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Maggie Alphonsi playing for England against Ireland

Elite athletes in conversation
Maggie Alphonsi meets Goldie Sayers
2014 Rugby World Cup 
winner Maggie Alphonsi and 
Olympic bronze medallist 
javelin thrower Goldie 
Sayers talk about life at the 
pinnacle of sport

This interview is taken from one of 
the athlete-to-athlete conversations 
that make up the #OneChallenge 

film series, coordinated by journalist 
Sue Mott and produced by the Women’s 
Sport Trust. The  conversations feature 
some of Britain’s greatest female athletes 

discussing issues like winning, losing, 
motivation, body image, sexism, online 
dating, and more.

‘ Being strong is about having freedom.

 ’Maggie Alphonsi
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GS The words that spring to mind when I 
think about you are: strong, determined, 
powerful. I definitely wouldn’t want to be 
tackled by you. 

MA I like those words. They’re not as 
aggressive as I thought they would be. 
I’d say ‘aggressive’ for you, but also 
controlled and quick. 

GS As an athlete who throws a javelin I 
was a bit like a human catapult. You are 
effectively creating a bow for an arrow. It 
could be my new stage show!

MA I had a nickname in rugby: ‘Maggie the 
Machine’. It was given to me way back in 
2006 after we [England] lost in the World 
Cup final. It’s stuck ever since.

GS Was it given by somebody you tackled?

MA Probably! ‘The Human Catapult’ and 
‘Maggie the Machine’. It’s a good double 
act. Haha. Maybe we should go on stage.

GS I wasn’t naturally powerful like you. I 
came at the sport from a ball games 
perspective, so I had skill, agility, timing, 
coordination. I had to work quite hard for 
the strength and power. My strengths were 
to elongate my body, separate my body 
parts…a bit like a dancer. I was ‘speed 
strong’ rather than having brute strength. 

MA At the age of 14, I was probably this size. 
I was 5’3”, 73 kg, and so I had body weight. 
So my strengths were my physical attributes. 
I had the muscles. I was also a bit reckless, 
I didn’t know how to control it. Going into 
rugby was perfect for me. It allowed me to 
be more disciplined, more controlled, to use 
my body in a smarter way. Rugby  found 
me — and gave me a niche to excel in.  
 I’d loved to have boxed but it was less 
acceptable for women 10 years ago compared 
with today. I did a lot of boxing in training. 
A friend of mine took me to a white-collar 
fight. I wondered if I could I have a go. But I 
don’t think I could take being hit in the face.  
 For you now, even though you’ve 

retired from javelin, how does it feel to 
be super strong? 

GS I think it’s a really nice feeling. I do love 
it. I go into the supermarket and rather than 
having a trolley, I pick up a basket and know 
I can carry an entire week’s shop on one 
arm. I don’t ever want to lose that. 

MA You do a week’s shopping? I go every 
couple of days.

GS Haha. To be honest, I don’t think on a 
day-to-day level about ‘being strong’. But 
maybe as a child it gives you an inner level 
of confidence. I look at young girls now and 
they’re worried so much about what they 
look like when they should actually try to 
invest in themselves a bit more internally 
rather than on their external appearance. 
Sport is such an amazing environment to 
really express yourself. I loved expressing 
myself physically. I still do. I have to move my 
body. If I don’t, I feel so miserable.

MA For me, feeling strong is about having 
freedom. As a young child playing rugby I 
found I could be free. ‘I can run as fast as I 
can, I can hit and tackle someone as hard as 
I can.’ It was that level of freedom…that’s 
why I could really excel.

GS Did you feel you came alive on 
the rugby pitch?

MA Yes, when I was young…I was 
big and strong and probably felt very 
conscious about my body. When I played 
rugby, it was the one place where I was 
accepted, where being strong was a good 
thing. Instead of being told ‘Stop being 
strong! Stop being aggressive!’ I  was 
told: ‘Be strong, be aggressive! Do  what 
you do!’ And that’s such a great feeling. 
I carry this now into my everyday life. 
There are times when you don’t feel strong 
but it’s always there. You think: if I carry 
myself well, believe in what I’m good at, you 
lift yourself, don’t you? Like power plays — 
and you feel good about yourself all the time. 

GS Do you think society in general celebrates 
women’s muscle?

