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INTRODUCTION

We know from research that
being active is really good for
young people. It can boost
mental health, self-esteem, body
image, confidence, and overall
wellbeing - [1-7].  This s
particularly important because
we're seeing concerning frends
where young people’s wellbeing
is getting worse, especially for
girls and those who prefer not to
share their gender identity [8].

Girls are often less involved  in
physical activity compared to boys
[9]..For example, a report by Women
in Sport found that 43% of girls who
once thought -of ‘themselves. as
“sporty” stopped taking part -after
leaving primary school [10]. And this
doesn’t even include the number -of
girls who never felt sporty in the first
place. It's also important to remember
that being active isn’t just about sport
-play is just as . valuable. Older

children and teenagers want to -play
oo [11, 12].

There are lots of barriers ‘that. stop
girls from taking part in- activity. The
main  ones include “worries - about
body image, PE kit<and uniforms,
periods, and the focus on competition
rather than fun [9, 13].

In schools, these barriers often show up
in ~PE . lessons, where sport and
competition- -are treated as the most
important things, instead of building
enjoyment, confidence, and
independence ' through movement [14-
16]. But research shows that enjoyment
and confidence are key to wellbeing,
and that developing physical literacy
(the skills, confidence, and motivation to
be active) is what really supports - an
active life [5].

On top of this, there are still gender
stereotypes around what is “acceptable”
for girls to do. Even though more girls
are now playing football and rugby [17,
18], negative attitudes are still common.
You only need to:look at the: comments
section - under’“'posts = about - female

athletes to see this. Since young people
spend a “lot-.of time online, these
messages around gender and - body

image ‘on social-media can be powerful,
and often harmful [19].
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| THE MISSION

Girls To The Front (GTTF) was set upto ‘GTTF is fllhng a-critical gap for accessmlei,

around them.
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challenge these issues. It creates spaces youth-focused activities that support girls in &
where girls can find their voice, try new becomlng leaders 'in their own lives andﬁ"]f
things, and take part in play and = = - communltles, Thls mcludes SO

movement without worrying about being .~
judged. GTTF is guided by the United .= -
Nations Convention on the ngh‘is ofthe: i
Child (UNCRC), especmlly Arficle- 12

on -fun, creativity, and autonomy, with
an emphosw on co-production; making
sure spaces and ochvmes are sh"ﬁped
together with “young peopl’e usmg
principles like shared pewef respect

f,’.ond collcborqhon [20] T ISR O
I e - driven by community needs. o
: .,Resource Development Courses zmes a
- and .. other- ool_s- o ,,support‘_;
—em powerment,v '

Girls To The Front is a commumty drlven ~ oAl
“organisation empowering girls to make

~space for themselves and others, be .
) ,:.;‘th‘elr own brand and find their voice. By

" :combining inclusive fimess sessions with
'}DIY zine-making workshops, it helps

g|r|s build confidence ‘and challendqef
}spcletal norms building towards a future
“where every girl feels seen; heard, and
has the power to - change the world

Functional Fitness SessionS' Sessions

.~ that buﬂd confldence in safe, mcluswei*:
- 'spaces. '

(the right to be heard) and Article 31" 1‘

-~ (the right to play). Its approach is based"

"o Knowledge Dlssemmatlon Somal medla
~and. podcasts that share content on D
health, weilbemg, and societal issues
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shaped,b‘ qirls’ voices. .

- .,“‘ ‘Creatlve ..W'orkshops G|V|ng girls a’
\platform tofind their voice.. e
. Workshops Covering, Ieadershlp, period

‘education, physmal act|V|ty, and |ssues,~"
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This report shares learning from a 10-week programme of sessions that gave
girls supportive spaces for movement, creativity, and play. The aim is to offer
insights intfo how we can co-design spaces and places that encourage girls’ to
grow in confidence. The aim is to give ‘pracfical ideas for teachers,
practitioners, and community leaders who want to do the same.

LINKS TO THE
CURRICULUM

The Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience ‘in the Curriculum for
Wales [21] is based on five key “What Matters” statements. These focus on lifelong
health, resilience, relationships,. decision-making, and connecting with the natural
world. The Girls To The Front findings: show how these ideas can be put into
practice in real settings.

