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Abstract
Gender biases have often been observed in physical education (PE) 

classes, as many teachers adopt a male-biased perspective in teach-
ing and learning. This might affect their evaluation of students’ behav-
ior and may lead students to accept and reproduce gender biases in 
other social contexts. The aim of this study was to examine whether PE 
teachers in Greece adopt gender biases in teaching and learning, favor-
ing male students. The sample of the study comprised 392 elementary 
(n = 200) and secondary education students (n = 192) attending typi-
cal coeducational schools in Greece (M = 12.56, SD = 1.6). Participants 
completed the Perceived Physical Education Class Environment With 
Respect to the Achievement of Boys Questionnaire, which the research-
ers used to assess students’ perceptions of gender inequalities during PE 
courses. The results revealed that male secondary education students 
reported higher scores of negative behaviors toward them, as compared 
to females, as well as compared to students in elementary school. The 
findings of this study provide valuable information on students’ beliefs 
about gender inequalities in PE courses that may stimulate future 
research in this area.
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One of the main objectives of education is to develop and cul-
tivate younger individuals (International Primary Curriculum, 
2005; National Association for Sport and Physical Education, 2004). 
However, gender biases and stereotypes have often been observed in 
school environments (Azzarito & Solomon, 2005; Opotow, Gerson, 
& Woodside, 2005; Sarvanaraj, Sudarkodi, & Ramalingam, 2012), 
affecting teachers’ evaluation of students’ behavior (Tiedemann, 
2002), and resulting in students accepting and reproducing them in 
other social contexts (Subrahmanian, 2005). Hence, it is important 
to further study gender inequalities in educational settings, as they 
can influence academic achievement and social development of stu-
dents (see Guimaraes, 2015).

Physical education (PE) is among the school disciplines in which 
gender biases are widely evident (Miller & Budd, 1999; Rich, 2003; 
Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Velija & Kumar, 2009). For example, PE 
classes have often been regarded as more appropriate for male than 
female students (Flintoff & Scraton, 2001; Koivula, 2001; Lentillon, 
Cogérino, & Kaestner, 2006; Scraton, Fasting, Pfister, & Bunuel, 
1999). This might have been ascribed to the fact that sports, as well as 
most activities taught in PE classes, have been characterized as mas-
culine (Klomsten, Marsh, & Skaalvik, 2005). In addition, PE teach-
ers have been reported to use more masculine teaching approaches 
(Hutchinson, 1995; Napper-Owen, 1994) and more masculine lan-
guage, such as addressing students as “you guys” irrespective of their 
gender (Davis, 2000). Moreover, previous studies indicated that PE 
teachers were asking male students more frequently to demonstrate 
physical activities, and they were using more gender-biased crite-
ria for grouping students (Castillo, Romero, González, & Carmen 
Campos, 2012; Davis, 2000; Hannon & Ratliffe, 2007). In this con-
text, relevant studies have shown that PE teachers were providing 
more positive feedback and attention to male students (Drudy & Úi 
Cháthain, 2002; Duffy, Warren, & Walsh, 2001) and were interact-
ing less, either verbally or nonverbally, with female students (Castillo 
et al., 2012; Hannon & Ratliffe, 2007). Furthermore, as Nicaise, Bois, 
Fairclough, Amorose, and Cogérino (2007) supported, female stu-
dents were not praised for performance and achievement, but for 
exerting effort. Moreover, PE teachers were offering less support and 
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were assigning females lower grades compared to males (Lentillon 
et al., 2006; Nicaise, Cogérino, Bois, & Amorose, 2006).