MA I would say things have improved 
massively because of the likes of yourself 
and women like Jessica Ennis-Hill, physically 
strong women who are very good athletes. 
Because it’s been so visible, it’s made it more 
acceptable. I have to admit, growing up and 
being an athlete I’ve always been conscious 
about wearing T-shirts and shorts because 
I’m worried what people might think about 
my muscles. I’m a muscular girl. So I think 
society has changed and has become more 
accepting. It still has a way to go. We need 
to celebrate people as great athletes 
rather than what they look like physically. 
But we’ve had Jessica Ennis-Hill and other 
athletes called ‘fat’ by their own coaches. 
Do you think the male perception of women 
athletes has to change?

GS Potentially, yes. I think in sport you tend 
to see a body as a tool and not as a natural 
form. And women’s bodies are very different 
from men’s bodies. Sadly, in sport there’s this 
thought process that you are in good shape 
when you are really lean. And actually I was 
in the best shape physically and performance-
wise when I wasn’t the leanest I’ve ever been. 
It’s about performance on the track, not what 
you look like. In my event, it doesn’t matter 
whether you’ve got 12% body fat, it’s about 
how far you can throw the javelin. It’s all about 
how you perform, not what you look like.  
People like to put female athletes in boxes 
so they look a certain way. But wouldn’t you 
like to see — in wider society — people just 
being free to be whatever they want to be, 
and looking however they want to look. 

MA Yes definitely. There has been a cultural 
shift. Great ads and campaigns like ‘This Girl 
Can’ showing women of whatever shape 
and size exercising and enjoying it. I think 
that has changed. I think we still need to 
push it. Let’s celebrate different kinds of 
body forms. Celebrate people’s ability to 
do things well, whatever they may look like. 

Elite athletes in conversation
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 So Goldie, you did this photoshoot 
where you were naked. What was that like?

GS I loved it actually, although I know you 
wouldn’t necessarily agree. I saw it as an 
artistic shoot. It wasn’t at all seedy. I’m 
really glad I did it. It was the last year of 
my career. I’ll never look like that again. 
I’ll  never have muscles in the areas that I 
had them then. I was actually very proud 
of the way I looked. Mostly I was pleased 
I could walk into a room of five blokes 
I’d never met butt naked, completely 
confident, without a care in the world. 
Because that’s what sport gives you. You 
do have confidence in your body. You live 
in it, breathe it. You’re at one with it. Well 
I was. Most women feel prisoners in their 
own home. This [your body] is the greatest 
gift you’ve ever been given. You  have to 
love it. What’s the point of not loving it? 
Such a waste of energy. 

MA I take my hat off to you. Personally I 
don’t agree with naked photo shoots. I’ve 
always seen it as: why should athletes have 
to do that. I feel frustrated that women 
feel the need to do it. I’m more impressed 
and empowered by seeing them wearing 
kit looking strong and athletic rather than 
naked — but now I hear what you’ve said.

GS I see bodies as an art form. They’re only 
going to be like that for a small window in 
life. I see it as beauty, not in a sexualised way 
but as a beautiful creation. 

MA You look great in yours, so well done. 
Tell me about your process of getting strong 
when you were at the peak of your career.

GS I’d be in the gym, lifting weights, throwing 
medicine balls, sprinting, jumping, and 
throwing javelins, obviously. For me, it was 
5–6 hours a day, 6 days a week, 49 weeks of 
the year which is about 1,700 hours a year. 

And when you plug that into an Olympic 
cycle of 4 years, you’ve done over 7,000 hours 
training. Then when you consider you could 
get knocked out after three throws — they 
take 4.5 seconds each — that 7,000 hours 
for a little over 14 seconds in an Olympic 
stadium. So it’s absolutely ridiculous. 

MA It’s the mental thing as well isn’t it?

GS Biggest thing is the emotional energy it 
takes to compete at the highest level. That I 
don’t miss, but I do miss the feeling of timing. 
When your timing is spot on, throwing 
the javelin you feel you live in a parallel 
universe and that something that lasts for 
one-hundredth of a second — the actual 
throw — feels like it takes about 5 seconds 
and you can almost feel every single 
body part moving as one, like a concerto. 
 What about your sweet spot?

