawyer, 2015). Providing
guidance for secondary teachers, the DfE (2023) draw upon recommendations offered by the NSPCC?® (2022),
who suggest ‘it should not be necessary for adults to remain in the changing room in order to maintain good
behaviour; being in close proximity and students being aware of this should be enough’ (p.3). The requirement
to change into subject-specific attire in sex-segregated spaces, often outside of a teacher’s gaze, offers unique
opportunities for sociality to secondary pupils whereby homosocial relationships may develop and where
gendered behavioural norms may be manifested (Frydendal and Thing, 2020; Gerdin, 2017a; Niven, Henretty
and Fawkner, 2014). Whilst there is some evidence of the socio-psycho-emotional laden consequences of
changing attire for PE (Fisette, 2011; Frydendal and Thing, 2020; Herrick and Duncan, 2023; Kjaran, 2019),
to date there is little knowledge of school changing room processes or how young people navigate such
anxiety-inducing practices. Therefore, this thesis seeks to provide more adequate understandings of PE
changing room processes and explore the extent to which pupils’ peer relations, behaviours, and emotional

expressions within the changing room fluctuate across five years of secondary a school.
1.2 Theoretical framework and research questions

This thesis adopts figurational sociology to examine girls’ and boys’ gendered peer group dynamics,
behavioural norms, and identity developments across the secondary school education cycle. Whilst detailed
thoroughly in Chapter Three, my application of figurational sociology was initially inspired by the work of
Mierzwinski (see Mierzwinski, Cock and Velija, 2019; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a, 2020b; Mierzwinski,
Velija and Malcolm, 2014), Bloyce (see Bloyce, 2004; Bloyce and Murphy, 2007; Fry and Bloyce, 2017,
Law and Bloyce, 2019), and Green (see Green, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2008, 2014), all of whom played a role in
my theoretical understanding prior to commencing this research study, and, importantly, all of whom have
developed key concepts of figurational sociology. Furthermore, during the early stages of this research
project, the work of PE scholars Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing (2016), Nielsen and Thing (2019a, 2019b), as
well as other sociologists of sport and education, including Mansfield (2007), Slater, Jones and Procter

(2018), and Velija and Hughes (2019), shaped my decision to adopt a figurational sociological approach.

3 The NSPCC are a leading children’s charity in the United Kingdom who specialise in child protection.



This thesis utilises the following figurational concepts; figuration, independence and power relations,
established-outsider relations, identity and habitus, gendered civilised bodies and emotions. In doing so,
pupils’ peer group dynamics and behavioural norms are understood by exploring the complex and ever-
changing networks of interconnected and interdependent relationships which form the figurations within
which they are inescapably enmeshed (Green, 2000). By locating pupils and PE teachers within their various
figurations, this thesis examines the enabling and constraining interdependent relationships which influence
gendered peer group dynamics, behavioural norms, and identity expressions within secondary PE. Previously
used to examine disparate power relations between men and women within sporting figurations (see Liston,
2005; Velija, 2012; Velija and Flynn, 2010), Elias and Scotson’s (1994 [1965]) model of established-outsider
relations is used to analyse power relations between groups of boys and girls in single-sex PE lessons and
extracurricular school sport activities. Central to such power relation is identity, therefore, Elias’s (1978,
2001) personal pronoun model is used to explain any age-based similarities or differences in how young
people embody ‘I’- ‘we’- ‘they’- identities within and across the PE figuration. Finally, Elias’s (2000)
writings on civilising processes and figurational sociologists’ developments of gendered civilised bodies (see
Slater, Jones and Procter, 2018; Thing, 2001; Velija and Hughes, 2019) will be drawn upon to explore

secondary school pupils’ gendered changing room etiquettes and navigations of the PE changing process.

When utilising any theoretical framework, it is important not to simply apply but to explore its advocacy in
relation to analysing empirical data (Dunning and Hughes, 2019). Therefore, the adequacy of Elias and
Scotson’s (1994) framework of established-outsider relations will be explored, examining the extent to which
power disparities arise within, as well as across, social groups (Velija, 2012). The usefulness of Elias’s (1978,
2001) personal pronoun model will also be extended by following Nielsen and Thing (2019a, 2019b) in
demonstrating how young people’s identities fluctuate across five years of secondary school and across
differing PE figurations. However, seeking to build upon the work of Velija (2012) and Nielsen and Thing
(2019a, 2019b), this thesis focuses on how these concepts enable the verbal and symbolic relevancy within
asymmetric power relations within physical and often competitive PE environments. The figurational concept
of (gendered) civilised bodies (Elias, 2000; Thing, 2001; Velija and Hughes, 2019) is also developed by
examining how normalised educational processes, teacher-pupil relations, and pupils’ peer group dynamics
contribute to young people learning lessons of shame and embarrassment in gendered ways. Subsequently,
this thesis is guided by a desire to better understand and enhance knowledge rather than uphold analytical
approaches which predicated this project. Overall, the sociological quandary at the centre of this thesis is to
analyse how gendered peer relations, behavioural norms, and identity (re)constructions impact upon young
people’s experiences in secondary PE and school sport. Given the social, psychological, and emotion-laden

natures of banter, bullying, and changing room processes, exploration of these subject matters will provide



more adequate understandings of young people’s gendered peer group dynamics in PE and youth sport

settings. As such, the research questions this thesis aims to address are:

e How do girls and boys make sense of their peer- and teacher-pupil relations in secondary PE?

e How does age and gender impact upon young people’s experiences and navigations of banter in
secondary PE?

o How does age and gender impact upon young people’s experiences and navigations of bullying in
secondary PE?

¢ How do changing room processes and practices impact upon young people’s identities and emotional

expressions in secondary PE?

In seeking to address these research questions, this thesis provides several key contributions to knowledge.
Firstly, previous PE-based ethnographies have tended to focus on either boys or girls PE, discussing PE in
the round as one form of provision. This thesis includes ethnographic research examining girls’ and boys’
experiences of secondary PE across multiple year groups, providing unique and complex insights into the
age-based and gendered differences in young people’s peer group dynamics and behavioural norms, key
findings which map across multiple forms of PE provision (core PE, assessment PE, and extracurricular
school sport). This approach provides more sophisticated understandings of how ever-changing networks of
interdependence impact upon young people’s experiences in secondary PE, considering the processual nature
of young people’s peer group dynamics. Overall, this ethnography demonstrates the importance of
considering and exploring the situational (i.e., pupil age and gender) and contextual (i.e., form of PE) nuances
when seeking to explain secondary school pupils’ perceptions, experiences, and navigations of banter,

bullying, and changing room processes.

1.3 Thesis structure

This thesis is divided into nine chapters. Chapter Two reviews existing literature relating to boys’ and girls’
gendered peer group dynamics and gender embodiment in PE, before thematically exploring literature
relating to banter, bullying, and issues associated with changing rooms in PE and broader sporting settings.
The literature review offers a critical assessment of the methodological and empirical adequacy of existing
explorations, highlighting several gaps in knowledge which this thesis seeks to address. Chapter Three details
the theoretical framework of figurational sociology and explains how and why this theoretical perspective
proves useful for exploring young people’s gendered peer group dynamics in secondary PE. More
specifically, the sensitising concepts of figuration, interdependence, and power relations, established-outsider
relations, identity and habitus, gendered civilised bodies and emotions are introduced and framed within the

context of this thesis. Chapter Four begins by explaining how a figurational sociological approach guided the



crafting of this thesis, informing the rationale and process for conducting ethnographic research. Then, the
research process is outlined from the research setting to how participant observations, focus groups, and
individual interviews were conducted and how data was thematically analysed. The chapter concludes by
presenting reflexive thoughts on how appropriate blends of involvement and detachment were maintained
throughout the ethnographic process. Chapters Five to Eight present the main findings and discussions
developed from this ethnography. The following paragraphs further detail the central focus of each results

and discussion chapters.

Chapter Five provides ethnographic insights into the age-based and gendered nuances of PE provisions at
Lord Taylors School (LTS — pseudonym used throughout for the research setting), paying specific attention
to everyday procedures, practices, and relationships. Viewing girls PE, boys PE, and extracurricular school
sport as distinct, yet interconnected figurations (Elias, 1978), the enabling and constraining aspects of the
NCPE (DfE, 2013) and other governmental policies (DfE, 2014a, 2018, 2019) are considered to illuminate
how PE provision is influenced by multiple and complex networks of interdependency. In doing so, this
chapter provides much needed empirical insights into how secondary PE is structured, delivered, and
experienced in a multitude of ways, moving beyond descriptions of PE as one all-encompassing curricular
subject. There is also an analysis of the complexities and nuances of teacher-pupil relations and pupils’ peer
group dynamics within and across the PE figuration at LTS, which proves useful in explaining gendered
nuances in everyday procedures, processes, and practices. This chapter lays an important foundation from

which ethnographic insights into banter, bullying, and changing room processes can be examined.

Chapter Six provides much needed empirical insights into how banter is socially constructed, manifested, and
navigated within secondary PE, seeking a move beyond views of banter as an inherently masculine behaviour.
Pupils’ and teachers’ conceptualisations of banter are provided, alongside much needed empirical insights
into how banter manifests within boys PE and girls PE, shedding light on the gendered nuances in young
people’s and PE teachers’ engagements in reciprocated forms of humour within PE and school sport settings.
Offering necessary similarities, Chapter Seven provides pupils’ and teachers’ conceptualisations of bullying,
and ethnographic insights into how and why bullying is manifested within and across the PE figuration at
LTS, before detailing how pupils navigate bullying in PE. These insights are examined using Elias and
Scotson’s (1994) model of established-outsider relations to analyse the structural (i.e., delivery of PE),
relational (i.e., pupils’ peer group dynamics and teacher-pupil relations) and situational (i.e., PE-specific
behavioural norms) social processes which give rise to unequal power relations across the PE figuration.
When combined, these two chapters shed light on several unintended social consequences of some pupils
engaging in numerous forms of PE and how complex chains of interdependency with PE teachers can be
perceived as favouritism. In Chapter Eight, the final results and discussion chapter, an ethnographic

examination of changing room processes, procedures and practices is provided. These findings are analysed



using the figurational concept of civilised bodies and emotions to demonstrate how many aspects within
changing room practices are indicative of long-term civilising processes. The findings and discussions
presented in this chapter not only address gaps identified within the literature review, but also provide useful
insights which may inform future policies and practices for changing rooms in secondary schools and broader

youth-based settings.

Finally, Chapter Nine provides concluding remarks regarding secondary school pupils’ gendered peer group
dynamics and behavioural norms within secondary PE and school sport settings, presenting specific answers
to the research questions posed and highlighting the empirical gaps this thesis fills. The adequacy of these
key findings is discussed alongside key contributions to knowledge, theory, and practice this thesis offers.
After presenting the implications of the key findings, some thoughts on the direction in which future research

could explore are offered.
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Chapter Two - Literature Review

This chapter reviews literature on young people’s gendered peer group dynamics within PE and school sport,
with specific attention paid to findings concerning banter, bullying, and changing rooms. For cultural
specificity purposes, where possible priority is given to peer-reviewed articles and book chapters that have
examined young people’s experiences in PE within English secondary schools. However, given a lack of
empirical evidence available in some areas, particularly in relation to banter, evidence is also presented from
broader educational and sport-based studies. Aligned with the research questions, this chapter is divided into
four sections. To begin, boys’ and girls’ peer group dynamics and gendered identity embodiment in PE are
synthesised. From here, literature relating to young people’s experiences of banter and bullying in PE and
youth sport settings is reviewed, focusing on the prevalence and navigations of these behaviours. Finally,
young people’s perceptions and experiences of school changing room processes are detailed. This chapter
also highlights some empirical gaps to demonstrate how this thesis can provide new and important empirical

insights. To begin, however, it is important to acknowledge PE’s gendered history.

Conscious that sociological examinations of contemporary issues can benefit from more detached long-term
perspectives (Elias, 2000; Green, 2008), this section provides a concise review of the literature pertaining to
the gendered history of PE in England and Wales. Whilst it is not possible to detail all developments in PE
provisions, the extent to which PE has been gendered across the past century is mapped, beginning with the
emergence of modern forms of PE in late 1800s. Since its emergence as a curricular subject in the 1880s
when mass schooling began in Britain, PE has developed a gendered legacy with strong associations with
stereotypical views about the activities that are appropriate for girls and boys, often formed around singular
forms of femininity and masculinity (Hargreaves, 1994; Kirk, 2002). Invented by Per Henrick Ling, Swedish
(or Ling) gymnastics were the hallmark of PE in the nineteenth century, involving free-standing exercises,
intricate flexions and extensions (Kirk, 2002). Alongside educational and Olympic gymnastics, Swedish
gymnastics had strong associations with gender, as women were expected to be dainty, flexible and nimble,

whereas men were required to be strong and powerful (Kirk, 2002).

