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Physical
Education: A
Complicated
Conversation
The intersection of LGBTQIA+
identities, body size, and physical
education (PE) presents a complex
and often fraught landscape. For
many queer, trans, and fat
individuals, the PE classroom has
been a site of exclusion,
harassment, and body shaming,
rather than a space for healthy
physical activity and self-
acceptance. This article delves
into the challenges faced by these
individuals within the PE setting,
exploring the crucial need for
inclusivity, and offering
strategies for creating more
welcoming and affirming
environments. Keywords that we will
be exploring include: LGBTQIA+
inclusion in PE, body positivity in
physical education, gender-
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affirming PE practices, fat
acceptance in physical education,
and creating inclusive PE
curricula.

The Historical and
Current Landscape of
Exclusion
Physical education, historically,
has been a space deeply rooted in
heteronormative ideals of
athleticism and body image.
Traditional PE often prioritizes
competition, specific body types,
and gender binaries, leaving many
LGBTQIA+ individuals and those who
don't conform to societal norms
feeling marginalized and alienated.
For example, enforced gender
segregation in sports and changing
rooms can be deeply distressing for
transgender and non-binary
students. Similarly, the emphasis
on thinness and muscularity creates
a hostile environment for fat
individuals, perpetuating harmful
stereotypes and contributing to
negative self-image and limited
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participation. This exclusion
manifests in various forms:

Verbal harassment and
bullying: Queer and fat
students frequently face
homophobic, transphobic, and
fatphobic slurs and taunts
from peers and, sometimes,
even educators.
Lack of inclusive activities:
Traditional PE activities may
not accommodate diverse
abilities and bodies. For
example, competitive sports
emphasizing speed and strength
can exclude individuals with
disabilities or larger body
sizes.
Exclusionary clothing and
equipment: PE uniforms and
equipment often fail to cater
to diverse body types and
gender expressions, leading to
feelings of discomfort and
inadequacy.
Lack of representation: The
absence of LGBTQIA+ and fat
individuals in PE teaching
staff and curricular materials
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reinforces negative
stereotypes and limits
positive role modeling.

Building Body
Positivity and Gender
Affirming Practices in
PE
Shifting the paradigm requires a
fundamental rethinking of PE's
purpose and practice. Instead of
focusing solely on competitive
achievement and narrow beauty
standards, PE should prioritize
health, well-being, and
inclusivity. This involves several
key steps:

Implementing gender-affirming
policies: Schools need to
establish clear policies that
respect students' chosen names
and pronouns, allow students
to participate in activities
aligned with their gender
identity, and provide access
to gender-neutral or inclusive
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changing facilities.
Promoting body positivity and
self-acceptance: PE teachers
should actively challenge
harmful stereotypes related to
body size and shape. They
should foster a classroom
environment that celebrates
diverse bodies and promotes
self-acceptance. This can be
achieved through inclusive
language, positive
reinforcement, and
incorporating activities that
focus on fitness and enjoyment
rather than aesthetic
outcomes.
Developing inclusive curricula
and activities: PE programs
should offer a range of
activities that cater to
diverse abilities, fitness
levels, and body types. This
may include adapted sports,
dance, yoga, and other
movement practices that
emphasize participation and
enjoyment over competition.
Incorporating diverse cultural
dance forms can add value and
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broaden students' experiences.
Providing LGBTQIA+ inclusive
and fat-affirming education:
PE teachers should receive
comprehensive training on
LGBTQIA+ issues, fat
acceptance, and how to create
inclusive classroom
environments. This training
should address
microaggressions,
intersectionality, and
strategies for effectively
supporting all students.

The Role of Educators
in Fostering Inclusive
Environments
Teachers play a pivotal role in
shaping the PE experience for
queer, trans, and fat students.
Their actions, words, and attitudes
significantly impact students'
self-esteem, sense of belonging,
and overall well-being. Effective
strategies for educators include:

Creating a safe and supportive
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classroom climate: Teachers
should actively challenge
bullying and discrimination,
and establish clear
expectations for respectful
behavior. This involves
actively intervening when they
witness inappropriate behavior
and ensuring a zero-tolerance
policy for harassment.
Using inclusive language:
Avoiding gendered and sizeist
language is crucial. Teachers
should use person-first
language and avoid making
assumptions about students'
identities or bodies.
Providing individualized
support: Recognizing that
students have diverse needs
and experiences, educators
should offer individualized
support and accommodations to
ensure all students can
participate fully. This might
include providing modified
activities, adjusting
expectations, or offering
alternative ways to
demonstrate competency.
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Collaborating with families
and community organizations:
Building strong relationships
with families and local
LGBTQIA+ and body positivity
organizations can provide
valuable support and resources
for students and educators.