MA Making that physical tackle. But like you, 
many hours of training go into it…mornings, 
evenings, afternoons, weekends just training 
to be physically strong for that moment. 
It takes many hours to create the physique 
that does the job well. 

GS And I think it’s the level of focus too. 
You  realise when you step out of it how 
focused you were. There’s nothing else that 
requires that absolute 100% focus. It’s a 
little bit mad and obsessive to be honest. 

MA That’s what’s special about being an 
athlete. You have this goal and you’re so 
fixated on it, you want to be so good.

GS It frustrates me that some people 
aren’t passionate about what they do. 
That’s  heartbreaking for me. I wasn’t the 
tallest, fastest, strongest, most gifted athlete 
but I was so passionate about it. I loved 
expressing myself in a high level sporting 
arena, even if it was for only a relatively short 
time during my life. 

The #OneChallenge is available 
to watch at www.themixedzone.
co.uk/one-challenge-film-series. As  a 
student, if you are involved in any 
sporting or adventure challenges, your 
story could be publicised via  www.
themixedzone.co.uk. Send details to  
@_mixedzone to become part of the 
#OneChallenge community.

Goldie Sayers in qualifying for the 2015 World Championships
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Gobinder Singh Gill looks 
at the effects of anxiety on 
sports performance and how 
they can be combated

N erves, fear and apprehension 
are common characteristics of 
anxiety. Sitting exams, taking a 

driving test or performing in sport are 
situations that can lead to anxiety. Sports 
performers can suffer from anxiety with 
varying degrees of intensity owing to 
the fine margins that can make the 
difference between success and failure. 

For example, an Olympian could be 
preparing for a final dive that determines 
winning the gold medal or losing out 
completely. Dealing with increased 
anxiety levels while coping with the 
demands of performance is therefore 
important for sports performers.

What is anxiety?

Anxiety is defined as fear and 
apprehension before, during and after an 
event. Anxiety can be characterised as a 
negative emotional state associated with 
body activation (mind and physical). 

There are two main types of factors 
that lead to performance anxiety:

Anxiety in sports 
performance

 ■ Cognitive factors: mind processes 
that lead to negative thinking and self-
doubt regarding performance (e.g. 
believing that you will not succeed).

 ■ Somatic factors: these relate to 
symptoms that impact on the body 
physically (e.g. heavy breathing 
and leg shaking).

In sport, two types of competitive 
anxiety are common:

 ■ Competitive trait anxiety is an 
enduring and inherited transient generic 
aspect (e.g. fear of competing).

 ■ Competitive state anxiety occurs 
during a given situation in actual 
competition (e.g. taking a penalty).

Rory McIlroy identifies with the benefits of 
emotional control, as it helps him when he 
is in a negative thought process
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Competitive anxiety can lead to a 
host of cognitive and somatic symptoms, 
as identified in Table 1. 

To help with the process of reducing 
and controlling anxiety, performers 
are advised to use a range of strategies. 
One method used by sports psychologists 
to measure anxiety is performance 
profiling to find base levels. Table 2 
identifies the key measures used by sports 
psychologists when assessing anxiety 
and its causes.

Direction of anxiety

The direction of anxiety can be different 
for each performer, as it depends 
on the situation and environment. 
Some  performers may suffer from low 
levels of anxiety whereas others suffer 
higher levels. This direction of anxiety 
can make some performers always suffer 
from anxiety (trait) during competition 
while others may suffer during specific 
situations (state). 

Sports performers must recognise their 
anxiety and its impact on performance 
levels. To understand the anxiety–
performance relationship, both the 
intensity (how much anxiety one feels) 
and direction (a person’s interpretation of 
anxiety as being facilitating or debilitating 
to performance) must be considered.

It is important for performers that 
they appreciate and understand the 
intensity of their own anxiety. Raising 
awareness is an important consideration 
that will enable performers to overcome 

anxiety levels. Sport psychologists can 
help performers by recognising anxiety 
symptoms and offering strategies to 
overcome these problems. 

Fighting somatic factors

To help performers overcome, or at least 
limit, somatic symptoms, a range of 
strategies can be used. 

Relaxation training

Relaxation training involves teaching 
performers a range of routines to help 
them relax. Relaxation training enables 
performers to relax mind (thinking) 
and body (muscles). Relaxation training 
can take place in training and in 
competition settings.