Coinciding with the second wave of feminism in Britain, early debates into gender and PE during the 1970s
predominately focused on issues of access and requests for equal sporting opportunities for girls (Flintoff and
Scraton, 2005; Hargreaves, 1994). Central to such concerns was differences in activities taught during single-
sex PE provisions, fostering a societal shift towards mixed-sex groupings (Flintoff and Scraton, 2005; Green,
2008; Kirk, 2002). During the late 1970s and 1980s, mixed-sex groups were perceived to be an equitable
method of enabling girls to have the same access to curriculum activities as boys, particularly in PE which,
by this period, had a long-gendered history of curriculum differentiation (Kirk, 1992). Whilst shifts to mixed-

sexed PE provided equal access for girls and boys in certain sporting activities, such practical shifts only
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partly removed gendered inequalities as traditionally ‘male’ sports were delivered, activities which girls
tended to have less experience and skill (Talbot, 2017). Consequently, gendered stereotypes of male
dominance and female femininity were not only largely unchallenged, but often reinforced by PE curricula

dominated by competitive, physically vigorous games (Green, 2008; Hargreaves, 1994).

The introduction of the National Curriculum for Physical Education (NCPE) in 1992, and revisions in 1995,
1999, did not completely address concerns of sex differentiated PE curricula nor gendered inequalities during
single- or mixed-sex provisions (Flintoff and Scraton, 2005; Penney, 2002). Penney (2002) argued that the
flexibility inherent within the NCPE policy, combined with prevailing attitudes towards gender-appropriate
sports, did little to address gendered PE provisions. Indeed, whilst all pupils were required to participate in
invasion, net and striking field games, PE provisions continued to be dominated by differing games for boys
(i.e., cricket, football and rugby) and girls (i.e., netball, rounders) often in sex-segregated classes (Flintoff
and Scraton, 2005). Moreover, when girls and boys were taught the same activities (i.e., outdoor and
adventurous activities and health related fitness), physical educators often delivered gendered versions,
reinforcing gendered stereotypes (Green, 2008; Hargreaves, 1994; Harris and Penney, 2002). Since the latest
revision of the NCPE in 2013 (DfE, 2013), English secondary schools PE has been dominated by sex-
segregated provisions (Hingley et al., 2023; Ofsted, 2023; Wilkinson and Penney, 2016, 2023), a trend
associated with concerns about pupil safety, quality of student experience, teacher preference, and resources
(DfE, 2018; Preece and Bullingham, 2022; Scraton, 2017; Kirk, 2019; Wilkinson and Penney, 2022). Whilst
there is some evidence that girls and boys have similar access and opportunities to PE in terms of activity
provision in core PE and extra-curricular sport (Hingley et al, 2023; Stride et al, 2022), the UK
Government’s recent calls for gender equality in PE provisions suggests that gender inequalities remain
(GOV.UK, 2023a). Such gendered structures of secondary PE enable pupils and PE teachers to form
homosocial relations, enact gendered behaviours, and embody gendered identities (Anderson, 2012; Fisette,
2011; Hill, 2015; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Roberts, Grey and Camacho Mifiano, 2020; Stewart et al.,
2020; Tischler and McCaughtry, 2011; Walseth, Aartun and Englesrud, 2017). Given PE’s gendered history,
literature pertaining to boys’ PE and girls’ PE are presented separately, before reviewing existing explanations

of young people’s peer group dynamics and gendered identity embodiment.

2.1 Gendered peer group dynamics in secondary PE

Chapter One revealed that secondary PE is often considered the most gender-affected subject delivered under
the National Curriculum (DfE, 2018), often involving single-sex class formations, gendered pedagogical
practices, and activity provisions (GOV.UK, 2023a; Hingley et al., 2023; Wilkinson and Penney, 2023). Such
gendered structures of secondary PE enable pupils and PE teachers to form homosocial relations, enact

gendered behaviours, and embody gendered identities (Anderson, 2012; Fisette, 2011; Hill, 2015;
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Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Roberts, Grey and Camacho Mifiano, 2020; Stewart et al., 2020; Tischler and
McCaughtry, 2011; Walseth, Aartun and Englesrud, 2017). Given this, literature relating to boys PE and girls
PE are presented separately, before overviewing the gendered nuances of existing explanations of young

peoples’ peer group dynamics and gendered identity embodiment.

Boys’peer relations in PE

Since the introduction of the NCPE in 1992, boys’ gender embodiment and peer relations in secondary PE
have been explored through a variety of research methods and explained through a range of theoretical
perspectives, with a selection of the key UK-based studies now reviewed in chronological order. Conducting
ethnographic research in a multi-ethnic secondary school in England, Parker (1996) discovered that
hegemonic masculine ideals of aggressiveness, commitment to sport, showing a high pain threshold, and
loyalty were central features of boys’ masculine embodiment in PE. Discussing peer group dynamics, Parker
(1996, p.147) depicted three distinguishable social groups, the ‘hard boys’, the ‘conformists’, and the
‘victims’. The ‘hard boys’ were understood to manipulate and control the social ordering of the PE class,
implicitly and explicitly dominating ‘victims’ through their superior physicality, while the ‘conformists’
accepted the ‘hard boys’ aggressive and domineering behaviours (Parker, 1996). Comparable findings were
presented by Bramham (2003), who conducted focus groups with boys (aged 15 years) from four multi-ethnic
secondary schools in north-east England. Bramham (2003) reported that many boys sought to embody
hegemonic forms of masculinity (Connell, 1998), yet in contrast to Parker’s (1996) findings, it was the
‘sportsmen’, the boys who were highly competent and competitive, who possessed the most social power
across the four PE settings. Bramham (2003) explained how this dynamic was influenced by boys and male

PE teachers, who collectively valued sporting competence and participation in school sport.

More recently, Campbell et al. (2018) conducted interviews to explore young males (ages 16-17 years)
identity construction and peer group dynamics within certificated PE in a Scottish upper secondary school.
These older boys qualified masculinity in relation to strength over others and displays of a high pain threshold,
revealing traits traditionally associated with hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005). Discussing students’
peer relations, Campbell ef al. (2018) found friendliness and generosity were highly valued traits, contrasting
to orthodox and hegemonic masculine ideals (Connell, 2005; Swain, 2006), whereby popularity and social
status was elevated by being ‘kind’, ‘nice’, and ‘friendly’. This finding demonstrated that boys could gain
popularity in PE through embodying more inclusive masculinities (Anderson, 2009), as well as orthodox or
hegemonic masculinities (Connell, 2005; Swain, 2006), revealing the ‘complex and fluid nature of masculine
identity construction in PE’ (Campbell et al., 2018, p.227). Stewart et al. (2020) also discovered how multiple
masculinities co-existed in boys PE in a Scottish secondary school explained how boys’ understandings and

constructions of masculine identities shifted as they progressed through school, with competition and sporting
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success more central and valued parts of older boys’ (ages 15-16 years) masculine embodiment, findings
similar to those presented by Parker (1996) and Bramham (2003). In contrast, younger boys (ages 11-12
years) were observed to be more focused on skill development, rarely valuing peer competition, and often
rewarding and praising peers for non-sporting acts (i.e., having an innovative idea) (Stewart et al., 2020).
Showing further age-based nuance, the authors discovered that younger boys associated popularity with
behaviours such as showing empathy, being supportive, thus creating an inclusive climate, demonstrating the
inclusive to hegemonic shift in masculinities that took place amongst male peer groups in PE (Stewart et al.,

2020).

The social significance of competitive behaviours and sporting competence to boys’ peer group dynamics in
PE is not limited to UK-based secondary schools, with some evidence of these findings in other Western
nations. Drawing upon observational and focus group data captured from two middle schools (pupil ages 11-
14 years) in Midwestern United States, Tischler and McCaughtry (2011) discovered that boys who
demonstrated athleticism, fitness, and strength were viewed as doing ‘boy right’. Doing ‘boy right’ was often
rewarded by PE teachers whose pedagogical practices and content delivery impacted social hierarchies
amongst the boys (Tischler and McCaughtry, 2011). This process involved male PE teachers privileging boys
whose skills and values aligned to elite sporting performance, competition, and aggressiveness, whilst
subordinating boys who failed to embody such hegemonic ideals (Connell, 2005; Tischler and McCaughtry,
2011). The impact of male PE teachers’ pedagogical practices on boys peer group dynamics was also
discussed by Jachyra (2016), who presented ethnographic insights from a Canadian secondary school. Jachyra
(2016) discovered that school cultures, academic curricular programmes, and curricular practices reflected
and reproduced disparate power relations within the field of health and physical education (HPE). Boys who
were fit, fast, muscular, and demonstrated warrior-type mentalities were lauded by male PE teachers, whilst
other boys were offered reduced empathy (Jachyra, 2016). Presenting similar findings, Gerdin’s (2017a,
2017b) visual ethnography of boys PE in New Zealand revealed how the structure of PE catered towards the
sporty, highly proficient boys rather than those aspiring to be sporty, or non-sporty boys. Drawing upon the
same ethnographic data, in a later article Gerdin and Larsson (2018) explained how participation and
excellence in sport and PE became an important source of bodily pleasure even though performances of
gender were largely dependent on boys treating their bodies as machines subjected to regimes of discipline
and training (Gerdin and Larsson, 2018). Gerdin and Larsson (2018) also drew attention to how discursive
practices within PE, such as team selection, presented public opportunities to evaluate and scale boys’

gendered bodies, as captains selected peers aiming to secure the best team possible.

Taken collectively, these studies reveal that displaying high levels of sporting competence and embodiment
of masculine hegemonic ideals (Connell, 1998, 2005) are often central to boys’ peer group dynamics in

secondary PE, with sporty and athletic boys often positioned at the top of social hierarchies. Although there
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is some evidence of how teachers’ practices partly influence boys’ gendered peer group dynamics, only
Stewart et al. (2020) that detail how boys’ peer group dynamics develop throughout five years of secondary
school, an empirical area this thesis further explores through the focus of banter, bullying and changing rooms

processes.

Girls’ peer relations in PE

Sociological explorations of girls’ peer group dynamics and gender embodiment in secondary PE reveal both
similarities and differences to the male-based studies synthesised above. Hills (2007) examined girls’ (ages
12-13 years) embodied dynamics within secondary PE in the UK. Presenting comparable findings to
Bramham (2003), Tischler and McCaughtry (2011), and Stewart et al. (2020), Hills (2007) discovered that
girls who embodied sporting skills attained desirable positions within the field of PE. In contrast, girls failing
to display such competencies often experienced feelings of stress and embarrassment, citing concerns of peer
teasing (Hills, 2007). As noted by Gerdin and Larsson (2018), team selection processes in girls PE encouraged
the ‘scaling of bodies’ and served as a public show of competence-based inclusion or exclusion (Hills, 2007).
Hills (2007) also drew attention to the importance of friendships to girls’ experiences in secondary PE,
explaining how friendships provided an alternative form of capital that could alleviate competence-based
marginalisation. O’Donovan and Kirk (2008) also discussed the importance of friendships when examining
the factors that motivated girls to engage in secondary PE. Presenting ethnographic data, O’Donovan and
Kirk (2008) discovered that physical and sporting competence were highly valued by some girls, whilst
avoided by others for whom sporting ability was unimportant. Despite such contrasting views, many girls
expressed concerns about displaying a lack of sporting ability, citing apprehensions around peer gaze and
judgement (O’Donovan and Kirk, 2008). Discussing girls’ peer group dynamics, O’Donovan and Kirk (2008)
discovered that appearance served as a form of physical capital, specifically being attractive and wearing
fashionable clothing were important aspects of popularity. During PE lessons girls were conscious to develop
and maintain friendships to achieve high social status and avoid being ostracised by popular peers
(O’Donovan and Kirk, 2008). Shedding light on the social significance of perceived popularity in girls PE,
O’Donovan and Kirk (2008) concluded that, in comparison to other curricular subjects, PE provides

substantially more socialising opportunities, partly explaining the importance placed on friendships.

More recently, Hill (2015) presented observational, interview, and photo diary data when discussing girls’
(ages 13-14 years) navigations of gender identities and discourses of femininity in single-sex and co-
educational PE lessons within an ethnically diverse English secondary school. Hill (2015) discovered that
some girls’ identities contrasted with idealised understandings of femininity, as girls often regulated their
sporting performances to avoid being labelled as ‘masculine’, adjusting their performances in PE to perform

idealised femininity (Butler, 1990; Hill, 2015). Girls navigated their performances of gender when shifting
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from co-educational to single-sex PE through self-regulation, internalising peers’ gaze self-regulating their
feminine embodiment. One example of this concerned some Asian girls wearing additional clothing to avoid
tanning, demonstrating the significance of appearance to girls’ reproductions of gendered and ethnic
discourses (Hill, 2015). The importance of aesthetics and discourses associated with femininity in girls PE
were also discussed by Roberts, Grey and Camacho Mifiano (2020), whose UK-based ethnographic findings
captured how binary views of male/female and strength/weakness became organisational categories of team
membership in PE. This process was often centred on dominant perceptions of masculine bodies as strong,
active, and sweaty, and female bodies as feminine, aesthetic, and non-aggressive, perceptions which served

as policing and constraining agents (Roberts, Grey and Camacho Mifiano, 2020).