Despite the identified differences in PE teachers’ behaviors, there 
is scarce evidence on the perceived experiences of male and female 
students related to inequalities in PE courses. Macdonald (1990) 
argued that both male and female students perceived females as not 
being favored in their interactions with the teacher, whereas Solmon, 
Lee, Belcher, Harrison, and Wells (2003) reported that female stu-
dents who perceived an activity as masculine were less likely to feel 
competent and exert effort. Additionally, class type (coeducational 
or single-gender) influenced students’ perceived competence (Derry 
& Phillips, 2005; Lyu & Gill, 2011; Slingerland, Haerens, Cardon, & 
Borghouts, 2014). Recent evidence is in support of coeducational PE 
classes, showing increased positive interactions and shared experi-
ences between males and females (Beasley, 2013; Hills & Croston, 
2012). However, evidence indicates that females demonstrated lower 
perceptions of competence in coeducational PE classes compared to 
single-gender classes (Constantinou, Manson, & Silvermann, 2009; 
Lyu & Gill, 2011; Slingerland et al., 2014). On the contrary, females 
in single-gender classes reported greater satisfaction with their effort 
in PE; perceptions of a more supportive environment; more oppor-
tunities for participation, learning, and feedback; and better interac-
tion with teachers than did those in coeducational classes (Derry & 
Phillips, 2005; Hannon & Ratliffe, 2007; Macdonald, 1990; Treanor, 
Graber, Housner, & Wiegand, 1998).

Furthermore, there is only limited evidence regarding students’ 
perceptions about PE teachers’ behavior. Students’ perceptions of PE 
teachers’ behavior and feedback, and teacher-initiated climate are 
particularly important for their learning and performance (Behets, 
1997; Fredenburg & Lee, 2001; Shen, 2015). Ryan and Patrick (2001) 
argued that students’ perceptions of their teachers’ support were 
associated with their motivation and engagement. For instance, per-
ceptions about teachers’ behavior could determine students’ quality 
of motivation (Amorose & Horn, 2000; Cox & Lavon, 2008; Koka & 
Hagger, 2010; Koka & Hein, 2003; Treasure & Robert, 2001) and cog-
nitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes from participation in PE 
courses (Nicaise et al., 2007; Standage, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2003). 
Accordingly, gender bias negatively influenced students’ perceived 
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competence in PE and, hence, their motivation in the educational 
context (Nicaise et al., 2006; Slingerland et al., 2014).

The aforementioned literature indicates that PE is a gender-bias 
course, and this is evident in measurements of teachers’ behaviors 
and students’ perceptions. Past research revealed no differences in 
males’ and females’ perceptions of injustice (Lentillon et al., 2006). 
This finding might imply that students have assimilated the gen-
der stereotypes about the nature of activities in sport and PE. Still, 
there is only scarce evidence that substantiates this assumption. In 
line with this, there is only limited evidence with respect to whether 
students’ perceptions are differentiated as a function of gender and 
educational level (i.e., elementary vs. secondary education). Past evi-
dence indicates that (a) enjoyment in PE courses and perceived com-
petence decline over time for females, but remain constant for boys 
(Cairney et al., 2012; for motivational differences between the gen-
ders toward physical activity, see also Lauderdale, Yli-Piipari, Irwin, 
& Layne, 2015), and (b) gender differences, in terms of participa-
tion and offensive tactical behavior during invasion games, became 
more evident in classes with older students compared to those with 
younger ones (Gutierrez & Garcia-Lopez, 2012). However, there 
is no past evidence regarding students’ perceptions about gender 
inequalities in PE courses. Therefore, the aim of this study was to 
investigate students’ perceptions about gender inequalities in PE 
courses and, more specifically, to test whether these perceptions 
are influenced by the students’ gender and educational level. Based 
on prior literature, the researchers assumed that junior high school 
female students would display higher perceptions of inequality com-
pared to male junior high school students and elementary school 
students of both genders.

Method

Sample

The researchers used a stratified sampling approach to randomly 
select four school units from an urban city and a suburban city in 
Northern Greece. The schools were selected from the official list of 
schools provided by the Ministry of Education. Based on the location 
of the selected schools and the description of school principals, all 
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schools were considered to be typical coeducational schools includ-
ing students of middle socioeconomic status.

Three hundred ninety-two students were recruited from both 
elementary schools (N = 200, Mage = 11.55, SD = .71) and high schools 
(N = 192, Mage = 13.78, SD = .91). One hundred ninety-six of the par-
ticipants (50.9%) were girls, 189 were boys, and the remaining seven 
participants did not report their gender. The students’ mean age was 
12.56 years (SD = 1.6)

Instruments

Demographic characteristics. The demographic questionnaire 
included items about participant age, gender, level of education, 
class, and city.