Performers can participate in yoga 
and mindfulness classes. Yoga and 
mindfulness can help the mind and 
body relax and provide performers with 
opportunities to get in tune with their 
body. In competition environments, 
performers can engage in calming 
breathing techniques or listen to music. 
Michael Phelps, the most decorated 
Olympian of all time, has mentioned how 
music helps him to relax his mind and 
body to focus on performance outcomes.

Deep breathing

Deep breathing needs to be practised 
over time for it to become effective. 
A simple but effective routine, deep 
breathing simply involves inhaling 
(in through the nose — hold for 3–4 

seconds) and exhaling (out through the 
mouth — let go for 6–7 seconds). 

An advantage of deep breathing 
is that it helps to reduce tension levels 
in the mind and body. Through deep 
breathing, performers can get in tune 
with different parts of their body and 
in particular where they feel tension. 
A golfer may take a deep breath before 
attempting a putt. A basketball player 
may take a deep breath before taking a 
free throw. Chris Froome, winner of four 
Tours de France competitions and one 
of the most successful cyclists in history, 
has explained how deep breathing allows 
him to focus on his race, as it enables 
more oxygen to flow into his system 
when competing. 

Emotional control 

Performers should also work on raising 
their own performance levels through 
awareness. Therefore, performers need 
to be coached to identify feelings during 
good performance and compare these 
to feelings during poor performance. 
Identification of feelings allows 
performers to better understand how 
they react and the way they feel during 
contrasting emotional states. Performers 
need to ‘control the controllable’ and not 
focus on external factors that they have 
no control over. 

Attaining emotional control can 
help performers with both somatic 
and cognitive symptoms of anxiety. 
Golfer Rory McIlroy identifies with the 

Table 2 Methods to profile anxiety levels

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Observation Enables viewing of live performance 

Can identify the situations that create 
anxiety

Performers may feel apprehensive, as 
they are being observed and therefore 
become more anxious

Questionnaires Quick and easy to complete 

They provide good data/information 
that can be measured to scale

Data from questionnaires enable 
opportunities to develop strategies to 
support future performance 

Performers may not complete the 
questionnaires accurately 

Performers may fail to understand 
questions

Performers can fake answers

Questionnaires may be too long

Physiological 
measures

Provide data — e.g. blood pressure, 
heart rates — that can indicate 
high levels of anxiety, allowing 
coaches and performers to work on 
interventions to lower these rates 

Some people do not respond well to 
having their blood pressure taken 
and therefore are prone to elevated 
figures

Table 1 Symptoms of anxiety in sport

Cognitive Somatic

Negative self-talk High heart rate

Self-doubt Feeling of dizziness

Low confidence Butterflies 

Feeling of failure Shaking/trembling 

Apprehension, leading 
to poor focus 

Weak legs

Concentration levels 
on task are low

Heavy breathing 

Inability to think 
straight 

Feeling sick 
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Gobinder Singh Gill is a lecturer in sport 
psychology at Birmingham Metropolitan 
College. He has published a range 
of articles in the field of emotional 
intelligence. 

benefits of emotional control, as it helps 
him when he is in a negative thought 
process. Achieving emotional balance 
allows sports performers to focus on 
the task at hand rather than mental or 
physical symptoms.

Fighting cognitive factors

A range of strategies can be used to help 
performers overcome, or at least reduce, 
cognitive symptoms.

Goal setting 

Goal setting is a simple and useful 
technique that is easy to implement. 
It  allows performers to attain direction 
and focus on tasks in hand. To be 
effective, performers must be set process-
related goals and not just outcome 
goals. For example, a goal to complete 
the marathon is not as effective as 
setting one to complete the marathon in 
2 hours 45 minutes. Goal setting is a 
mechanism through which performers 
develop processes in order to achieve 
set targets. Usain Bolt said that he 
consistently set goals that enabled him to 
win gold medals.

Positive self-talk 

Performers should practise positive self-
talk on a regular basis. Positive  self-
talk supports the cognition in our own 
minds — a positive mind will be more 
balanced and provides a better chance of 
success. Thus, positive self-talk is about 
channelling your brain and directing 
that thinking to increase performance 
levels. An example of positive self-
talk could be ‘I will do this’ replacing 
‘I am not sure I can do this’. Serena 
Williams, the all-time top women’s 
tennis performer, has discussed how 
using positive statements allowed her 
to overcome difficult situations during 
match play. She refers to these as 
power statements.