Discussions of the social significance of peer judgement, surveillance, friendship, and embodiment of
perceived feminine ideals within girls PE are also presented in non-English contexts. Azzarito (2009)
explored girls’ gender embodiment in ninth grade (ages 14-15 years) PE in the United States, discovering that
ideals of femininity were not only embodied through body size and shape, but also appearance and popularity.
During interviews girls echoed dominant discourses of idealised female bodies, those that are most desired
by males (Azzarito, 2009). Azzarito (2009) explained that girls engaged in self-surveillance and gradually
internalised dominant discourses of the female body, often disciplining themselves to these normalised ideals
of femininity. Reiterating this process, Fisette’s (2011) research within a middle school in north-eastern
United States discovered that girls’ self-perceptions of their gendered identities were influenced by their
beliefs of how other individuals, including their peers, parents and teachers, perceived them. Perceptions of
how others judged their bodies affected girls’ levels of self-acceptance, self-consciousness, and desires to be
accepted by others (Fisette, 2011). Fisette (2011) also emphasised the significance of the physical body to
girls’ embodied identities in PE, identities often based on socially constructed ideals of femininity and the
female body, findings which appear to map across cultural borders (Azzarito, 2009; Hill, 2015; Roberts, Grey
and Camacho Mifano, 2020). Significantly, Fisette (2011) reported that the public domain of PE enabled
girls to survey and judge each other’s bodies, with bodily exposure heavily influencing acceptance, success,
or exclusion within girls’ peer groups. Walseth, Aartun and Englesrud (2017) further emphasised the
significance of surveillance and the physical body to girls’ (age 15 years) identity constructions in PE within
a Norwegian secondary school. Presenting observational and interview data, Walseth, Aartun and Englesrud
(2017) reported that many girls viewed PE as a social setting in which their bodies were persistently observed
and judged by peers, with some girls adopting avoidance tactics and hiding techniques to avoid peer gaze

during PE.

Taken collectively, the evidence presented here demonstrates that girls may place increased importance on
performative aesthetics than their male peers, with peer gaze and concerns of how others may judge their

feminine bodies impacting upon girls’ experiences in secondary PE. Evidence reveals a series of gendered
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nuances in the social and identity-based factors which underpin boys’ and girls’ peer group dynamics in
secondary PE. Sporting competence and embodiment of hegemonic ideals are important distinguishing
characteristics within boys PE, with boys who embody hegemonic masculinities and demonstrate high
sporting competence often lauded and valorised by their peers and male PE teachers. There is some evidence,
however, of how alternative forms of more inclusive masculinities may be valued within boys PE, with age
also understood to influence peer group dynamics. In girls PE, sporting competence again appears important
to peer group dynamics, however friendships appear more socially significant for girls than their male peers.
One reason friendships may appear central to girls’ peer relations in secondary PE is the increased
opportunities for the scaling of gendered bodies and widespread concerns of peer judgement. The extent to
which such gendered dynamics impact upon gendered peer group dynamics, how these may differ across

different ages, and how they may manifest in forms of banter or bullying is explored in this thesis.

2.2 The functions of banter in PE and sport

Since the Duty of Care in Sport report (Grey-Thompson, 2017) was published there has been a plethora of
examinations of where the metaphorical ‘line of acceptability’ between banter and bullying is situated in
educational and sporting environment (Abell et al., 2023; Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Buglass et al., 2020;
Johannessen, 2021; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Mahmood and Rumbold,
2023; Newman, Warburton and Russell, 2022; Steer et al., 2020). Whilst there has been growing academic
interest in the gendered nature and the (in)appropriateness of banter in sporting environments, to date, there
has been a lack of empirically or theoretically grounded research exploring young people’s perceptions,
experiences, and navigations of banter in PE and school sport settings. Much of the literature presented in
this section, therefore, is drawn from broader sport-based studies, the majority of which have adult male
samples. Despite a lack of evidence explaining banter in secondary PE, the aim of this section is to
demonstrate how banter may serve positive and negative functions in sporting environments, demystifying
often trivialised understandings of banter, and shedding light on how banter may influence young people’s

peer group dynamics.

There is currently no universally accepted definition of banter, with scholars considering the term to be ‘quite
elastic’, incorporating notions of insults, teasing, mockery, care, and friendships (Hein and O’Donohoe, 2014,
p-1303). Baroness Tanni-Grey Thompson (2017, p.17) explains that ‘banter is a form of gentle ribbing by
friends, colleagues and teammates; it is episodic in nature (ie irregular), never intended to cause harm and,
importantly, reciprocal’. This definition captures general understandings of the term banter, as a growing
body of evidence associates banter with humorously framed insults or jovial remarks which are reciprocally
exchanged between friends (Buglass et al., 2020; Dynel, 2008; Pang and Samp, 2023; Nichols, 2018; Rivers
and Ross, 2021; Steer et al., 2020). Seeking to explore young people’s understandings of banter, Steer et al.
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(2020) conducted focus groups with 28 young people (ages 11-15 years) recruited from two English
secondary schools. The authors explain how pupils generally labelled banter as a “harmless exchange of social
interactions between friends which involves teasing or mocking either on a one-to-one basis or more
commonly on a friendship group basis’ (Steer et al., 2020, p.4). Qualifying this conceptualisation, pupils
expressed that the strength of friendships underpin the foundations of banter (Steer ef al., 2020). However,
this study was not without limitations, as the authors acknowledge the gender imbalance within their sample
(8 males, 20 females), whilst no references to gendered nuances within pupils’ conceptions of banter were
provided. This omission seems significant given the reported gendered nature of banter discussed above,
however the study does provide a generalisable understanding of how young people conceive banter. The
generalisability of Steer et al.’s (2020) findings are strengthened by Booth, Cope and Rhind’s (2023)
examination of boys’ (n=8, ages 15-16 years) perceptions of banter within a community football setting.
Booth, Cope and Rhind (2023, p.9) reported how boys viewed banter as ‘non-harmful” and ‘prosocial joking’,
predominately verbal, but occasionally manifested in physical forms. Whilst the phrase ‘a bit of a joke’ is
provided to capture the nature of verbal banter (Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023, p.9), no examples are provided
to explain how physical banter is manifested, leaving questions regarding what constitutes physical banter.
To my knowledge these two studies are alone in seeking to understand how young people, of secondary
school age (11-16 years), conceptualise banter, which is problematic given the identified limitations, and is

an empirical shortage that this thesis addresses.

Research conducted with undergraduate university students in England sheds further light on how young
people conceptualise banter. In a two-part study, Buglass et al. (2020) sought to understand how university
students define banter, also seeking their perceptions of banter. Through surveying 190 psychology students,
mostly female (n=166), the authors discovered that most students understood banter as friendly forms of
joking or teasing behaviours that occurred between individuals with close social ties (i.e., friends, family,
peers) (Buglass et al., 2020). Study two involved focus group discussions with 21 students (15 females, 5
males, 1 non-binary), revealing a shared perception amongst the students that banter requires reciprocity,
humour, and social closeness (Buglass et al., 2020). The students explained that before engaging in banter it
is important to consider the ‘social rules of engagement’, recognising that humour styles and boundaries are
subjective (Buglass et al., 2020). Abell et al. (2023) build upon Buglass ef al. 5 (2020) findings, presenting
focus group data collected from 24 undergraduate students (ages 18-23 years) seeking to explore students
experiences of banter within university sport clubs and societies. Although no definitive conceptualisation
was provided, Abell et al. (2023) explained that the word ‘banter’ was used as a ‘catch all’ term, used to
euphemistically label and excuse more problematic behaviours, including hazing and misogynistic sexual
behaviours. Perhaps unsurprisingly given the lack of a universally accepted definition, there is sparse

quantitative evidence available pertaining to the prevalence of banter in educational or sporting environments.
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Despite a lack of quantified evidence, qualitative research reveals that banter is a near ever-present form of
communication within English sporting cultures (Abell et al., 2023; Clark, 2018; Duncan, 2019; Lawless and
Magrath, 2021; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Nichols, 2018), particularly prevalent within male football
cultures (Adams, 2020; Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Hague and Law, 2023; Hickey and Roderick, 2022;
Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Warburton and Russell, 2022). Beginning with education-based explorations,
Mierzwinski and Velija (2020b) discovered that banter was a regular and important aspect of boys’ (ages 11-
14 years) peer relations and teacher-pupil relations in male PE. The authors explained how PE provided male
teachers and boys with increased opportunities for sociality, opportunities not available in other curricular
subjects, with banter, a form of gendered play, becoming more prevalent through the years of secondary
school (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b). Mierzwinski and Velija (2020b, p.129) also discovered that male PE
teachers actively involved themselves in banter, often utilising ‘gender-informed banter’ to embarrass, cajole
or gender-shame boys. In university sports clubs and societies, Abell et al. (2023) discovered that banter was
socially accepted, expected, and normalised, with students citing the ‘24/7’ nature of banter, whereby

humorous exchanges continued via online means once participation in sports had ceased (Abell et al., 2023).

Given the lack of literature exploring the prevalence of banter in PE, broader sports literature is drawn upon
to explore the commonality of banter. Conducting ethnographic research at one amateur rugby union club in
the north-east of England, Nichols (2018) interviewed 20 adult male players and observed players and club
members, predominately but not exclusively males, everyday interactions. ‘Laddish behaviours’ and ‘lad
cultures’ were prominent within the rugby union club, with banter identified as a central component of
laddism, with engagement in banter cited as an expected behaviour within sporting practices (Nichols, 2018,
p.77). The centrality of banter within male sporting cultures was further demonstrated by Lawless and
Magrath (2021), who conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 adult male amateur cricketers from one
cricket club in south-east of England. The cricketers articulated that banter was an ever-present feature within

the cricket club, occurring both on and off the field of play (Lawless and Magrath, 2021).

Whilst banter is found to be highly prevalent within male-based sports clubs, there is a wealth of evidence to
suggest that banter is socially embedded within English football cultures, across multiple generations. Booth,
Cope and Rhind (2023) discussed the widespread incorporation of banter within the adolescent community
football culture. The players and coaches interviewed shared the perception that banter was an important and
highly common form of communication at Community FC, the research setting, also sharing the perception
that banter is normalised within broader football cultures (Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023). Support for this
finding is provided by Hague and Law (2023), who conducted interviews with male academy players and
academy graduates (ages 16-19 years). The young footballers revealed that banter was an ever-present feature
of their subcultures, following them from the football academy into education-based environments (Hague

and Law, 2023). Further evidence of the normalisation of banter across all levels of footballing cultures is
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provided by Hickey and Roderick (2022) who draw on interview data provided by 10 male professional
footballers. The English Premier League footballers, those who play in the highest domestic league in
England, described banter as a part of everyday life in football, sharing a perception that banter was a key
element of being a professional footballer (Hickey and Roderick, 2022). Similar findings were presented by
Newman, Warburton and Russell (2022) who also interviewed professional male footballers (n=18) in
England. Despite focusing on the blurred lines between banter and bullying, the authors discovered an
expectation that ‘banter’ must be accepted in professional football cultures (Newman, Warburton and Russell,
2022). Collectively, these findings reveal how banter is a highly prevalent, normalised, and expected form of
communication within male sporting cultures in England, yet questions remain regarding the extent to which

these findings map to boys PE, or even girls PE.

Whilst understood to be normalised and expected amongst males, there is significantly less evidence
exploring the prevalence of banter in female sporting environments. Clark (2018) conducted one of few
studies exploring females’ experiences of banter in sporting environments, drawing upon observational and
interview data to make sense of women’s experience of sexist humour within an English gym culture. Clark
(2018) discovered that sexist humour and banterous ‘jokes’ were normalised within the mixed-sexed gym,
however such comments were often voiced by males and rarely verbally reciprocated by females. The author
also explained that some female gym users began reciprocating, rather than challenging, gendered comments
when navigating sexist humour within the gym floor space (Clark, 2018). Comparable findings were
presented by McGinty-Minister et al. (2024) who adapted the Everyday Sexism Survey (McDonald, Mayes
and Laundon, 2016) to explore women’s experiences of sexism in sporting organisations. The authors
discovered that males’ sexist comments were often brushed off as banter within sporting cultures, associating
such dismissals with a broader acceptance of banter within society (McGinty-Minister et al., 2024). Whilst
useful, these studies do not explore females’ experiences of banter within single sex sporting environments,

revealing a gap in knowledge which this thesis seeks to address.