Overcoming Barriers and
Implementing Change
Implementing meaningful changes
requires addressing various
barriers. These include:

Lack of awareness and
training: Many PE teachers
lack the necessary knowledge
and skills to create inclusive
and affirming learning
environments.
Resistance to change: Some
educators and administrators
may resist efforts to change
traditional PE practices,
clinging to outdated norms and
beliefs.
Limited resources: Schools may
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lack the resources (financial
and personnel) needed to
implement comprehensive
inclusive PE programs.
Lack of support from parents
and communities: Sometimes,
resistance to change comes
from families or communities
who may not understand or
accept the need for LGBTQIA+
and fat-inclusive PE.

Overcoming these barriers requires
a multifaceted approach that
includes teacher training, policy
changes, resource allocation, and
community engagement.

Conclusion
Creating truly inclusive and
affirming physical education
experiences for queer, trans, and
fat students is not just a matter
of social justice; it is a matter
of ensuring the physical and mental
well-being of all students. By
fostering body positivity,
implementing gender-affirming
practices, and developing inclusive
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curricula, we can create PE
environments where every student
feels safe, respected, and
empowered to participate fully.
This requires a collective effort
from educators, administrators,
families, and communities. The
conversation is complex, but the
potential rewards – healthier,
happier, and more confident young
people – are immeasurable.

FAQ
Q1: How can I address homophobic or
transphobic comments in my PE
class?

A1: Immediately intervene, making
it clear that such language is
unacceptable. Address the comments
directly, stating that they are
harmful and create an unsafe
environment. Follow your school's
disciplinary procedures, and
consider incorporating restorative
justice practices. Furthermore, use
the opportunity to educate the
class about LGBTQIA+ identities and
the importance of inclusivity.
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Q2: What if a student refuses to
participate in a PE activity due to
body image concerns?

A2: Acknowledge their feelings, and
work collaboratively to find an
alternative activity they feel
comfortable with. Focus on
promoting movement and enjoyment,
rather than forcing participation
in activities that cause distress.
Consider individual fitness goals
and celebrate participation rather
than competition.

Q3: How can I make my PE curriculum
more inclusive of diverse body
types?

A3: Include a range of activities
that cater to various fitness
levels and abilities. Focus on
functional fitness and activities
that emphasize movement and
enjoyment over competition. Avoid
activities that prioritize specific
body types (e.g., those emphasizing
speed and strength alone). Consider
incorporating yoga, dance, or
adapted sports.
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Q4: What resources are available to
help PE teachers create more
inclusive classrooms?

A4: Many organizations offer
resources and training on LGBTQIA+
inclusion and body positivity in
education. Look for professional
development opportunities offered
by your school district or
educational organizations. Also,
research online resources from
LGBTQIA+ advocacy groups and body
positivity organizations.

Q5: How can I address the concerns
of parents or community members who
resist inclusive PE practices?

A5: Open and honest communication
is key. Educate them on the
importance of inclusivity and the
potential negative consequences of
exclusion. Share research and data
highlighting the benefits of
inclusive PE. Involve them in the
process of developing inclusive
programs. Provide specific examples
and explanations of how the changes
will benefit all students.
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Q6: How can I support transgender
and non-binary students in the PE
setting?

A6: Respect their chosen names and
pronouns. Ensure they have access
to inclusive changing facilities
and allow them to participate in
activities aligned with their
gender identity. Provide
individualized support and modify
activities as needed. Establish
clear policies that uphold their
rights and dignity.

Q7: What role does
intersectionality play in
understanding the experiences of
queer and fat students in PE?