. Physical health and wellbeing for life: Giving girls.freedom and choice means
they can.choose and co-design activities they enjoy, which help them stay
engaged. linking movement with creative activities: shows “that being active
doesn't just mean sport butit:can also be playful. This-helps girls build positive
associations with movement:that can support their physical and mental health in
the long term.

. Emotional wellbeing: Keeping sessions flexible.and adapting to'the girls’ needs
shows that their voices and feelings matter. This helps them feel supported,
which can boost emotional wellbeing. Creative outlets also-gave the girls a safe
way to express and process their feelings.

+. Healthy relationships: Conversations play a big part in building trust and safety
within groups. Open discussion shows the girls that" their * voices:“counted.
Working through challenges together also strengthened empathy, support, and
group bonds.

. Decision-making: Co-producing the: sessions with the girls helped them see how
their choices could shape the activities. This builds a sense-of autonomy “and
agency, showing them that their decisions matter and has real outcomes.

. Connection with the natural world: When outdoor activities are included, they
highlight both the benefits and challenges of engaging with outside spaces.
Reflecting on these ‘moments gave girls opportunities to think about how the
natural environment can support health and wellbeing.



CREATING SAFE INCLUSIVE
ENVIRONMENTS FOR GIRLS TO
'MOVE AND BUILD CONFIDENCE
'REQUIRES MORE THAN JUST
ROVIDING PHYSICAL
~ ACTIVITY OPPORTUNITIES.

It's about mcrkmg speces where g|r|s feel a sense of

T ownershlp, where thelr voices are. valued cmd where

i _creativity, converscrflons cnd cha“enges are seen as
e
}r

S :‘1 essential parts of fhe experlence ‘Findings From the

' Glrls To The Fron’r sessrons hlghhgh’r key themes







A recurring theme across the sessions was the
MAKING importance of giving girls space to make and

navigate choices. By being able to shape
SPACE activities around their preferences, the sessions
FOR moved beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and
instead - prioritised-  autonomy  as  the

AUTONOMY foundation.” This was reflected in small but

important moments where girls expressed their

8 CHO'CE preferences and needs and saw them acted

upon.

“E has asked to do bench press in the next session”
“They are really engaged at times and able to advocate for themselves.”

The theme extended beyond physical activity into creative outlets, where requests
were equally valued. On one occasion, girls requested-zine supplies so the session
became an impromptu zine. workshop and in .another;  one of the girls asked to
interview the facilitator. Respondingfo: these requests reinforced that their voices
mattered, creating trust and ownership over the space, sessions and overall Girls To
The Front message. Facilitators also reflected on how autonomy supported positive
engagement, particularly. for those who needed more failored:approaches.

“If | give E space to ask for her own exercises, she engages really well...”

“...there is something to -be said for the session feeling safe ‘enough for girls to
engage on their terms.”

Taken together, these examples: show: that:autonomy was:not-simply about letting
participants choose activities, 'but about creating an environment where preferences
and needs were ‘asked -about and respected. This ‘approach ‘turned sessions into
spaces where girls could express themselves. The ability to advocate for yourself-is
really powerful, not just in these kind of spaces but also in the wider: context too.
Particularly for those who may not always feel that their voices ‘are heard in other
aspects of their lives. It's a cornérstone of helping people feel empowered. Within
these sessions, opportunities to state ‘preferences, whether requesting to learn a
movement, asking for zine supplies, or suggesting an obstacle course, became more
than just activity choices. They were moments of agency where girls practised
articulating their needs, preferences, and interests-in a supportive environment.



By speaking up and having their choices respected, girls were reassured that their
voices carried weight and could shape the direction of shared spaces. Learning fo
advocate in a safe and inclusive environment lays the groundwork for wider life

- skills; encouraging them to- corry this - confldenoe into school relo’rlonshlps onol
future workploces or adventures. g .
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Success. of sessions wosn’r measured by grouplevel ochlevemen’r bu’r by the
opportunities each girl had to engage in. ways ‘that suited their inferests. Some
- gravitated toward physical challenges like bench presses, tyre flips, or sled pushes,
discovering new capabilities and pushlng themselves at their own pace. Others
found their voice through creative activities, producing : zines or contributing ideas.in
games. Girls chose when to participate in cerfain activities and when to step back, = -
often supporting their peers through encouragement, cheerlng, and celebrating each -
other’s efforts. Leadership naturally emerged as' some gwded and coached others *
with patience and confidence, showmg fhot glvmg glrls spoce to moke ch0|ces olso
nurtured initiative and respon5|b|||ty > : S