Taken collectively, the studies reviewed support Grey-Thompson’s (2017, p.16) claim that ‘banter is
something that most teams engage in’. However, there is a lack of knowledge regarding the prevalence of
banter in secondary PE, and in female sport more broadly. Given the predominately sex-segregated nature of
secondary PE and many traditional team sports, this gap in knowledge seems significant when trying to
understand young people’s peer group dynamics and gendered behavioural norms. Furthermore, there is lack
of knowledge explaining how banter is manifested in PE and youth sport settings, leaving questions regarding
what sparks banter and how humorously framed comments are delivered, received, and navigated, empirical

gaps which this thesis seeks to address.
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Having discovered that banter is a highly prevalent feature within male sporting cultures, a synthesis of the
functions of banter in sporting environments is now provided. Here, the term ‘function’ is used to explore the
social, psychological, and emotion-laden consequences that engagement in banter is understood to provide.
Although the intended role of banter is debated within linguistic studies (Hein and O’Donohoe, 2014; Pang
and Samp, 2023; Kotthoff, 2006; Plester and Sayers, 2007), this section focuses on the three key themes that
emerge from sports-based literature, specifically embodiment of gendered identities, social bonding
opportunities, and provision of cathartic experiences. Given the aims of this thesis, particular attention is paid

to how banter influences peer group dynamics and homosocial relations.

Explorations of the functions of banter within educational and sporting environments reveal that banter often
provides males with an opportunity to embody desirable forms of masculinity (Adams, 2020; Booth, Cope
and Rhind, 2023; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Nichols, 2018; Whittle, Edler-Vass and Lumsden, 2019).
Beginning with youth-based studies, Whittle, Elder-Vass and Lumsden (2019) reported that boys (ages 11-16
years) use of banter via social network sites (i.e., Facebook) enable them to perform and embody dominant
forms of masculinity. However, the social rewards of embodying forms of masculinity when bantering, were
dependent on boys masking their emotions if offended, angered, or upset by a peer’s jibe (Whittle, Elder-
Vass and Lumsden, 2019). Adams (2020) explained how boys’ and male football coaches’ use of banter within
an all-boys football academy in England involved coaches openly referencing ‘girly’ or ‘feminine’
performances when addressing the boys, imparting their perceptions of what constitutes masculine poise and
performance onto the boys. Adams (2020) concluded that male football coaches’ use of banter contributed to
the reconstruction of a hidden masculinist curriculum within the academy, recommending that coaches should
reflect upon their use of humour to create more inclusive environments. Similar findings were presented by
Mierzwinski and Velija (2020b) in their examination of banter in male PE. The authors discovered that male
PE teachers utilised gendered slurs as a form of shaming and reinforcing hegemonic ideals of emotional self-

restraint, resilience, and mental toughness (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b).

These findings appear to map across into amateur youth sport as Booth, Cope and Rhind (2023, p.12)
discovered that all players (boys) and male coaches understood banter as a means of embodying a ‘lad figure’,
utilising banter, including sexist remarks, to accept and adhere to hegemonic masculine norms. When seeking
to provide a more productive theorising of ‘laddism’ and ‘laddish cultures’, Nichols (2018, p.79) introduced
the concept of ‘mischievous masculinity’ as a theoretical tool to explore the agency men have when ‘doing
gender’ (West and Zimmerman, 1987). Discussing the significance of banter for male rugby union players
embodiment of laddish identities and adherence to club culture, Nichols (2018) explains that the ability to
‘do’ banter was a marker of being able to ‘make it’ as one of the lads, fostering acceptance into the group.

Nichols (2018) proposes that the theorising of mischievous masculinities enables more nuanced
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understandings of men’s behaviours and gender embodiment to be ascertained, providing greater flexibility

in acknowledging the myriad ways in which laddish identities are performed.

Demonstrating how banter may be used to embody non-hegemonic masculinities within an amateur cricket
team, Lawless and Magrath (2021) discovered that male players’ (all heterosexual) use of banter espoused
positive attitudes towards homosexuality, despite the cricketers appearing to mock homosexuality for
homosocial bonding purposes. Whilst Lawless and Magrath (2021) state that banter may serve ‘exclusionary
purposes’, discussed shortly, they also explain how ‘inclusionary’ forms of banter provided homosocial
bonding opportunities, strengthening degrees of group solidarity and friendship. In accord with these findings,
a second prominent theme which emerges from the literature is that banter is often used as a prosocial
behaviour, strengthening homosocial relations and developing degrees of social cohesion within sports teams
(Abell et al., 2023; Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Hugman, 2021; Johannessen, 2021; Newman ef al., 2022;
Nichols, 2018). Discussing the social significance of banter within a male university football team in New
Zealand, Hugman (2021) explains how dressing room banter indexed degrees of group solidarity, peer support
and rapport. Abell et al. (2023) presented similar findings, stating that banter may provide a sense of group
membership and establish group solidarity within university sports clubs and societies. Showing further
prosocial benefits, Budden et al. (2022) reported how banter enabled males enrolled in a weight-loss
programme a form of respite from everyday stresses and responsibilities, depicted elsewhere as providing a
‘masculine breather’ (Frydendal et al., 2022; Nielsen et al., 2014). Engagement in outwardly aggressive, yet
playful, forms of banter enabled these men to develop camaraderie and overcome ‘heated moments’,
positively effecting their peer group dynamics (Budden et al., 2022), a finding shared by Lawless and Magrath
(2021) who reported banter to have a cathartic nature. Collectively, these studies have demonstrated how
banter manifested within higher education and sporting environments provides cathartic experiences which

can strengthen degrees of social cohesion and homosocial bonds within sports teams.

Although banter is understood to serve prosocial functions, it is also associated with more disparaging,
discriminatory, and damaging behaviours, serving exclusionary purposes (Abell et al., 2023; Booth, Cope
and Rhind, 2023; Buglass et al, 2020; Burdsey, 2011; Duncan, 2019; Hickey and Roderick, 2022;
Johannessen, 2021; Lawless and Magrath, 2021; Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Mahmood and Rumbold,
2023; Newman, Warburton and Russell, 2022; Steer et al., 2020; Wardman, 2021). Lawless and Magrath
(2021, p.1503) introduce the term ‘exclusionary banter’ to capture the negative aspects of banter, used to
depict jokes that ‘crossed the line’, serving as banter violations (Rivers and Ross, 2021). Exclusionary, or
failed forms, of banter included comments targeting an individual’s personal identity, specifically any forms
of gender, sexist, racist, or ethnic discrimination, all protected characteristics under the Equality Act 2010
(see GOV.UK, 2015). Exclusionary forms of sexist and misogynist banter have been discovered in education,

sport, and leisure-based studies (Abell et al., 2023; Clark, 2018; Nichols, 2018). Exploring manifested banter
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within university sport clubs and societies, Abell et al. (2023) discovered that banter often contained
misogynistic undertones, including references to sexual activities. The authors explain how misogynistic
banter was somewhat normalised within the university sports culture, socially accepted in certain spaces such
as the student bar, whilst socially less accepted in non-student venues (Abell et al. 2023). Abell et al. (2023)
further discovered that students recognised that the term banter was used to label, excuse, and justify
misogynistic sexual behaviours, labelling which created issues for those wishing to challenge such
behaviours. The extent to which the predominately single-sex nature of university sport enabled sexist and
misogynist banter to be normalised in student spaces, whilst less accepted other mixed-sex spaces (i.e., social
media or social nights), remains under explored. Associations of banter with misogynist and sexualised
comments are not limited to university-based studies, for example when presenting ethnographic data from a
mixed-sex fitness centre, Clark (2018) discovered that some women felt a need to conform with sexist
language on the gym floor, specifically when interacting with ‘laddish’ males. The author explains how some
women adapted their linguist styles and performative behaviours to conform with laddish and masculine
ideologies (Clark, 2018). Furthermore, and in a similar manner to Abell ef al. (2023), Clark (2018) discusses
the gendered nature of space segregation for female gym users’ experiences of sexist banter, with women
feeling empowered in the spinning room, an area of the gym housing cardiovascular equipment, which, in

this study, males rarely frequented.

Racism and racial microaggressions are other social issues associated with exclusionary forms of banter in
sporting environments. Exploring racial microaggressions in male English First-Class cricket, Burdsey
(2011) discovered a cultural tendency to downplay the seriousness of comments that contained racist
undertones as jovial and jocular, processes which served to marginalise minority ethnic players. The British
Asian cricketers interviewed provided examples of racial microaggressions voiced by fellow players, forms
of discrimination which were manifested during games and within the locker room (Burdsey, 2011).
Associations between banter and racial microaggressions in sport were also discovered by Hylton (2018),
who conducted focus groups with Black and minoritised ethnic male football coaches when seeking to
explore racism in football. Hylton (2018) found that some Black coaches felt racial microaggressions
delivered in jovial forms were condoned and reinforced within football cultures, whilst other coaches refused
to react to blatant racism from the ‘banter group’. Both Burdsey (2011) and Hylton (2018) concluded that
once signs of humour are removed from comments, racial microaggressions in the form of ethnic insults,
invalidations, and assaults are visible, evidencing how humour may be used as a tactic of oppressions and

marginalisation.

Whilst there is some evidence that banter may blur into discriminatory behaviours, the blurring of banter into
verbal bullying is a more widely discussed within education and sport-based studies. Irrespective of empirical

or theoretical approaches, much of the existing literature pertaining to banter discussed how the acceptability



23

of banter is predicated upon a metaphorical line (Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023; Buglass et al., 2020;
Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Warburton and Russell, 2022; Steer et al.,
2020; Wardman, 2021). Although there is limited research exploring secondary school pupils’ perceptions of
where the line of acceptability is or should be, Steer et al. (2020, p.6) demonstrate how adolescents
determined online ‘bad banter’ as that between non-friends which caused offence. The authors also reported
that imbalances of power within friendships group dynamics may lead to some young people masking their
emotions when offended, seeking to avoid peer conflict or the loss of friendship (Steer ef al., 2020). More
detailed insights into how banter and bullying are assessed upon a line of acceptability are provided by the
undergraduate university students interviewed by Buglass et al. (2020) and Abell ef al. (2023). Discussing
how banter is dependent upon individuals navigating the rules of engagement, Buglass et al. (2020)
discovered that banter was often moderated contextually, with students adapting the content and tone of
comments to specific audiences. An understanding and appreciation of the audience’s tolerance levels was
considered imperative for banter to be understood as humorous, rather than hurtful (Buglass et al., 2020), a
finding which support Grey-Thompson’s (2017) claim that banter is ‘gentle ribbing’. Abell et al. (2023) shed
further light on how the rules of engagement may be navigated within university student cultures, discovering
how banter loses its humour and, therefore, becomes offensive when jokes are repeated without reciprocation.
As such, outwardly humorous repeated comments that appear targeted towards one individual are not
amicable and are therefore considered bullying. Abell et al. (2023) also discovered that while peer banter
may breach a personal boundary and cause offence, students may not voice their feelings to preserve their
social status. What emerges, therefore, is that although personal and/or repetitive comments may breach lines
of acceptability, young people may be complicit to avoid being ‘othered” which may contribute to the

normalisation of offensive peer commentary (Abell et al., 2023; Buglass et al., 2020; Steer et al., 2020).

Further insights of how banter can blur into bullying behaviours are provided by Booth, Cope and Rhind
(2023), who discovered that both football players (boys) and coaches (adult males) believed that ‘banter can
be a pathway to bullying’ (p.9). The coaches explained that repetition is a distinguishing feature between
banter and bullying, whilst the players believed that comments could be repeated, and be considered banter,
if joking took place between friends (Booth, Cope and Rhind, 2023). Booth, Cope and Rhind (2023) also
discovered that assessments of verbal comments (i.e., bullying or banter) are centred on the recipient’s
reaction, rather than the orators’ intent, signifying a victim-centred approach. Retaining focus on the line of
acceptability within English football cultures, Newman, Warburton and Russell (2022) discovered that male
professional footballers held differencing perspectives on the ‘width’ of divisions between banter and
bullying. Despite this, players shared the perception that behavioural information, including observable body
language and repeated criticism, can be used to distinguish bullying from banter (Newman, Warburton and

Russell, 2022). The fallibility of relying on observable cues may be problematic given how emotional
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suppression is normalised within football cultures (Adams, 2020; Hickey and Roderick, 2022; Newman,
Warburton and Russell, 2022). Exploring football coaches’ perspectives, Newman et al. (2022) discovered
that boundaries may vary depending on the victim’s feelings at the time of comment, making it difficult for
coaches to determine the line between banter and bullying. This was partly due to the importance coaches
placed on each players personality (Newman ef al., 2022), signifying that the severity of a comment depends

on who it is delivered towards.