Perceptions of gender equality. Th e researchers used the 
Perceived Physical Education Class Environment With Respect to 
the Achievement of Boys Questionnaire (PPECE-BG; Papaioannou, 
1998) to assess students’ perceptions of gender equality in PE classes. 
The PPECE-BG includes 74 items; seven of these items corresponded 
to PE teachers’ negative behavior toward boys (e.g., “The PE teacher 
prefers to order the boys”), six items represented teachers’ focus on 
the learning of boys (e.g., “The PE teacher informs the boys how to 
exercise”), five items reflected teachers’ encouragement toward the 
boys (e.g., “The PE teacher encourages the boys”), five items rep-
resented the motivation of boys (e.g., “The boys really exercise”), 
three items reflected autonomy of boys (e.g., “The PE teacher lets 
the boys to make up their own exercise program”), and three items 
corresponded to adjustment of the lesson for boys (e.g., “The lesson 
is cut out for the boys”). Responses were given on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from always (1) to never (5). Participants responded 
to the stem “During the physical education lesson....” A composite 
score was computed for each scale factor, with higher scores dem-
onstrating higher levels of gender equality. Internal consistency was 
acceptable for all factors (α > 72; see Table 1). Papaioannou (1998) 
used exploratory factor analysis to provide evidence on the facto-
rial validity of the scale. In the present study, the researchers further 
investigated the factorial validity of the questionnaire with the use of 
more sophisticated analytical procedures to substantiate the validity 
of the scale.
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Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of the Study’s Variables

Variable α

Total 
sample

Elementary 
school

High 
school Females Males

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Negative behavior .72 5.04 1.20 5.31 1.17 4.72 1.16 4.81 1.27 5.28 1.06
Focus on learning .88 3.17 1.70 2.08 1.07 4.42 1.41 3.02 1.63 3.29 1.76
Encouragement .86 3.61 1.73 2.71 1.42 4.60 1.49 3.60 1.73 3.58 1.73
Motivation .84 2.59 1.47 2.15 1.27 3.14 1.52 2.49 1.34 2.68 1.60
Autonomy .74 4.22 1.71 4.77 1.56 3.62 1.66 4.35 1.67 4.12 1.74
Lesson adjustment .73 5.38 1.56 5.80 1.39 4.89 1.6 5.42 1.45 5.32 1.68

Note. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated in the total sample.
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Procedure

 Principals of the selected schools were informed of the aim 
and procedure of the study, and they granted permission for the 
researchers to perform the study. Parental consent was obtained via 
a preprint form delivered by students. Parents had to sign and return 
the form to the class teacher. Students were informed of the aim and 
procedure of the study, and those who agreed to participate (97%) 
completed the questionnaire in a quiet classroom under the supervi-
sion of a trained research assistant. Students were reassured about 
the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses. The research-
ers provided oral and written instructions to enhance the compre-
hension of the items. The completion of the questionnaire lasted 
approximately 10 min.

Data Analysis

The researchers conducted six 2 × 2 ANOVAs to investigate the 
effect of gender (male vs. female) and level of education (elemen-
tary vs. secondary) on students’ perceptions of gender equality in PE 
classes. The level of significance was set at .05. The factorial valid-
ity of the scale was investigated with confirmatory factor analysis. 
Due to normal distribution of the data (skewness and kurtosis val-
ues were between –1.00 and 1.00), the researchers employed the 
maximum likelihood method. They used absolute and incremental 
indices to examine model fit. The comparative fit index (CFI) was 
used as the main indicator model fit due to its standardized 0–1 
range, small sample variability, and stability across various sample 
sizes (Bentler, 1990; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1981). CFI scores exceed-
ing .95 indicate excellent model fit, with scores above .90 suggest-
ing adequate model fit (Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, & 
Catalano, 2000; Bentler, 1990; Yeung et al., 2000). In addition to CFI, 
the SRMR and the RMSEA were also used to test for goodness of fit, 
with scores below .08 and .06, respectively, which indicate adequate 
model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations and internal 
consistency coefficients. Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation coef-
ficients among the dimensions of the perceptions of gender equality.

Table 2
Analysis of Correlation

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Negative behavior -.27** -.30** -.30** -.03 .27**
2. Focus on learning .76** .53** -.12* -.16**
3. Encouragement .57** .11* .03
4. Motivation .13* -.05
5. Autonomy .42**
6. Lesson adjustment

*p < .05. **p < .01.