A key pom’r here is about mokmg spoces where your voice, ond the voices of o’rhers

are heard and respected. Everyone has a ro]e to play in ensurlng all participants | felt

valued and this shows the power oFlnstllhng empothy and compassion. Supportive
.~ communities excel when all those involve take an active role. By making space for
| ~ autonomy, the sessions. creo’red an environment where gnrl fe ‘]’r}empowered to take - .o
risks, tfry new thmgs recognlse Qﬁ}elr own strengths oll;WhI upporting others to do =
the same. AR ' IEEA S :




SATIONS

to sharing more personal concerns, and
each played a role in building trust

COUN I e i qnd“er“_stgndirig,,_pnd connection within the
- -; _grouP-' E LS s '
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'Some’rlmes conversations offered a space: fo process chbllenges ou'r5|de ’rhe session.
For example, one girl arrived early and spoke about a-new school toilet policy that -

/ NVER Throughout the sessions, conversations
- emerged as a central thread. These

dlscu3310ns ranged from everyday topics

was causing frustration, particularly during break times or when managing: periods.

Simply having the space to voice her concerns could have allowed her to feel heard
and supported, while also helping the facilitator ‘understand the reallife issues.
affecting the group. In another instance, a girl shared a compllca'red situation with @«

friend that had escalated to involve porents Discussing itin ’rhe session creo’red a &

safe space to reflect and seek qdwce

\ - -

Other conversohons were : |lghfer buf equolly as, |mpor’rcmt The girls often engoged!_ﬁ :

in lighthearted discussion, 1oughfer‘,& and telling' stories, which strengthened their

- relationships and helped new members feel mcluded Even when the discussion
wasn't focused on a specific topic, the 5|mp|e act of llstenlng and interacting, ||kef :

heorlng two glrls Iough ond ’rolk while mckmg zines, stfeEéd"‘-EJ‘Sense of communlty -

Giving fime for converse#lon whe’rher at the starf of a session, "be’rween oc’rlvmes or

v

“during focused exercises,: d’flowed the girls to ask questions, share experiences, and
“explore ideas ngether Sometimes, the most mecmngful |eqrn|ng happened in ’rhese"v L
moments of discussion rc:’rher ’rhon durlng structured GC’[IVI'[IG&"’ TN T N
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Flexibility and responsiveness emerged as crucial

TAKING A - froires of e sessions suing thot ochites
FLEXIBLE, adaptability helped create an inclusive otmos:phere

h irl Id find ingful f
RESPONSIVE == oo o0 o i men oimaning
APPROACH the entire structure .of a session based on

participants’ requests.

During one session, when one girl expressed -a strong interest in learning a
particular exercise, the session shifted to focus on exploring that movement.in more
depth. This adaptation didn’t just meet her needs; it ended up creating a session
that the entire group engaged really well with.

Each girl experimented with variations, discovering what worked best for them -and
building confidence along the ‘way. By giving one participant ownership of the
session’s focus, the group also benefitted: reinforcing that everyone’s preferences
and abilities could be accommodated while still creating an experience that places
value on individual voice and advocacy. When numbers were low, a physical
activity session was replaced with a‘creative one:

“Low attendance today so instead of movement | offered an.impromptu zine session.
The girls jumped at it so with. very little supplies, we made zines using paper and the
heat printer.”

What could have been a challenge became an opportunity. "Sometimes, plans
needed to change on the spot, and that shift could open different opportunities.
These unplanned moments - showed that .adaptability not- only' kept the sessions
engaging but also demonstrated to the girls that creativity; play, and learning can
happen anywhere, with any resources, and-at any time. Adapting to the differences
between participants was also key. Age and engagement varied; and: this: required
thoughtful responses. Even within structured workouts, adaptations ‘were made to
suit individual needs, with facilitators-observing:

“The tabata at the end was most successful as E was able to stay on a rower which
she liked while the others did PTOH -and Sit Ups. This autonomy really helps.”

Flexibility also meant continuous learning on the part of facilitators. Finding ways to
balance ‘different needs-and preferences was not always straightforward, but when
it .worked, the benefits: ‘were clear: “Finding the balance for™ everyone - was
awesome.”. These examples: demonstrate that flexibility is not simply a fallback
when things don’t go as planned. Itis a proactive way of working that centres girls’
voices.