Overall, this section has revealed that banter is a highly prevalent, largely normalised, and often legitimised
form of communication within male sporting cultures, whereby it serves a series of prosocial functions.
Despite often strengthening group cohesion and camaraderie, banter is also commonly associated with
problematic harm-inducing and discriminatory behaviours. Within education and sport-based settings the
often-blurred lines between banter and verbal bullying are becoming increasingly debated. Whilst there is
agreement that acceptable banter is predicated upon a metaphorical line, there are a range of outlooks
identifying where the line between banter and bullying is situated. Appraisals of the (in)appropriateness of
banter have revealed that certain topics are considered ‘banter violations’, ‘bad banter’, or ‘exclusionary
banter’, whereby degrees of appropriateness appear to be predicated upon the strength of relationships
between those involved and the speaker’s ability assess the intended recipients humour styles and tolerances.
Subsequently, the (in)appropriateness of banter is dependent on peer group dynamics and the extent to which
verbal interactions can strengthen or foster divisions within peer relations. In addition, the socially
constructed and highly subjective nature of banter, combined with the normalisation of emotional
suppression, raises questions as to whether the line of acceptability can be identified in highly social and
inherently dynamic PE lessons. Therefore, this thesis seeks to explore how secondary school pupils and PE
teachers conceptualise, manifest, and navigate banter in PE and school sport, providing much needed

empirical insights into how girls’ and boys’ experience banter in education and sport-based settings.

2.3 Bullying in secondary PE

A review of the literature pertaining to secondary school pupils’ peer group dynamics in PE, combined with
previously provided discussions of the (in)appropriateness of banter in education and sport-based settings,
reveals that bullying is a pressing issue. The severity of issues associated with school-based bullying are
recognised by the UK Government, as it is now mandated that all state-funded schools in England must have
a behavioural policy which outlines measures on how to prevent all forms of bullying (GOV.UK, 2024). The
UK Government consider bullying to be a behaviour that is ‘repeated, intended to hurt someone either
physically or emotionally and is often aimed at certain groups’ (GOV.UK, 2024). This definition largely maps
to academic conceptualisations of school-based bullying which have been developed over the past three

decades.
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Seminal bullying scholar Olweus (1993, p.1174) defined school-based bullying as behaviours involving ‘an
imbalance of power in strength (an asymmetric power relationship) in which the student who experiences
negative actions struggles to defend him/herself”. This definition has been both widely applied and modified
by bullying scholars, however repetition, intent to harm, and power inequities remain central to academic
conceptualisations (Goldsmid and Howie, 2014; Rigby, 2008; Vaillancourt et al., 2023; Volk, Dane and
Marini, 2014; Volk, Veenstra and Espelage, 2017; Ybarra, Espelage and Mitchell, 2014). Most definitions,
including that provided by the UK Government, identify that a behaviour must be repeated to be categorised
as bullying (Olweus, 1993; GOV.UK, 2024; Vaillancourt et al., 2023; Volk, Dane and Marini, 2014; Ybarra,
Espelage and Mitchell, 2014). However, conceptual uncertainty remains regarding what constitutes
‘repetition’, with some scholars arguing that isolated incidents can be labelled bullying given high degrees of
harm caused (Goldsmid and Howie, 2014; Slattery, George and Kern, 2019). The criterion of intent to harm
has also been questioned, with some scholars problematising the highly subjective nature of assessing intent
(Goldsmid and Howie, 2014; Volk, Dane and Marini, 2014). As such, some scholars have proposed that
bullying should be viewed as a ‘goal-directed behaviour’, as opposed to intentional harm doing (Volk, Dane
and Marini, 2014). This shift is considered beneficial as ‘goals’ are reportedly easier to measure and predict
than intent, also providing insights into why young people may bully (i.e., self-promotion) (Volk, Dane and

Marini, 2014; Volk, Veenstra and Espelage, 2017).

While scholars have questioned and debated repetition and intent, most academics agree that bullying
involves an imbalance of power (Horton, 2020; Olweus, 1993; Rigby, 2008; Volk, Dane and Marini, 2014).
Rigby (2008) explains that power differentials may arise through physical superiority, numerical advantages,
possession of superior social or manipulative skill, or having greater social status to impose on others. These
power resources draw attention to dyad relationships between bullies and bully victims, whereby the
perpetrator experiences a power advantage (Horton, 2011, 2020). Moving beyond dyad relationships, Rigby’s
(2008) explanation also sheds light on the importance of peer support and status within broader peer groups
when theorising the role of power within school-based bullying, an area which remains under theorised
(Horton, 2020). The lack of theorisation regarding power differentials combined with the lack of a universally
accepted definition of bullying makes it difficult to determine the true extent of the issue in schools, also
making it difficult to address issues associated with school-based bullying (Slattery, George and Kern, 2019;
Swearer et al., 2010). Subsequently, definitions of bullying have proved challenging to implement in schools
as teachers are required to determine repetition (Ybarra, Espelage and Mitchell, 2014), degrees of intent
(Horton, 2020), degrees of harm (Mishina, Pepler and Wiener, 2006) and the extent to which relationships
are characterised by an asymmetric power balance (Horton, 2020). In practice, teachers are required to make
subjective judgements when applying school produced anti-bullying policies, judgements that are likely to

be inconsistent.
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Exploration of the prevalence of bullying in secondary PE begins by reviewing literature drawn from
quantitative research projects whereby statistical findings are presented. Here, however, it is important to note
that due to a lack of UK-based literature, a combination of non-peer reviewed research reports and non-UK
based peer reviewed articles are included. The Bullying in School Sport report (Noret et al., 2015) examined
the extent to which children and young people are bullied in school sport facilities in the north of England.
The report presents self-report survey responses provided by 15,023 young people, including 8,868 primary
and 6,155 secondary school pupils, a sample which included almost identical numbers of girls and boys.
Noret et al. (2015, p.14) discovered that bullying becomes less prevalent with age, as 17.5% of primary and
10.7% of secondary pupils reported being a victim of bullying. Of these pupils, 16.8% of primary and 34.8%
of secondary reported weight-based bullying, 18.0% of primary and 27.7% of secondary reported being
bullied because of who they are friends with, and 9.7% of primary and 14.9% of secondary report being
bullied due to not being good at sports (Noret et al., 2015, p.15). These findings demonstrate how identity,
social, and competence-based bullying manifested in school sport facilities may become more prevalent with
age. The school yard and the changing rooms were identified as the most high-prevalent bullying locations
by secondary school pupils (Noret et al., 2015), arguably two spaces where teachers may not be present. The
report also revealed that a higher proportion of boys than girls reported being bullied in school sport facilities

(Noret et al., 2015), suggesting that sport-based bullying in English schools may be gendered.

Quantitative data drawn from non-UK based studies provide useful insights into the issue of bullying in
secondary PE. Borowiec et al. (2022) present quantified prevalence data relating to pupils’ experiences of
bullying during secondary PE lessons in Poland. Surveying 2,848 young people (ages 14-16 years, boys
n=1,512, girls n=1,336), the authors discovered gendered nuances in the prevalence of bullying in PE, with
24.7% of boys and 7.1% of girls reporting being bullied (Borowiec ef al., 2022). The results also revealed
gendered differences in the types of bullying pupils experienced in PE, as boys were twice as likely to
experience verbal bullying than their female peers (Borowiec et al., 2022). Irrespective of sex, pupils reported
that low levels of peer support increased the likelihood of being a victim and/or a perpetrator of bullying in
PE, with popularity linked to power (dis)advantages within secondary PE (Borowiec ef al., 2022). Whilst this
study demonstrates how the prevalence and type of bullying in PE is gendered and that peer relations are
significant to young people’s experiences of bullying, Borowiec et al. (2022) acknowledge that the self-report
nature of their questionnaire is a limitation, recognising that students may respond differently to how they
actually experience PE. Providing similar reservations about this form of data collection, Wei and Graber’s
(2023) scoping review of bullying in PE discovered that 20 of 24 quantitative and mixed-methods articles
used different self-report questionnaires and scales to measure bullying prevalence, also noting that all survey
instruments were signed for psychological purposes, not PE per se, making it difficult to determine the true

extent of the issue.
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Turning attention to the most prominent risk factors to bullying within secondary PE, a review of the literature
since the introduction of the NCPE in 1992 reveals consistent trends in why young people may be targeted.
In the 2000s, homophobic based bullying was cited as a significant issue within secondary PE (Brackenridge,
Rivers and Gough, 2007). Presenting data from a longitudinal exploration of bullying in secondary PE in
England, Brackenridge, Rivers and Gough (2007) discovered that 14.7% of pupils (sample n=1,860) reported
observing homophobic bullying in PE, while 2.1% reported experiencing homophobic bullying, prevalence-
based statistics that again raise concerns regarding self-report methods. The authors identified the changing
rooms and the sports field as the locations where pupils are most likely to experience homophobic bullying
in PE (Brackenridge, Rivers and Gough 2007). Such findings were not isolated to English secondary schools,
Morrow and Gill (2003) discovered that 34% of students (sample n=77) had experienced homophobic
bullying during PE lessons within middle schools in the United States. In a later study, Gill et al. (2010)
discovered that male students were more likely to experience homophobic behaviours in PE than female
peers, with homophobia particularly prevalent within the changing rooms, gymnasium, and sports field. More
recently, scholars have identified that LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning)
pupils often homophobic and transphobic abuse within secondary schools, with PE spaces perceived as
particularly unsafe (Herrick and Duncan, 2020; Miiller and Bohlke, 2023). Systematically reviewing 10
studies conducted in the past 15 years, Miiller and Bohlke (2023) discovered that the heteronormative
structures of PE, those normalised within many Western nations, contribute to LGBTQ+ students’ negative
experiences during PE. The review also revealed that these students experience discrimination in PE
manifested through verbal hostility, insults and mockery from peers (Miiller and Boéhlke, 2023). In a scoping
review of PE, Herrick and Duncan (2023) found that the underlying gendered structures of PE may contribute
to transphobia. The authors report how expectations of conformity to cis-gender and cis-heteronormativity

contribute to transphobic abuse from pupils and teachers (Herrick and Duncan, 2023).

In addition to sexuality, real or perceived, gender identities have been strongly associated with bullying in PE
over the past two decades. During this period, several scholars have discussed the significance of differing
forms of gender embodiment in young people’s experiences of bullying within secondary PE (Atkinson and
Kehler, 2010, 2012; Gerdin, 2017a; Jachyra, 2016; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; O’Connor and Graber,
2014; Tischler and McCaughtry, 2011). Tischler and McCaughtry (2011) discovered that negative peer
relations were manifested and tolerated in male PE, reporting how boys who embodied non-dominant
masculinities were ignored, isolated, ridiculed, and laughed at. Boys who embodied marginalised
masculinities sought to avoid participation, and the accompanied embarrassment, by faking injury or illness,
forgetting clothes, and positioning themselves on the margins of activity (Tischler and McCaughtry, 2011), a
practice labelled by Lygstad, Hagen and Aune (2016) as adapting a ‘suitably passive’ role in PE. Similarly,

Jachyra (2016) explained that non-dominant boys, those who lacked sporting competence, were regularly
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picked on by their peers for ‘failing to conform with the competitive logics of practice valorised in HPE’
(p.129). In this study, systematic derision involved non-dominant boys being jeered, degraded and laugh at,

with banter used as a method of questioning their gendered masculine identities (Jachyra, 2016).

Perceived low sporting competence and motor skill proficiency have been widely identified as risk factors
for bullying in secondary PE (Bejerot, Edgar and Humble, 2011; Bejerot et al., 2013; Brown and Macdonald,
2008; Hills and Croston, 2021; Hurley and Mandigo, 2010; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; Jiménez et al.,
2020; Wei and Graber, 2023). Beginning with UK-based studies, Mierzwinski and Velija (2020a) examined
bullying in male PE presenting ethnographic findings capture from a state-funded secondary school in the
north-east of England. In this study, boys (ages 11-14 years) described how verbal bullying often included
performance-related and gendered undertones (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a). Hills and Croston (2012) also
conducted ethnographic research in a secondary school in the north of England seeking to explore girls’ (ages
12-13 years) perceptions of PE. The girls reported that teasing in PE was often linked to their physical ability,
with some girls reporting feelings of embarrassment when required to perform skills in front of their peers
(Hills and Croston, 2012). Comparable gendered findings are presented by Slater and Tiggemann (2011)
whose South Australian-based study found that girls reported being teased more frequently than boys, whilst
girls also described feelings that their appearance was constantly surveyed and mocked in PE. Collectively,
these findings suggest that during often sex-segregated PE lessons risk factors to bullying may be gendered,

demonstrating the need to examine both female and male PE.