Visualisation

In sport, visualisation is the ability 
to recreate positive images that fuel 
motivation and drive to succeed. The use 
of visualisation is helpful for performers, 
as it allows them to use images before 
perfecting a technique, routine or shot. 
Performers who practise visualisation 

consistently will reduce their own levels 
of anxiety, as they will be focused on 
their set targets. Novak Djokovic believes 
that using visualisation enabled him to 
maintain positivity during high-pressure 
tennis matches throughout his career. 
Djokovic stated that visualisation allows 
him to manage the situation by staying 
in the present moment to re-focus and 
eradicate self-doubt.

Conclusion 

Anxiety is an important consideration in 
sports performance, as it can influence 
outcome. Sports performers need to 
practise the above strategies to support 
and overcome cognitive and somatic 
responses of anxiety in both training 
and competition environments.

Michael Phelps used music 
to help him focus
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AQA
Trying to write answers 
to gain full marks on the 
8-mark questions can be 
quite daunting…but don’t 
worry. By understanding 
the assessment criteria, you 
can plan detailed responses 
and write excellent answers. 
Mary Shepherd explains

The new linear A-levels require you to 
apply knowledge, rather than merely 
learning concepts and theories by 

rote. In terms of A-level physical education, 
this means that you must be able to recall 
knowledge, explain it through sporting 
examples and analyse the effectiveness of 
the theoretical concepts in relation to the 
question set. Additionally, you are expected 
to answer in continuous prose, use good 
English, organise information clearly and use 
specialist vocabulary where appropriate.

This article aims to help you structure 
and plan your exam answers so that you can 
score high marks.

Assessment objectives

The AQA examination board for PE has 
stipulated on its teacher INSET courses that 
the 8-mark questions will award:

 ■ 2 marks for two AO1 Knowledge points
 ■ 3 marks for three AO2 Application points
 ■ 3 marks for three AO3 Evaluation points 

thus giving a total of 8 creditworthy points. 
Clearly, it is important to know what each 
assessment objective (AO) is looking for.

AO1 Knowledge

You must show that you can recall 
relevant facts — for example, naming 
and describing a theoretical concept. 

Example plan

AO1
I will describe at least two psychological 
theories  of arousal to explain what optimal  
arousal is:

 ■ drive theory
 ■ inverted U theory

I must include key terminology
Dominant response

AO2
I must use at least three examples from 
game activities to explain each factor

 ■ stage of learning
 ■ size of muscle group used
 ■ complexity of the task

I must link each factor to level of arousal

AO3
I must evaluate at least three implications 
for coaching based on differing levels of 
arousal and/or consider impact of theory

How to answer ex tended questions

It is important to use accurate technical 
terminology when doing so.

AO2 Application

You must be able to relate theory to the 
question scenario and/or the sporting 
example given in the question — for 
example, explaining how a theory applies to 
the context/an example from sport. Breadth 
and depth is preferable here.

AO3 Evaluation

You must be able to analyse the effectiveness 
of theoretical concepts as appropriate to 
the question set — for example, suggesting 
how a coach might use theory to improve 
performance, or discussing the advantages 
and disadvantages of the concept. These 
discussions might demonstrate how factors 
may have impact in a sporting context.

In practice

To help you understand what you need to do 
in the 8-mark questions, it is important for 
you to see how this might apply to an exam 
question. Look at the following two example 
answers, from sport psychology in paper 2, 
to help you understand how the grading 
criteria could be applied.

 exam focus

Autonomous 
level players 
can perform 
the correct 
dominant 
response in 
high arousal 
match 
situations

Question 1
Using appropriate psychological theories, 
explain why games players may have 
differing levels of optimal arousal. [8 marks]
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How to answer ex tended questions

This question does not clarify which 
sporting example to use, so you can 
apply your answers to any relevant games 
example such as rugby, netball, hockey, 
basketball etc. A common exam error is to 
give examples from individual activities such 
as athletics or swimming, instead of game 
activities. Unfortunately, this will mean 
no AO2 marks, even if the explanation is 
correct. Sometimes, answers contain correct 
theory without any example at all, which 
will also score zero for AO2.