Another key theme to emerge from the

TRANSFOR- sessions was the role of challenges in shaping

both practice and growth for the facilitation of

MING sessions. The environments created for the
girls were not without difficulty, whether due
CHALLENGES to creative blocks,external disruptions, or
engagement. Yet these challenges became
To CHANGES valuable - -opportunities ~ for  reflection,

adaptation, and learning.

This underpins the importance of being reflective as a facilitator and the importance
of keeping logs of feedback or impact. Creativity, for example, did not always: flow
easily.

“Inspiring. some of the group with ideas was challenging foday. Two girls were
unable to fully make a start due to having blanks of creativity.. This has always been
a bit of a sticking point — need.to think-about ways to overcome this.”

Similarly, in a zine-making session, “Half the group were able to focus and deliver
an idea or concept where the other half struggled. | think this was a creative block.”

These moments illustrate the need for prompts and scaffolding, rather than being
seen as failure, these blocks were reframed as learning ‘points.- These are reminders
that not every session will flow seamlessly, and that building. supportive strategies is
part of the process.

Individual engagement also presented ongoing challenges, as not' all participants
were equally motivated or ready to take part in the same way. For some, this meant
periods of disengagement, breaks, or choosing' alternative activities. While this
could be difficult to manage in a group setting, facilitators: recognised the
importance of ‘balancing structure with flexibility.. By ‘paying attentionto what
activities resonated - most - with “individuals and setting * clear' but “supportive
boundaries around participation, challenges were reframed as opportunities to
adapt. This approach helped ensure that every girl could find a way to engage
meaningfully, while also'maintaining a positive and:inclusive group dynamic:

External factors also created difficulties. One session outdoors was interrupted when
“two men shouted at the girls. This'made some of the girls feel really uncomfortable
and not want to go [take part].” The facilitator acknowledged their own
disappointment in how they handled the situation but recognised the importance .of
setting firmer boundaries with the public as well as within sessions:



“The interactions weren't positive. Need to ho d firmer boundarles not /usf with fhe
publlc but also members entering the sessions.” ' ‘

These reflections show how sm‘éguording and creating a protective environment is
_not static but constantly a work in progress. Sbme’thi’ngthot can be cocreated with
participants. These - reflections demonstrate that. challenges are not a sign of
weakness within the sessions but a valuable aspect of creating inclusive
environments. They encouraged facilitators to odcp’r to reflect on their practice, and
to model resilience for the girls. In this way, challenges  were con5|stent|y
tronsformed info oppor’runmes for change cmd |mprovement




'WECAN suwom THE CREATION OF SPACES AND .
- MOVEMENTS THAT ARE CO-PRODUCED, SAFE AND i
INCLUSIVE. COLLECTIVELY, THESE THEMES SHOW THAT
WELLBEING IS NURTURED NOT JUST THROUGH PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY, BUT THROUGH EXPERIENCES THAT INTEGRATE
MOVEMENT, CREATIVITY, INTERACTION, AND AUTONOMY, -
PRINCIPLES WHICH ARE EMPHASISED IN THE HEALTH ANd
- WELLBEING AOLE OF THE cunmcuwM FORWALES.

‘: .)

Fu’rure practice should con’rlnue to prlormse outonomy h0|ce, ond responswe
facilitation, ensuring that glrl% can shape activities, expTore challenges, and
express fhemselves Creohvely Spaces should: prowde opportunities for
conversation, while remaining flexible toodopt to attendance, interests, or -
' unexpecfed circumstances. Ongoing reflection and: evqluohon iskeyto .
- refining practice and sharing insights with schools yo(}, s_orgonlsohons ond
o pohcymokers to support |r1c|u5|ve environments thotfh"]p young glrls feel
) empowered | A




REFERENCES

1. Warburton DER, Nicol CW, Bredin SSD. Health benefits of physical activity: The
evidence. CMAJ. 2006;174:801-9. https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.051351.

2. Poitras VJ, Gray CE, Borghese MM, CarsonV, Chaput JP, Janssen |, et al.
Systematic review of the relationships- between ‘objectively measured physical
activity and health indicators in school-aged children and youth. . Applied
Physiology, Nutrition and Metabolism. 2016;41:5197-239.
https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2015-0663.