Irrespective of reported prevalence and/or risk factors to PE-based bullying, a common empirical trend is that
bullying is increasingly becoming manifested in more social-relations forms, including verbal bullying, social
exclusion, and gossiping (Hills and Croston, 2012; Kieffer, 2013; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a). Compared
with physical bullying, these forms of bullying may be more difficult for PE teachers to detect within highly
social and dynamic PE lessons, possibly enabling bullying to go undetected unless reported. These challenges
may be heightened as evidence suggests that young people are unlikely to report instances of bullying in PE
(Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; O’Connor and Graber, 2014). Referring to how boys navigate bullying in
secondary school PE, Mierzwinski and Velija (2020a, p.1638) discovered a prevailing ‘culture of silence’ in
which pupils seldom reported instances of bullying to their teachers due to fears of negative ramifications
from their peers and reputational damage associated with being a ‘sprag’, a local term of being a ‘snitch’ or
a ‘grass’, a finding also discovered in O’Connor and Graber’s (2014) study. The culture was found to be
driven by pupils’ concerns of social repercussions, rather than their lack of understanding of bullying
(Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a). These fears were partly informed by PE teachers’ often abrupt and direct
responses to reports of bullying driven by their zero-tolerance approach to the issue (Mierzwinski and Velija,

2020a). Such findings reveal that many young people share implicit fears of being negatively labelled as a
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‘snitch’, that is someone who discloses information to a teacher, as the stigma attached to snitching appears
more damaging to a young person’s identity and peer group status than being bullied or being branded as a

bully.

Given the prevailing culture of silence within secondary PE, the onus is on PE teachers to identify, challenge,
and eradicate bullying during lessons. Despite having a moral and legal responsibility to protect children from
harm (DfE, 2023), this responsibility is not always achieved. Indeed, O’Connor and Graber (2014, p.405)
suggested that some PE teachers contributed to ‘an acculturation of bullying’ through their lack of knowledge
of anti-bullying initiatives, flippant response to challenging bullying or legitimising verbal tormenting by
participating in it themselves. Furthermore, van Daalen (2005) discovered that many girls strongly disliked
having male PE teachers, describing feeling judged and ridiculed, whilst believing male teachers favoured
male students. Exploring boys’ experiences in HPE in Canada, Jachyra (2016) found that male PE teachers
‘laissez faire’ attitudes contributed to bullying being deemed as socially acceptable, evidenced by non-sporty
boys being ostracised, humiliated, and excluded by PE teachers for failing to meet the hypercompetitive and
meritocratic HPE culture. Such degrees of favouritism were presented by Tischler and McCaughtry (2011,
p.42) who reported how non-sporty boys who embodied non-hegemonic masculinities were ‘ignored,
scolded, avoided, and/or mocked by [PE] teachers’, with teachers favouring boys who demonstrated elite
physicality and high levels of motivation for sport. The extent to which these findings are gendered can be
considered through acknowledging Peterson, Puhl and Luedicke’s (2012) experimental study which found
female PE teachers and sport coaches were more likely to intervene in instances of weight-related bullying
than their male colleagues. When concluding their systematic review Jiménez-Barbero et al. (2020, p.95)
recommended that future studies should critically explore ‘the specific dynamics and behavioural norms of
PE’ to understand how these impact upon bullying in PE, stating that an in-depth understanding of the issue
would be useful for designing and implementing subject-specific interventions, recommendations that this

thesis seeks to address.

Overall, this section highlights conceptual uncertainties and methodological limitations within explorations
of bullying in secondary PE. The lack of a universally accepted definition of bullying and the variety of self-
report measures utilised to assess prevalence make it difficult to determine the true extent of the issue.
Determining risk-factors to bullying in secondary PE revealed shifts towards more subject-specific, rather
than identity-based, triggers, with perceived low sporting competence now considered to increase a young
person’s likelihood of being bullied in PE. There is academic consensus that young people are unlikely to
intervene in and/or report instances of bullying in PE, leaving the onus on PE teachers to eradicate bullying,
which is problematic given growing evidence of some teachers neglect of or complicity in a culture of

bullying. Whilst these highlights are useful, no age-based or gendered nuances in how young people
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experienced and navigated bullying in secondary PE were reported. Therefore, this thesis aims to bridge these
empirical gaps, by examining how boys’ and girls’ ages 11-16 years and PE teachers navigate bullying in

secondary PE.

2.4 Changing room etiquettes in PE and sport settings

The requirement for pupils to change into subject-specific attire is a process unique to PE. The impact of this
novel act upon young people’s experiences in secondary PE is gaining academic attention. Indeed, school
changing rooms, or locker rooms as referred to in some countries, are viewed as ‘gateways’ and ‘critical
access zones’ to PE and school sport (Fusco, 2006; Herrick and Duncan, 2020; O’Donovan and Kirk, 2008).
Literature exploring young people’s gender embodiment and navigation of gendered identities in PE, and
experiences of banter and bullying within sporting environments often identify changing rooms as significant
spaces (Atkinson and Kehler, 2010; Gerdin, 2017a; Kjaran, 2019). Therefore, the aim of this section is to
explore the key social processes and relationships which impact upon young people’s experiences within

these unique PE-based school spaces.

Drawing upon ethnographic evidence gathered from an Icelandic secondary school, Kjaran (2019, p.1027)
reported that changing rooms are ‘produced in accordance with the logic of the heterosexual matrix, where
there should be a match between one’s gender, biological sex, and (hetero)sexuality’. This logic can inform
the heteronormative attitudes and practices found by Atkinson and Kehler (2010, p.73), who raised concerns
about practices of what they termed ‘jock masculinity policing’. Within PE locker rooms, often devoid of an
adult presence, boys whose bodies diverged from ‘normal’ were subjected to peer surveillance and subsequent
peer ridicule (Atkinson and Kehler, 2012). ‘Normal’ here was based upon dominant codes of masculinity and
practices of surveillance and ridicule served to determine and police what it means to be a boy (Atkinson and
Kehler, 2012). Contrastingly, Gerdin (2017a) discovered that the changing rooms serve as a space in which
boys can contradict and disrupt heavily disciplined gendered norms and behaviours, providing boys more
freedom to display empathy and emotional sensitivities not expected of boys in PE. Collectively, these studies
demonstrate that school changing rooms are not just spaces for changing attire for PE, but also locations in
which young people’s gender identities are policed and (re)constructed. Whilst useful in revealing how
hegemonic and inclusive forms of masculinity can be manifested, previous examinations have failed to
consider the importance of power relations that underpin boys’ peer group dynamics, a gap in knowledge this

thesis seeks to address.

In one of few studies to explore girls’ experiences in school changing rooms, Fisette (2011) reported that
many girls sought privacy and protection within the social space of the locker room. In this United States

based study, Fisette (2011) explained how girls sought privacy to escape the surveying and judging peer gaze,
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viewing the locker room as a space in which their bodies become publicised. Discussing how girls navigated
this changing process, Fisette (2011) revealed that all girls dressed in stalls (cubicles) or behind curtains,
seeking ally support to avoid peer gaze, a process that provided them some degrees of power and control in
deciding which peers could survey their bodies. However, this social arrangement may not be universally
available. Niven, Henretty and Fawkner (2014) conducted focus groups with 38 girls (ages 13-16 years),
recruited from two state-funded secondary schools in Scotland, whereby girls reported how a lack of privacy
combined with a lack of personal space negatively influenced their comfort levels. In relation to the negative
emotions evoked by the changing process, Johansen et al. (2024) discovered that Norwegian secondary
school pupils experienced feelings of discomfort, embarrassment and shame when required to reveal their
(semi)naked bodies in front of their peers, feeling that were particularly heightened by the showering process.
Comparable emotion-laden findings are presented by Frydendal and Thing (2020) who conducted focus
groups with 64 pupils (ages 15-17 years) from two secondary schools in Denmark. Further to male and female
pupils disclosing feelings of discomfort and embarrassment, Frydendal and Thing (2020) also discovered that
feelings of shame were transmitted by observing peers’ shame, revealing an endless chain of hidden shame
within the changing room. It is necessary to note that such feelings were gendered, with boys more likely to
make light of such awkward situations by exchanging jokes and laughter as a means of bypassing feelings of
shame (Frydendal and Thing, 2020). When combined, these studies reveal that across many Westerns nations
young people often experience feelings of shame and embarrassment when changing for PE, emotions evoked

by fears of peer judgement and self-surveillance of their (semi)naked bodies.

Perhaps one reason why young people become more self-conscious, embarrassed and ashamed within school
changing rooms is the prevalence of bullying and therefore possibility of being bullied within these spaces.
Several scholars have identified the changing rooms as a high prevalence bullying zone, both within PE
(Atkinson and Kehler, 2012; Forsberg, Horton and Thornberg, 2024; Gerdin, 2017b; Herrick and Duncan,
2023; Jachyra, 2016; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; Noret et al., 2015; O’Connor and Graber, 2014), and
within broader youth sport settings (Aguilar et al., 2021; Kerr, Battaglia and Stirling, 2019; Nery et al., 2019).
One widely cited reason for PE-based bullying within changing rooms is a lack of adult supervision within
such spaces (Atkinson and Kehler, 2012; Jachyra, 2016; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a; O’Connor and
Graber, 2014). This reason was cited by academics, such as Jachyra’s (2016) claim that unregulated changing
rooms serve as a ‘volatile and humiliating space’ for boys who fail to embody masculine norms, and pupils
who bemoaned how teachers were seldom there to witness such behaviours (O’Connor and Graber, 2014).
Whilst there is some evidence that PE teachers are aware that bullying takes place within school changing
rooms (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a), it appears that many physical educators are reluctant to enter
changing rooms due to growing child protection measures and taboos attached to public nudity (Atkinson

and Kehler, 2012; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a). Discussing the significance of teachers not supervising
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school changing rooms, Gimbert and Sawyer (2015) suggest that locker rooms should be viewed as an
extension of the gymnasium, the classroom of PE, and therefore should be always supervised. However, such
recommendations are at odds with UK changing room policy, whereby it is recommended that adults should
not be present whilst pupils change attire (DfE, 2023; NSPCC, 2022). The reviewed academic explorations
of school changing rooms highlight some unintended consequences of government policy (i.e., prevalence of
bullying), raising questions about the extent to which PE teachers can protect children and young people from

peer abuse if seldom present to observe pupils’ behaviours.

Although much changing-room based literature contains many negative connotations, there is some evidence
that these unique spaces may provide opportunities for more prosocial behaviours and friendship formations.
Presenting interview data provided by 16 Norwegian secondary school pupils (aged 15 years), Johansen et
al. (2024) found changing rooms to be a ‘room of cohesion’, a space where young people can develop social
cohesion and strengthen friendships. This finding aligns to previously cited literature concerning banter
within sporting environments, which often drew reference to changing rooms as locations in which banter
was particularly prevalent. For instance, Hugman (2021) discovered that male university footballers utilised
dressing room, or locker room, banter as a benevolent bonding strategy. Demonstrating how these experiences
may transcend across generations, adult males involved in a dementia friendly walking football in Scotland
suggested that all group members (players, supporters, volunteers and staff) enjoyed jovial football banter in
the changing rooms, voicing how banter helped create a sense of togetherness (MacRae, MacRae and Carlin,
2022). Whilst there is some evidence of the role that changing room banter has on males, most adults,
homosocial relations, to date there is not discussion of the influence of locker room banter on girls’ peer

relations.

In sum, this section has demonstrated how changing rooms, whether in schools or broader sport settings, are
spaces in which high degrees of sociality, (re)constructions of gendered identities, and emotional expressions
are manifested. Although examinations of school changing rooms have revealed how some young people are
subjected to peer ridicule and abuse and many experienced negative emotions, there is some evidence that
lockers are spaces in which homosocial relations can develop, serving positive prosocial functions. Whilst
there is growing academic interest into young people’s experiences within school changing rooms, to date
there is a lack of knowledge regard changing room processes and procedures. One reason for this is that many
ethnographers have been unable to gain access to the ‘protected’ and ‘off-limits’ changing room spaces
(Atkinson and Kehler, 2012; Gerdin, 2017b; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020a). Kehler and Atkinson (2015)
stress the importance of researchers gaining access to the often-tabooed spaces of school locker rooms,
suggesting the need for clear explorations of issues associated with such protected spaces. This thesis seeks

to address Kehler and Atkinson’s (2015) suggestion by providing ethnographic insights, including
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observations, into school changing room processes, practices, and procedures, shedding light on how young

people’s changing room etiquettes and peer relations when doing so.

2.5 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to review and evaluate literature pertaining to secondary school pupils’ peer
group dynamics and behavioural norms within PE. It has become clear that young people’s experiences in
and perceptions of secondary PE are developed from a range of sociological, psychological, and emotion-
laden factors, many of which appear gendered. The visibility of competence and the heightened visibility of
the body in PE and youth sport settings make secondary PE a fertile ground from which to explore the
complexities and nuances of young people’s peer relations, gender embodiment and identity navigations.
Evidence reveals how young people’s peer relations and gender-informed performances are often verbally
manifested, either through banter-based homosocial bonding rituals or via more sinister bullying-based peer

commentary and ridicule, behaviours which often manifest in changing rooms.