Example student answer

The colour-coding links to AO1, AO2 and 
AO3 respectively.

The drive theory of arousal states that 
as arousal increases so does the level 
of performance. This linear relationship 
suggests that optimal arousal depends on 
a games player’s stage of learning, since 
high levels of performance occur at high 
levels of arousal. 

For example, a football player such as 
Jamie Vardy is an autonomous level 
performer, whose dominant response 
of a perfectly 

timed run on to a one-on-one against 
the keeper is correct even under the high 
levels of arousal at a World Cup qualifier. 

Optimal arousal can also vary depending 
on the personality of the games player. 
Since extroverts seek out extra stimulation 
and introverts seek out less, the impact 
is that extroverts tend to achieve better 
performance at higher levels of arousal 
than introverts. An explanation for differing 
arousal levels is that it is possible for games 
players to change their personalities in 
different role-related game situations. 
To evaluate the significance of the individual 
differences between players’ optimal 
arousal levels, a football coach should take 
both stage of learning and personality into 
account when deciding who should take a 
penalty, which is a match situation where 
high arousal is present.

The inverted U theory of arousal describes 
the idea that as games players’ arousal level 
increases, so does their level of performance 
— up to an optimal point. As the player 
experiences further increased arousal, their 
performance begins to deteriorate. 

  

This is important when considering 
the particular skill the games player is 
performing. First, optimal arousal depends 
on the size of muscle group used to 
carry out the task. A gross skill such as 
kicking the ball in football uses large 
muscle groups, so requires high levels of 
arousal. Second, optimal arousal levels 
may differ depending on the difficulty of 
the task they are performing. If the skill 
is complex in nature, such as the high 
cognition required for the perfect timing 
and technique needed for a slide-tackle in 
football, then lower levels of arousal are 
preferable, so as not to commit a foul. 

The zone of optimal functioning theory 
develops the idea of optimal arousal 
further. It suggests that players have a 
‘bandwidth’ of optimal arousal rather 
than a single point. Some individuals 
may have wider bandwidths than others, 
so this may also account for the varying 
levels of optimal arousal in games players. 
To conclude, it is crucial that coaches are 
familiar with the required arousal levels for 
the skills in their game and recognise that 
these levels may fluctuate during a match.

The kick action used in a penalty involves 
large muscular involvement, so is a gross 
skill. When performing gross skills, high 
optimal arousal is needed for optimal 
performance

Question 2
A rugby coach would like to measure the 
anxiety levels of his team during a game, 
using observations and physiological 
measures. The coach has known the 
players for at least a year. The coach will 
conduct observations himself and will use 
technology to take physiological measures.

Evaluate the validity of using observations 
and physiological measures to measure the 
anxiety of players during the game.  
 [8 marks]
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Example plan

AO1
I will describe at least two  methods of 
measuring  anxiety:

 ■ observations
 ■ physiological measures

I must include key terminology
Competitive state anxiety, validity 
and reliability

AO2
I must use at least three examples using 
the example of a rugby coach to explain 
each method:

 ■ example of how observation measures 
specific cognitive anxieties

 ■ examples of technology used to 
measure specific somatic anxiety; 
heart rate monitors

 ■ galvanic skin response

AO3
I must make at least three evaluation 
points of the validity of the rugby coach 
using the methods/considerations 
the rugby coach should make when  
using the method

The slide-tackle is a complex skill that requires a high level of cognition to complete 
effectively. Since the player has to think carefully about the timing and technique for 
optimal performance, their optimal arousal levels need to be lower

Example student answer
Note the colour-coded links to AO1, AO2 and  
AO3 respectively.

The observation method of measuring 
anxiety involves the rugby coach 
watching a player on his team in action 
during the game. The coach can note 
aspects of the rugby player’s behaviour, 
which may reflect the level of anxiety 
they are experiencing. Anxiety is the 
degree of nervousness or apprehension 
experienced by a performer. Anxiety can 
present itself via psychological symptoms 
of self-doubt or worry, or somatic 
symptoms of physiological responses. 
In this scenario, the coach will record 
evidence of what he witnesses from the 
side-lines during a real match. 

Therefore, this method is valid, as it 
measures what it sets out to measure, 
namely the rugby player’s competitive 
state anxiety — the anxiety experienced in

a specific sporting situation. This method 
for measuring anxiety allows the coach 
to capture a true reflection of the rugby 
player’s cognitive anxieties from watching 
their behaviour on the pitch. 