3. Tang Y, Algurén B, Pelletier C, Naylor PJ, Faulkner G. Physical Literacy for
Communities (PL4C): physical literacy , physical activity and associations. with
wellbeing. BMC Public Health. 2023;:1-16. hitps://doi.org/10.1186/512889-
023-16050-7.

4. World-Health Organization' (WHO)..\Global action plan on physical activity
2018-2030: more - active - people “‘for. .a . healthier world. 2018.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpolmod.2006.06.007.

5. James M, Adebayo M, BianchimMS, Hughes L, Mannello M, Marchant E, et al.
To what extent does self-reported  physical activity impact children’s wellbeing and
mental health? Insights from school-aged children in‘Wales. PLoS One. 2025;20 5
May. https://doi.org/10.1371fjournal.pone.0313970:

6. Brophy S, Crowley “A, Mistry R, Hill R,~ Choudhury ‘S, Thomas NE, et al.
Recommendations to improve: physical activity among teenagers-a qualitative study
with ethnic minority and European teenagers. BMC Public Health..2011;11:412-
25. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-11-412.

7. Jago R, Edwards MJ, Sebire SJ; Bird EL, Tomkinson K, Kesten JM, et al. Bristol
Girls Dance Project: a cluster randomised. controlled trial ‘of: an-after-school dance
programme to increase physical .activity among 11- to" 12-year-old: girls. Public
Health Research. 2016;4:1-176. https://doi.org/10.3310/phr04060.

8. Einhorn J, James M, Kennedy. N, Marchant E, Brophy S. Changes in self-reported
health and wellbeing outcomes in- 34,951 primary school children from 2014 1o
2022 in Wales: A descriptive ‘analysis using annual survey ‘data.. Front Public
Health. 2023;12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2024.1285687.

9. Ogden J, McCourt A, Morgan R: *You're basically naked’: a qualitative study of
why girls drop out of sport in‘their teenage ‘years. Cogent Psychol.-2025;12.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2025.2516316.

10. “Women .in Sport.: Reframing: Sport for Teenage Girls: Tackling Teenage
Disengagemen. London; 2022.



REFERENCES

11. Barcley M. Older children play too. Play Wales. 2019;1.

12. James ML, Christian D, Scott SC, Todd CE, Stratton G, Demmler ], et al. Active
Children Through Individual Vouchers Evaluation: A Mixed-Method RCT. Am J Prev
Med. 2020,;58:232-43. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2019.10.005.

13. Peng B, Ng JYY, Ha AS. Barriers and facilitators to physical activity for young
adult women: a systematic review and thematic synthesis of qualitative literature.
International - Journal of Behavioral Nutrition - .and Physical Activity. 2023;20.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-023-01411-7.

14. Bailey R,- Armour K, Kirk D, Jess M, Pickup I,- Sandford R. The educational
benefits claimed for physical education and school sport: An-academic review. Res
Pap Educ. 2009;24:1-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520701809817.

15. James M, Todd C, Scott S; Stratton G, Mccoubrey S, Christian D, et al. Teenage
recommendations to improve physical activity for their age group: a qualitative
study. BMC Public Health. 2018;18:1-9. 'https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-
5274-3.

16. Mitchell F, Gray S, Inchley J. ‘This: choice thing really works...* Changes in
experiences and' engagement of adolescent girls in.physical education classes;
during a school-based physical ‘activity programme. ‘Phys ‘Educ Sport Pedagogy.
2015;20:593-611. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.837433.

17. The FA. Women's and girls" football sees record growth in a historic four years
for the game. The FA. 2024.

18. World Rugby. “Let this upward trajectory continue” =~ how: the women's game
soared in 2023. World Rugby: 2024.

19. Artigues-Barberd E, Tort-Nasarre G, Pollina-Pocallet M, ‘Ferrer Suquet-Y, Ayats
Pallés A, Guasch Niubd O, et al. Key factors in supporting adolescents to achieve
high self-esteem and a positive_body image: A qualitative community-based study.
PLoS One. 2025;20 2 February.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0318989.

20. James M, Bianchim=MS. CORDS: :Co-production of Research Direction ‘and
Strategy. 2021.

21. Welsh Government. Area: of Learning and Experience: Health and Wellbeing.
Curriculum for Wales.-2023. - https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales /health-
and-well-being: Accessed 26 Jul 2023.



Dy

GRRRLSTOTHEFRONT.CO.UK
@GRRRLSTTF
COACHMICKEYOUTCAST@GMAIL.COM