A7: Intersectionality highlights
that individuals hold multiple
identities that interact and
influence their experiences. A fat,
Black, lesbian student will have
different experiences and
challenges compared to a white,
thin, gay male student. Inclusive
practices must address the unique
needs and vulnerabilities stemming
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from these intersecting identities.

Q8: What are some long-term
implications of failing to create
inclusive PE environments?

A8: Failing to create inclusive PE
environments can lead to increased
rates of mental health issues,
reduced physical activity levels,
and lower academic achievement
amongst LGBTQIA+ and fat students.
It perpetuates harmful stereotypes
and reinforces societal
inequalities, resulting in long-
term negative impacts on self-
esteem, body image, and overall
well-being.

Queer Bodies,
Sexualities, Genders,
and Fatness in Physical
Education: A
Complicated
Conversation
Physical P.E. has long been a site
of assessment, often reinforcing
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limited ideals of physique. For
many, this environment has been
unwelcoming , particularly for
individuals whose bodies don't
conform to the standard norms. This
article delves into the complex
intersection of queer bodies,
sexualities, genders, and fatness
within the physical sports setting
, exploring the obstacles and
advocating for more welcoming
practices.

The Heteronormative and Sizeist
Landscape of Physical Education

Traditional physical education
often operates within a
cisnormative framework. This means
that classes are often subtly
designed with a cisgender body in
view . Activities might prioritize
certain physical talents deemed
more “masculine,” neglecting those
associated with traditionally
“feminine” traits . Furthermore, a
pervasive sizeism pervades many
physical P.E. settings. Plus-size
individuals often experience
prejudice and exclusion , both from
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peers and often even instructors.
This fosters a sequence of reduced
self-esteem, decreased
participation, and weakened
physical and mental wellbeing .

Queer Experiences in Physical
Education

For queer and transgender students,
the challenges are often
compounded. They might encounter
discrimination based on their
gender . Changing spaces can be
particularly uncomfortable , and
the lack of inclusive options can
also estrange them. Homophobic
language and behavior from peers
and even sometimes staff can foster
a toxic atmosphere , impacting
their physical wellbeing .

Addressing the Issues: Towards
Inclusive Physical Education

Creating a truly equitable physical
gym program requires a multifaceted
approach. This includes:

Challenging Heteronormative
and Sizeist Assumptions:
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Instructors need education to
unlearn their own biases and
to implement lessons that
appreciate difference in
bodies, genders, and
sexualities.

Promoting Body Positivity:
Fostering body positivity can
facilitate students to value
their bodies regardless of
size . This can be attained
through lessons that critique
societal image standards.

Providing Inclusive Facilities
and Resources: This involves
having gender-neutral changing
rooms , varied equipment, and
suitable activities for
students with unique needs .

Implementing Trauma-Informed
Practices: Recognizing that
many students have suffered
hurt related to their bodies
and identities is vital .
Caring teaching practices
stress student safety and
agency .

Engaging LGBTQ+ and Fat
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Acceptance Organizations:
Collaborating with these
organizations can provide
valuable knowledge and
resources for designing more
inclusive physical gym
programs.

Conclusion:

The discussion surrounding queer
bodies, sexualities, genders, and
fatness in physical gym is
essential . By purposefully
challenging heteronormative
assumptions and employing inclusive
practices, we can develop physical
P.E. settings that are accepting
for each students, regardless of
their expressions. This will not
only improve the physical health of
these students but also cultivate a
more fair and considerate culture .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: How can I, as a teacher, become
more knowledgeable about LGBTQ+
issues and fat acceptance?

A1: Seek out professional
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development specifically focusing
on these topics. Also, consult
resources from LGBTQ+ and fat
acceptance organizations.

Q2: What if a student is
uncomfortable with certain
activities due to their body type
or identity?

A2: Offer alternative activities
that allow them to participate in a
supportive way. Dialogue and
empathy are key.

Q3: How do I address homophobic or
transphobic behavior in my
classroom?

A3: Establish clear guidelines
regarding acceptable behavior.
Consistently apply these rules and
provide support to students who
undergo such prejudice.

Q4: How can we ensure physical
education assessments are fair and
inclusive?

A4: Change assessments to focus on
progress rather than solely on
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performance . Offer multiple ways
for students to display their
knowledge.
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