For example, the coach may notice 
elements of self-doubt when the player 
is hesitant about which pass to make, 
or irrational thoughts a player might 
articulate at a break in play when 
communicating with their team mates.

Since the coach has known the player for 
a year, it suggests he knows the player’s 
normal behaviour, which is important. 
However, it is crucial he is skilled in his role 
as observer. This brings into question the 
degree of subjectivity, whereby the coach’s 
comments may be opinionated, thus 
affecting the accuracy of this method.  
A drawback of using observations is that it 
can be time consuming, as it may require
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Table 1 Command words

AO1 Knowledge AO2 Application AO3 Evaluation

Define Explain Consider

Give Apply Discuss

Outline Justify Evaluate

Identify Describe Analyse

Name Interpret Suggest

State Contrast Comment

Sketch/label/plot Compare Assess

Mary Shepherd is an experienced examiner 
and teacher of A-level PE, and author of the 
Friday Afternoon Teacher Resource available 
from Hodder Education.

the observation of several rugby matches 
to get an accurate picture. It must be 
remembered that behaviour fluctuates, 
especially when being watched. The 
rugby player may suffer from evaluation 
apprehension if he feels he is being 
judged by the observer, so the reliability 
of consistent data collection may 
be questionable.

The rugby coach can also use 
physiological measures, known as bio-
feedback, to measure the player’s somatic 
anxiety. Technology such as heart rate 
monitors are commonly used to record 
actual heart rate response in a sporting 
situation. This provides quantitative data 
to objectively measure anxiety levels. 

For example, the coach could ask the 
player to wear the heart rate strap under 
their playing kit during the match, so that 
statistics can be analysed according to

increases in heart rate response at specific 
time periods in the game, such as when 
the player was taking a conversion. 

Another type of technology the coach 
could use during the game is a galvanic 
skin response meter. 

The coach could ask his player to attach 
the electrodes to their body, again under 
their playing kit, to measure the electrical 
conductance of the skin during the game. 
The figures will vary depending on the 
state of their sweat glands at a particular 
time, so the coach will be able to measure 
the extent to which sweating increased 
in certain match situations, such as when 
making tackles. 

However, the devices themselves may 
cause stress, meaning an inaccurate 
record is obtained. In addition, it is not 
always practical to use such devices 
while performing in a real competitive 
environment, especially in a contact sport 
such as rugby where safety of players 
would be an issue.

Conclusion

In most questions, the command word will 
direct you to the areas of assessment required 
(see Table 1). If it asks you to ‘identify’, for 
example, this would be AO1, or ‘analyse’ 
would be AO3. In extended questions, the 
command words will usually direct you to all 
the areas of assessment. For instance, ‘using 
psychology theories, explain why a particular 
model is effective for a gymnast’ suggests you 
must define the term in the question (AO1), 
then apply it to the sporting example in the 
question (AO2) and finally justify whether it is 
effective (AO3). A good habit to develop for 
your exam technique would be to always:

 ■ define/describe the term(s) in the question
 ■ explain, using the example in the question
 ■ give the pros and cons

This should ensure success. Good luck!

This article is the responsibility of PE REVIEW and 
has been neither provided nor approved by AQA.

The presence of the coach may cause 
anxiety as the player may suffer from 
evaluation apprehension
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Cyclist Amy Cowton 
explains the cycles and the 
principles involved in elite 
training schemes

For any elite athlete, many factors 
contribute to a successful season. 
A vital component in achieving 

success is the athlete’s physical training. 
Elite cyclists such as myself spend 7 days 

a week training, with only a 1-month 
off-season each year. It is a brutal, 
unforgiving and demanding sport, all 
in search of that life-defining moment 
— crossing the finish line at a major 
championships with arms raised above 
your head in celebration.