Psychometric Properties of the Scale

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis supported the 
factorial structure of the scale (χ2 = 733.391, p < .001, df = 358, 
χ2/df = 2.04, NNFI = .896, CFI = .909, SRMR = .066, RMSEA = .057). 
All factor loadings exceeded the .50 level and were statistically sig-
nificant at p = .01.

Gender Equality, Gender, and Level of Education

To test the effect of students’ gender and level of education, 
the researchers performed six 2 × 2 ANOVAs, one for each of the 
PPECE-BG dimensions. With respect to teachers’ negative behavior 
toward boys, the findings revealed no statistically significant inter-
action between gender and educational level, although a significant 
main effect of students’ gender emerged, F(1, 349) = 13.83, p < .001, 
η2 = .03. Elementary school students scored statistically significantly 
higher in perceptions of teachers’ negative behavior toward boys than 
did secondary school students, F(1, 349) = 22.71, p < .001, η2 = .06.

Analysis of variance indicated a statistically significant Gender × 
Educational Level interaction with respect to perceptions of teach-
ers’ focus on boys’ learning (Figure 1), F(1, 369) = 8.38, p < .01, 
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η2 = .06. A statistically significant main effect of gender emerged, 
F(1, 369) = 8.08, p < .001, η2 = .02, indicating that males reported 
statistically significantly higher scores compared to females. In addi-
tion, students in secondary education reported statistically signifi-
cantly higher scores on teacher’s focus on boys’ learning compared to 
those in elementary education, F(1, 369) = 337.75, p < .001, η2 = .48.
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Female	 Male
Gender

Focus on Learning

Level of education
Elementary
High School

Figure 1. Gender × Educational Level interactions on focus on learning.

Similar results emerged for teachers’ motivation toward 
boys. The analysis indicated a statistically significant Gender × 
Educational Level interaction (Figure 2), F(1, 352) = 14.21, p < .001, 
η2 = .03. A statistically significant main effect for gender emerged, 
F(1, 352) = 3.93, p < .05, η2 = .01, indicating that males reported sta-
tistically significantly higher scores than females in motivation. In 
addition, a statistically significant main effect of the educational level 
emerged, F(1, 352) = 48.17, p < .001, η2 = .12, indicating that sec-
ondary education students reported statistically significantly higher 
scores of teachers’ motivation toward boys than did elementary edu-
cation students.
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Motivation for Boys

Elementary
High School

Level of education

Female	 Male
Gender
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Figure 2. Gender × Educational Level interactions on motivation for 
boys.

With respect to teachers’ encouragement toward boys, the 
results of the analysis indicated a statistically significant Gender × 
Educational Level interaction (Figure 3), F(1, 376) = 10.16, p = .002, 
η2 = .02. A statistically significant main effect of educational level 
emerged, F(1, 376) = 10.16, p = .002, η2 = .02, indicating that sec-
ondary education students reported statistically significantly higher 
scores of teachers’ encouragement toward boys than did those in ele-
mentary schools. No statistically significant main effects for gender 
in this dimension emerged.

The results of the analysis regarding perceived autonomy for boys 
revealed no statistically significant interactions. A statistically signif-
icant main effect for educational level was found, F(1, 368) = 47.34, 
p < .001, η2 = .11, indicating that elementary school students per-
ceived statistically significantly less teacher-initiated autonomy sup-
port toward boys than did secondary school students. No statistically 
significant gender differences on perceived autonomy were found.
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Encouragement

Elementary
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Level of education

Female	 Male
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Figure 3. Gender × Educational Level interactions on encouragement of 
boys.

Similar findings emerged for perceived adjustment of lessons 
in favor of boys. No statistically significant interactions emerged, 
except a statistically significant main effect of educational level, 
F(1, 361) = 35.89, p < .001, η2 = .09, indicating that elementary school 
students reported statistically significantly less adjustment of the les-
son in favor of boys than did secondary education students.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine whether students’ 