Whilst there is much available evidence relating to boys’ experiences of bullying in secondary PE, there is
far less knowledge available pertaining to girls’ peer group dynamics in PE. Moreover, there is a large
empirical gap relating to both boys’ and girls’ perceptions, manifestations and navigations of banter within
secondary PE. This knowledge gap is significant considering banter is becoming synonymous with sporting
cultures and the embodiment of gendered identities and is often used to excuse bullying. Another major
omission within existing literature is the failure to explore how young people’s peer group dynamics change
throughout the duration of secondary school. Specifically, there are no studies which focus on the fluctuations
and nuances of young people’s relationships, behavioural norms, and emotions within boys’ and girls' PE
across Years 7 to 11 (ages 11-16 years). There is also a lack of exploration of how differing aspects of PE
provision, such as assessment PE and extracurricular PE, impact upon pupils' peer group dynamics and
teacher-pupil relations in PE. Therefore, this thesis’ aims to more adequately understand young people’s
experiences in PE by conducting an empirically rigorous analysis of these factors. This analysis focuses
aspects of young people’s experiences within secondary PE, specifically relating to their navigations of
banter, bullying, and changing room processes. Such an analysis requires an appropriate theoretical
framework. Therefore, the next chapter introduces and demonstrates the effectiveness of figurational

sociology.
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Chapter Three - Figurational Sociology

The aim of this chapter is to introduce figurational sociology, namely the sensitising concepts of figuration,
interdependence and power relations, established-outsider relations, identity and habitus, civilised bodies and
emotions. For organisational purposes these concepts are presented separately, however in reality they often
interconnect and overlap. Once introduced, how these concepts have been critiqued and counter-critiqued is
framed. Then, how figurational sociologists have applied each concept to examine young people’s peer group
dynamics, behavioural norms and gender embodiment within PE and broader sport settings is outlined. This
outline is followed by a clear indication of how each concept is utilised in this thesis. This chapter begins by
demonstrating how the concepts of figuration and interdependence offer useful theoretical tools from which

to explain the uniqueness of PE in comparison to other curricular subjects.
3.1 Figuration, interdependence and power relations

Figurational sociology primarily developed from the writings of Norbert Elias (1897-1990) (see Elias, 1978,
1987a, 1987b, 2000, 2001), whose central theme was explaining how human beings are interconnected with
one another. Given his focus on human interdependencies, Elias was critical of some more conventional
sociological concepts and, as such, sought to avoid ‘misleading and unhelpful dualisms such as that between
the individual and society’ (Bloyce et al., 2008, p.361). Instead, Elias (2001, p.6) argued ‘no one can be in
doubt that individuals form a society or that each society is a society of individuals, neither exist without the
other’. Therefore, Elias (1978) was critical of theorists who conceptualise the ‘individual” and the ‘society’
as separate entities, lamenting the ‘false dichotomy’ within such theorising. Viewing the individual and the
society as ‘inseparable levels of the same human world’ (Murphy, Sheard and Waddington, 2000, p.92), Elias
(1978) championed homines aparti, a view that denotes how human beings are bonded together in dynamic

constellations and in interdependent, pluralistic and dynamic ways.

To capture this view, Elias (1978) developed the concept of the ‘figuration’ to explain the complex ways in
which people mutually identify with each other and are bonded together. Defining a figuration as ‘a structure
of mutually oriented and dependent people’ (Elias, 1978, p.261), Elias used the concept to emphasise that
human beings only exist in relation to the networks of social relationships which they are inevitably involved
in. Because from birth human beings enter chains of interdependence and become dependent on others
throughout the life course, figurational sociologists aim to shed light on the structure and dynamics of these
figurations (Dunning, 1999). Elias (2001) explains that chains of interdependency are not tangible and visible,
in the way that metal chains are viewed, but stresses that these chains are no less real and no less strong.
Unlike metal chains, however, chains, or networks, of interdependence that bond people together are elastic,

variable, and changeable (Elias, 2001). It is because of these inescapable bonds and interdependencies that a
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figurational perspective contends that an individual’s behaviours cannot be viewed in isolation, but instead
an individual’s thoughts and behaviours should be viewed as being enabled and constrained by other
individuals with a figuration (Green, 2002; van Krieken, 1998). Therefore, Elias (1987a, p.79) argued that
the task for sociologists is ‘to explore and understand the patterns they form together, the changing
configuration of all that binds them to each other’. Moreover, Mennell and Goudsblom (1998, p.22) declare
‘in order to understand the feelings, thoughts, and action of any group of people, we have always to consider
the many social needs by which these individuals are bonded to each other and other people’. It is necessary
to clarify here that the interdependencies which figurational sociologists seek to explore are not always face-
to-face in nature, but can constitute people and processes in the plural, encompassing past or present and

recognised and unrecognised relationships (Green, 2000).

Inherent and central within these networks of interdependency are complex and multi-layered distributions
of power (Maguire, 2005). Elias (1978, p.116) viewed power as ‘an attribute of all relationships’, explaining
that power can only exist in relation to other people. This viewpoint draws an important contrast to those that
suggest or imply that power is a tangible substance or property that can be possessed by individuals or certain
groups and, therefore, can be characterised as zero-sum relationships of power (Mennell, 1998). Furthermore,
Elias (1978) stressed that relational power can be polymorphous in nature and should always be viewed as a
question of relative balances. In this sense, given the functional interdependency at play, figurational
sociologists emphasise that no individual or group can ever be entirely powerful or entirely powerless (Elias,
1978; Maguire, 2005). However, due to the differing and flux degrees of interdependencies, such relative

balances are underpinned by asymmetrical, complex and ever-changing power relations.

The concepts of figuration, interdependence and power relations have been applied by scholars to explain PE
teachers’ pedagogical practices and how they implement PE curricula (Green, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2008;
Haycock and Smith, 2010; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Scanlon, MacPhail and Calderén, 2023).
Exploring sporting bias within extracurricular PE provisions in English and Welsh secondary schools, Green
(2000) stressed that PE teachers’ attitudes and practices should be understood as aspects of their figurations.
Green (2000, p.194) noted that PE teachers ‘find themselves enmeshed within a variety of practices,
constraints and expectations’, also discussing how many of these constraints are posed by other individuals
(i.e., headteachers, heads of department, pupils, parents) and local constraints (i.e., inheritance of sporting
traditions). For instance, many interviewed PE teachers explained how they felt ‘at the mercy’ of headteachers
who had distinct expectations of what PE should involve, with sporting competition an important aspect of
extracurricular PE (Green, 2000). Acknowledging that teachers and department managers experienced power
advantages within the school figuration, Green (2000) also drew attention to the constraints imposed on PE

teachers at a national level, through the NCPE and Ofsted. Subsequently, Green (2000) argued that to
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understand secondary PE provisions PE teachers must be studied in their figurations, recognising that power

relations operate at multiple levels.

Haycock and Smith (2010) interviewed PE teachers seeking to explore their perceptions and experiences of
‘inclusive’ PE in England, discovering that many teachers were unwilling to change their PE provisions in
line with governmental guidance. Acknowledging their interdependency with and the power advantage of
governmental policy makers within a PE figuration, teachers ‘felt trapped in potentially conflict-laden
situations’ (Haycock and Smith, 2010, p.303). Specifically, teachers reported feeling constrained to include
all pupils in PE lessons, yet expressed concerns over the extent to which inclusion of pupils with disabilities
or special educational needs may have on other pupils’ experiences and achievements (Haycock and Smith,
2010). This tension-balance sheds light on how figurational dynamics can lead to an outcome that,
assumingly, was neither intended nor desired by the government (Haycock and Smith, 2010). In this sense,
for Haycock and Smith (2010), the concept of figuration proved useful in denoting the complexities of
implementing PE policy and managing power balances within everyday PE practice. In their conclusion,
Haycock and Smith (2010) advocate how a figurational sociological approach may help shed light on the
ways in which governmental policy goals may be undermined, or mediated, by the complexities of figurations

which should be at the forefront when designing and implementing policy.

Viewing PE teachers and pupils as ‘policy actors’, Scanlon, MacPhail and Calderén (2023) adopted a
figurational sociological perspective to explore the influence of interdependent relationships on policy
enactment in secondary PE. The authors discovered that interdependent relations between teachers and pupils
enabled and constrained policy enactment processes, with students’ perceptions and critiques of delivery
guiding teachers’ practices (Scanlon, MacPhail and Calderén, 2023). Scanlon, MacPhail and Calderén (2023)
stress that although one may assume that PE teachers are in a powerful position throughout the policy
enactment process, power balances within the PE figuration shift towards the pupils as policy actors given
how teachers adapted their delivery. Outside of classroom environments, teachers also commented on how
their relationships with departmental colleagues and training providers also influence their practice,
demonstrating the significance of teachers’ broader networks of interdependencies (Scanlon, MacPhail and
Calderon, 2023). Pupils and teachers also felt pressurised by broader subject learning outcomes, criticising
policy makers for the wide-range curriculum requirements, seeming aware of how non-face-to-face
interdependent relations constrained policy enactment in PE (Scanlon, MacPhail and Calderon, 2023), a
finding shared by Green (2002). Overall, these studies not only demonstrate how policy enactment
constrained by teachers’ and pupils’ interdependent relationships, but also that teachers’ practices are
influenced by collective pupil preference, demonstrating the everyday power dynamic at play within a PE
figuration. Whilst useful for examining policy enactment, previous applications of figurational sociology tend

to be heavily focused on the constraining elements of policy enactment, often neglecting the enabling aspects
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of PE provisions, therefore not fully representing both aspects within chains of interdependencies within PE

figurations.

In this thesis, figurational concepts of figuration, interdependence and power relation will be utilised as the
basis of discussion from which young people’s gendered peer relations and behavioural norms in secondary
PE are presented. By locating pupils and PE teachers within their various figurations, this thesis aims to
present a deeper and more nuanced understanding of how boys and girls experience secondary school PE,
shedding light on how interdependent relationships fuel enabling and constraining social processes within the
PE figuration. At a macro-level, consideration will be paid to the enabling and constraining aspects of non-
face-to-face interdependencies in which PE teachers and pupils are enmeshed within the PE figuration,
specifically NCPE policy makers and governmental advisors (i.e., NSPCC, Sport England, Youth Sport
Trust). Considering figurations at a micro-level, attention will be paid to the age-based and gendered nuances
of pupils’ interdependencies within their peer groups and within teacher-pupil relations. To this end, whilst
discussion focuses on the PE figuration at Lord Taylors School, given the sex-segregated classes structured

and gendered provisions of PE, boys and girls PE are viewed as distinct, yet interconnected figurations.

3.2 Established-outsider relations in PE

As illuminated above, power relations are a central concern of figurational sociology and Elias and Scotson’s
(1994 [1965]) model of established-outsider relations provides a useful framework which can be applied to
explore social relations within a given figuration, such as the PE figuration at Lord Taylors School. While the
model of established-outsider relations was first discussed within Elias’ (2000 [1939]) seminal work, The
Civilising Process, the model was developed in a book that Elias co-authored with his master’s student, John
Scotson, The Established and The Outsiders (Elias and Scotson, 1994). The book details ethnographic data
concerning different social groups within a small community in the suburbs of Leicester, England. Within
this community, Elias and Scotson (1994) identified three social groups; Zone 1 (Villagers), a predominantly
middle-class residential area made up of families; Zone 2 (Villagers) and Zone 3 (Estate) which were both
inhabited by predominately working-class families with comparable incomes (Elias and Scotson, 1994). Elias
and Scotson (1994, p.48) explain how the residents of each of the three zones saw themselves and in each
other in conventional terms with Zone 1 viewed as the ‘better zone’ and Zones 2 and 3 viewed as ‘working
class’. However, members of Zone 2 viewed themselves as far superior to the members of Zone 3, with
Village members of Zone 1 and Zone 2 both viewing Estate members of Zone 3 as troublesome, problem
families, who were unclean, rough, and promiscuous. Such findings and community tensions contributed to

Elias and Scotson’s (1994) empirical-theorising symbiosis.
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At an ideological level, Villagers came to view Estate residents in terms of a ‘minority of the worst’, judging
all members of the Estate in accord with the behaviours of a small number of families who were viewed as
socially unacceptable (Elias and Scotson, 1994). This view and judgement contrasted to that of the Villagers
who were viewed and judged by a ‘minority of the best’ ideology, that is behaviours of the best group
members (Elias and Scotson, 1994). Notions of ‘minority of the best’ and ‘minority of the worst’ are used to
explain emotional generalisations connected to a few group members that become embodied by all members
of the social group, denoting the figurational interdependencies and rejection of individual-society dualisms
(Elias and Scotson, 1994). The established Villagers internalised their socially superior and positive group
image, whilst simultaneously imposing a belief that members of the outsider Estate members were socially
inferior through their negative group image (Elias and Scotson, 1994). Such ideological and emotional
generalisations were maintained and served as a powerful differentiator between the groups due largely to
the relatively high degrees of social cohesion and interdependency ties amongst the established group,
fostered through duration of residence within Winston Parva community. Such close-knit social bonds
enabled the dominant ideology to be internalised, whilst a lack of kinship ties and low migratory mobility

served to compound the issues experiences by members of the Estate (Elias and Scotson, 1994).

Referring to specific dimensions that shaped and maintained established-outsider relations within the
community, Elias and Scotson (1994) identified how the nature and function of gossip played an extensive
role. Specifically, Villagers were able to utilise gossip, distributed through gossip mills, to perpetuate the
‘minority of the worst’ ideology. Elias and Scotson (1994, p.122) contest that ‘gossip is not an independent
phenomenon’, and therefore its effectiveness as a power resource is best understood through networks of
interdependency. In this sense, what was gossip-worthy depended on communal norms, beliefs and
relationships, serving dual purposes with praise gossip enabling the Villagers to strengthen their established
relations, whilst blame gossip was also used to circulate and emphasise high degrees of intolerance towards
Estate members (Elias and Scotson, 1994). The structures of praise-gossip, veered towards idealisation, and
blame-gossip, veered towards negative stereotypes and abuse, are closely connected to the belief in one’s
own group charisma (established) and other’s group disgrace (outsiders) (Elias and Scotson, 1994). Strong
social ties and high degrees of social cohesion enabled gossip to flow freely amongst the Villagers, whilst
more sluggish and much shorter social ties served as barriers to lines of communication amongst members of
the Estate (Elias and Scotson, 1994). The strength of the blame-gossip contributed to Estate members
internalising their collective disgrace, subsequently accepting their inferior statis, whilst the Villagers

attributed themselves with collective graces (Elias and Scotson, 1994).

Whilst useful for denoting the non-materialistic and relational workings of power, Elias and Scotson’s (1994)
theory of established-outsider relations is not without its critics. Figurational sociologists Bloyce and Murphy

(2007) are critical of Elias’ motivations and intellectual involvements in the ethnographic study, questioning
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why the views of certain inhabitants, for example the working-class members of Zone 1, were ignored within
discussions. Moreover, Bloyce and Murphy (2007) question the extent that social divisions within the three
zones at Winston Parva were present, highlighting a lack of exploration regarding any fluctuations and
tensions within social groups, which is disconcerting given Elias’s reference to the polymorphous and flux
nature of power. To support such concerns, Bloyce and Murphy (2007) further questioned why relationships
within and between the two community pubs, which are discussed as central institutions within the
community, were not explored. Bloyce and Murphy (2007) also question the extent to which all members of
each zone accepted and internalised the dominant ideologies afforded to them, suggesting that members of
the ‘Village-elite’ may have also accepted their own inferiority to the middle-class members of Zone 1.
Despite being critical of Elias and Scotson’s narrow empirical focus, Bloyce and Murphy (2007) acknowledge
the usefulness of the concepts of group charisma and group disgrace and the related tendencies for some
human groups to view themselves in accord with a ‘minority of the best’, whilst simultaneously viewing
others deemed socially inferior in terms of a ‘minority of the worst’ ideology, creating a perceived and

sometimes actually significant power differential.

Within the sociology of sport, the theory of established-outsider relations has been utilised and developed by
scholars who have explored gender relations (see Black and Fielding-Llyod, 2019; Liston, 2005; Maguire
and Mansfield, 1998; Velija, 2012; Velija and Flynn, 2010) and race and ethnic relations (see Dunning, 1999;
Williams, 2018) in sporting figurations. The theory has also been applied to explore young people’s peer
group dynamics within schooling contexts (Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing, 2016). Seeking to address Bloyce
and Murphy’s (2007) critique, and build upon Dunning’s (1999) theoretical reappraisal, Velija (2012) applied
the theory of established-outsider relations to explore power relations within an outsider group, specifically
between groups of female cricketers. Velija (2012) discovered that established-outsider relations can develop
within outsider groups, explaining how blame gossip and stigma attached to outsiders are clearly related to
wider ideologies within the cricket figuration, those circulated by established group male cricketers. Velija
(2012) also argued that the processes in which blame gossip and stigma are manifested is central to
understanding power relations between groups, evidencing how being in a broader established and outsider
figuration, in this case gender relations in cricket, has an impact on social cohesion and power differentials
between outsider group members. In conclusion, Velija (2012) calls for more critical engagement with the
theory of established-outsider relations, recommending that figurational sociologists should examine the
process which enable people to be established in one figuration and an outsider in another and the processes
involved in being in and maintaining an established position. Therefore, the theory of established-outsider
relations will be applied to explore pupils’ peer group dynamics within the boys’ and girls’ PE figurations.
Despite the literature-informed finding that PE (particularly boys PE) involves different social groups who

are categorised by sporting competence, no authors have utilised this theoretical model. Recognising that
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bullying is often aimed at certain groups (GOV.UK, 2024; Olweus, 1993), which in PE appears to be pupils
who lack sporting competence (Bejerot et al., 2013; Jachyra, 2016; Noret et al., 2015; Tischler and
McCaughtry, 2011), the adequacy of Elias and Scotson’s (1994) model will be explored to determine the role
of gossip and other verbal means as effective power resources within the PE figuration. Cognisant of Bloyce
and Murphy’s (2007) concerns regarding the robustness of the model, the theory will be considered across
multiple year groups to explore the rigidity of established-outsider relations, and to explore the extent to
which pupils may accept, change, or reject dominant ideologies and group images within and across the PE

figuration at Lord Taylors School.

3.3 Identities and habitus

Elias’s personal pronoun model has been used to supplement analysis concerning established-outsider
relations (Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing, 2016) and examine how young people manage and navigate their
identities in PE figurations (Frydendal and Thing, 2020; Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020b; Nielsen and Thing,
2019a, 2019b). Elias’s (1978, 2001) personal pronoun model attempts to overcome overly
singular/individualistic conceptions of identity, which, as such, fail to acknowledge how human identities are
part informed and influenced by interdependent relations. Stressing how ‘we are nothing by virtue of
ourselves, but by virtue of our relations to the surrounding world’ (Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing, 2016, p.104),
Elias (1978, p.123) argued that the function of the ‘I’ pronoun can only be understood in reference to the six
other positions, for one another imagine an ‘I’ without a ‘he’ or a ‘she’, a ‘we’, ‘you’ (singular or plural) or
‘they’, all only exist in relation to each other. Tracing this language-based interdependency to
conceptualisations of identity, Elias (1978, p.124) referred to ‘I, “‘we’, and ‘they’ pronouns as functional and
relational as ‘they express a position relative to the speaker at the moment or relative to the whole
intercommunication group’. Inherent in this focus is the figuration and the fact that every human is
fundamentally a social being whose personal identity, their ‘I’-identity, is closely connected with the ‘we’-
and ‘they’-identities of their figuration. Therefore, when examining people’s identity Elias (2001, p.37)
recommends starting ‘from the structure of relations between individuals to understand the “psyche” of the
individual person’. Given the relational nature of individual’s identity formation, people’s identities and their
navigations of ‘I’-‘we’-‘they’ identities are shaped by their relative power balances within the figurations that
they form and a part of. In this sense, ‘I’-‘we’-‘they’ identities are not static and fixed and should be conceived

as changeable and constantly fluctuating (Elias, 1978).

In relation to this thesis, Nielsen and Thing (2019a) demonstrated how the balance between young people’s
‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ identities can render visible existing tensions balances. More specifically, the authors
found that a young person’s ‘I’-identity was heavily determined by their affiliation or desire to affiliate with

the dominant prevailing ‘we’-identity of the figuration, whilst simultaneously avoiding any associations with
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a socially undesirable ‘they’-identity. This navigation and association can become more nuanced across
different figurational spaces. For instance, Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing (2016) discovered that sport students
constructed ‘we’-identity differed to the prevailing ‘we’-identity within the broader school figuration, one
centred on a party culture. This contrasted to the dominant ‘we’-identity within PE, which attached value to
being healthy and physically active, depicting a ‘they’-identity for students who failed to see the value of
leading active lifestyles (Nielsen, Ottesen and Thing, 2016). Whilst socially enabling within a PE figuration,
the adherence to a ‘we’-identity of being sporty was also constraining, as it strengthened their reputation in
the school as being anti-social. This application of the personal pronoun model demonstrates how ‘I’-‘we’-
‘they’-identities are relational and situational, as what is valued in one figuration can differ to what is valued
in another. In a later article, Nielsen and Thing (2019a) discovered that the while dominant ‘we’-identity in
the PE figuration was strongly linked to playing football, with boys’ ‘I’-identities engulfed in sporting
activities, pupils negotiated their identities in broader school and youth cultures. Nielsen and Thing (2019a)
suggested that the sports students placed more importance on being accepted into a we-group, contradicting
Elias’ (2001) writing of how in more developed societies an individual’s ‘I’-identity possesses greater value
than ‘we’-identities. Such discussions imply that young people may be more influenced by prevailing ‘we’-
identities, whilst adults may prioritise their ‘I’-identity. Evidencing how identities can change with age,
Nielsen and Thing (2019b) reported that as young people progress from elementary to secondary school they
increasingly feel the need to perform desirable identities in multiple figurations. Whilst being sporty was
prestigious in elementary school, belonging to a group, and the camaraderie that could be experienced within
it, was considered more important to the young people in upper secondary school (Nielsen and Thing, 2019b),

demonstrating how ‘we’-identities differ across different figurations and can change with age.

In this thesis, the flexibility of Elias’ personal pronoun model will be utilised to demonstrate how the concept
can aid explanations of any age-based similarities or differences to young people’s embodiment of ‘I’-we’-
‘they’-identities within and across the PE figuration at Lord Taylors School. More specifically, boys’ and
girls’ perceptions of their peer group dynamics, as well as PE teachers’ views on pupils’ peer relations in PE,
will be presented with the aim of identifying the extent to which embodying a sporting ‘I’-identity influences
or is influenced by ‘we’- and ‘they’-group formation and subsequently influence pupils’ social status and
power relations across Years 7 to 11. Additionally, the social significance of pupils representing the school as
part of an extracurricular school sport team will be discussed to further explore the extent that ‘I’-‘we’-‘they’-

identities can operate at multiple levels within a figuration.

Habitus

Alongside Elias’ personal pronoun model, theorising of individual and shared habitus will also be utilised to

analyse gendered behavioural norms in PE. Although the concept of habitus was referenced in Chapter One
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in reference to the theorising of French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu (1984), Elias’ use of the term predated
that of Bourdieu. Elias used the term to denote an individual’s ‘second nature’ or ‘embodied social learning’
(van Krieken, 1998, p.58), which acts as a ‘blindly functioning apparatus of self-control’ (Elias, 1978, p.113).
Therefore, a fundamental difference between Elias’ and Bourdieu’s conceptions is that Elias considered both
sociogenetic and psychogenetic factors and their symbiotic relationship, not just aspects of social
reproduction (Mennell, 1998; Velija and Hughes, 2019). In this sense, Elias explains how an individual’s
personality structure, their socially learned second nature, develops through ongoing socialisation processes
whereby human beings learn what seem taken-for-granted ways of interpreting and using their bodies
(Mennell, 1998). At an individual level, this means a person’s habitus contours their actions, ambitions,
dispositions, expectations, and tastes (Elias, 1978). However, this individual habitus is developed within and
through the various figurations in which they are enmeshed and continues to develop throughout their life
course, with childhood and youth considered to be the most impressionable phases of habitus development
(van Krieken, 1998). During this phase of socialisation, young people tend to be most affected by those
around them. In relation to this thesis, as young people enter secondary school, they are likely to develop
elements of their habitus due to entrance into new and more complex networks of interdependence, spending
longer amounts of time with their peers and teachers. Whilst this thesis is primarily concerned with pupils’
peer group dynamics and gendered behavioural norms, it is important to note that an individual’s habitus
development ‘never ceases entirely to be affected by his [sic] changing relations with others throughout his
life’ (van Krieken, 1998, p.60). This conception is important to this thesis as the impacts of PE teachers’
sporting habituses is also considered to part explain gendered social processes within PE at Lord Taylors

School.

Elias (2001) also denoted how habitus can operate at a collective level whereby people share the same values,
behaviours, tastes, and dispositions. This is significant as it forms ‘the soil from which the personal
characteristics which an individual differs from other members of his [sic] society’ (Elias, 2001, p.182). As
such, the concept of collective habitus can be used to explain how entire figurations of interdependent
individuals can develop and embody similar attitudes, perceptions and behaviours. Whilst Elias’
conceptualisations of identity and habitus share similarities, primarily that they are both formed through
networks of interdependence, they are also different and operate at different levels. Identity operates at a more
conscious and reflexive level than habitus formation, which is less susceptible to rapid change, meaning an
individual’s identities can fluctuate between figurations, whereas people’s habitus are more engrained and

consistent, and are often ‘psychologically tied to yesterday’s social reality’ (Elias, 2001, p.211).

In relation to the aims of this thesis, gender prov