perceptions of their physical educator’s behavior toward males was 
affected by gender and level of education. Moreover, the study exam-
ined the validation of a self-reported questionnaire concerning stu-
dents’ perceptions of the class environment. In general, the results 
of the analyses indicated significant interactions of gender and level 
of education in students’ perceptions about their teachers’ behavior 
toward male students. Moreover, with respect to the instrument of 
the study, the analysis confirmed the factorial validity of the scale.
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More specifically, the results of the analyses indicated a significant 
Gender × Age interaction in three out of six dimensions of teachers’ 
behavior; teachers’ focus on the learning of boys, teachers’ encour-
agement toward the boys, and motivation of boys. These findings 
imply that male students attending secondary education perceive 
their PE teachers as not focusing on their learning, not motivating 
them often, and not encouraging them often. These findings indi-
cate that male secondary education students perceive a more nega-
tive behavior from their PE teachers than do females and elementary 
education students. These findings are in contrast to past research 
showing a differential behavior of PE teachers but in favor of boys 
(Macdonald, 1990; Nicaise et al., 2007). An explanation for this con-
troversy may lie on the age of this study’s sample. This study included 
students at the onset of adolescence (Μage = 13.8 ± 0.91 years), during 
which adolescents tend to reject “authorities” such as teachers and 
are affirmed through peers (Cole, Cole, & Lightfoot, 2005; Herbert, 
2005). In line with this, adolescence is a time of identity crisis, or “a 
turning point of increased vulnerability and heightened potential” 
(Erikson, 1968, p. 96). To resolve this crisis, teenagers try out diverse 
roles such as being an athlete and a good child, venture to find out 
what they want to do, and generally try to understand themselves 
and gain identity through their experiences. If this is the case, it is 
possible that junior high school students perceived teachers’ behav-
iors aiming to balance inequalities and minimize conflict as nega-
tive. Also, they might have interpreted these behaviors as prohibit-
ing them from experimenting with different roles and discovering 
their own personal identity. This may have been manifested in PE 
courses in which male adolescents have the opportunity to demon-
strate their physical abilities and gain recognition and status, which 
is significant for their personal identification. Still, more evidence is 
needed to further support these arguments.

Moreover, educational level (elementary vs. secondary edu-
cation) was found to influence students’ perceptions of teachers’ 
behaviors significantly. Significant main effects in all six dimensions 
of teacher behavior were found. So far, past evidence with respect to 
educational level is scarce. Overall, students in elementary educa-
tion revealed more positive beliefs toward teacher behaviors; teacher 
behavior was not differentiated in favor of males. These findings can 



222	 Gender Biases in Learning and Teaching

be ascribed to the fact that elementary school students, compared to 
adolescent students of junior high school, have not fully developed 
a gender-based role identity and interact more easily with students 
of the opposite gender (Cole et al., 2005). In this sense, elementary 
school students were not sensitive in perceiving a differential way 
of behaving as a result of the gender. Another explanation may lie 
on the teaching approaches used by PE teachers in elementary and 
high school. For instance, McBride (1990) suggested that elementary 
physical educators demonstrated greater incidents of actual teaching 
by providing higher levels of instruction and praising their students 
more. On the contrary, junior high school teachers demonstrated 
moderate levels of instruction and praised their students less. Thus, it 
is possible that male and female elementary school students perceive 
adequate support by their PE teachers and do not experience gen-
der inequalities during PE courses. Nevertheless, further research is 
needed to clarify the influence of educational level on students’ per-
ceptions about teachers’ behavior across genders.

Despite the fact that the study provides useful information about 
students’ beliefs on gender inequality, it is not free of limitations. 
First, the study relied on students’ self-reports. Although the ques-
tionnaire has been proven valid and reliable, still it reflects students’ 
perceptions that may have been influenced by social desirability or 
misinterpretation of the items about teacher behaviors. Future stud-
ies would benefit from using observation protocols to record teach-
ers’ behavior. Second, the study employed a cross-sectional design, 
which did not allow for causal inferences to be made. The findings 
of the study are descriptive and provide a preliminary understand-
ing of the phenomenon. Clearly, future studies should employ lon-
gitudinal designs that will monitor teachers’ behaviors and record 
whether they can influence students’ perceptions. Nevertheless, this 
is among the first studies investigating students’ perceptions of teach-
ers’ behavior about gender inequalities in PE courses. The results 
demonstrate gender and educational level differences with respect 
to gender inequalities in PE courses and call for further study on the 
association between teachers’ behaviors and students’ perceptions.
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