Training cycles

Every elite cyclist has a personalised 
training programme developed over 
many seasons, made up of tailored 

Fitness and training 
in elite cycling

dietary and physical training historically 
linked to physical improvements in their 
performances. This varies between teams 
and between team mates. Everyone is 
different. However, everyone follows 
the same basic outline as a foundation. 
A cyclist’s season uses periodisation 
and a training year is split up into 
three main phases:

 ■ macrocycle
 ■ mesocycle
 ■ microcycle
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Macrocycle
The macrocycle is the largest of 
the three cycles. It is an overview of 
the year’s schedule, including the 
transition period, preparation period 
and competitive period. The macrocycle 
is a bird’s-eye view of the year ahead 
and allows long-range planning, 
highlighting important events such as 
national championships. Elite cyclists 
will need to factor in training camps 
and longer-stage races, making sure 
they don’t become fatigued before the 
season is over.

My macrocycle is usually made up 
of four stages: endurance base and 
high intensity phases (the preparation 
period), and the competition and 
recovery phases (the transition 
period). You can work backwards, 
building a training programme around 
specific targets, including peaking, 
tapering and recovery.

Mesocycles

Mesocycles are smaller than macrocycles, 
i.e. they are specific blocks of training 
designed to develop certain areas to 
increase performance. For example, in 
the endurance block of the macrocycle 
there would be a mesocycle working on 
muscular strength (i.e. the ability to pedal 
at a high power for increased amounts of 
time), so improving overall endurance.

Typically for me, there are three 
mesocycles in every macrocycle, all 
designed to increase performance by 
improving each smaller aspect of training.

Microcycle

The microcycle is the shortest of the 
three phases and usually works on single 
weeks of intense training. For example, 
one of the microcycles in the mesocycle 
of my endurance macrocycle would 
include a week of standing-start practice 
to improve power and acceleration.

Within these microcycles, it is 
important to have sufficient amounts 
of rest, otherwise an athlete is at risk 
of overtraining. As former Great Britain 
triathlon coach Paul Hughes says, ‘Rest is 
a weapon.’ What is the point of training 
too hard if you are too tired to race?

Fitness testing
At the beginning of each cycling season, 
fitness testing takes place. These tests are 
often dreaded by athletes of all abilities, 
not just the elite. Fitness testing creates 
benchmarks to assess yourself against. 
Throughout the season, athletes’ fitness 
levels are tested again and again to gauge 
improvement. Fitness testing can also 
aid motivation, as athletes are always 
striving to be better. It can also highlight 
the strengths and weaknesses of 
individuals, so their training programme 
can be tuned to target those weaknesses. 

Fitness testing has to be specific to 
the sport. There is no point in testing an 
elite cyclist’s maximum power output 
running on a treadmill, as they won’t be 
as efficient at running as they are on a 
bike. Cycling uses muscles in different 
ways to running and it is important for 
fitness tests to be valid. A valid test is one 
that is sport-specific. Tests must isolate 
and measure the component of fitness 
they are supposed to, in an accurate and 
repeatable way (reliability).

It can be argued that fitness testing is 
not totally accurate. In maximal testing, 
athletes are pushed to exhaustion. It tests 
stamina and is proven to be more accurate 
than sub-maximal testing. The  results 
are, in theory, objective. But  maximal 
testing is limited by fatigue and injury. 
As a result, performers may not show 
their full abilities, due to a number 
of physiological and physical factors. 
Physiologically they may not believe they 
can push themselves. Physical  factors 
such as weather conditions, time of day 

and health may all impact on the results 
of maximal testing.

British Cycling Academy athletes 
complete four main fitness tests 
every 2 months:

 ■ standing starts
 ■ 10-mile time trial
 ■ roller rev outs
 ■ dustbin test

Roller rev outs are performed on  a 
type of indoor trainer where the bike sits 
on top of rollers and has no resistance 
— a little like a treadmill for bikes. After 
a warm-up, the rider builds cadence 
gradually for 5 seconds, then does a 
seated sprint for 10 seconds, maintaining 
a good race position. This results in the 
maximum speed being reached in 10 
seconds. The dustbin test is performed 
with two cones placed 50 metres apart. 
The rider rides around the two cones in a 
figure of eight pattern. The time taken to 
complete ten laps represents the result.

These four tests create simple 
benchmarks for the cyclists to compare 
their results against. They measure 
endurance, power and cadence to give 
an accurate overview of a cyclist’s ability. 

Principles of training

Once a cyclist has the foundation of their 
year’s training via benchmark fitness 
assessments, how do they conduct day-
to-day training sessions? Cycling, like 
any other sport, follows basic principles 
of training. These include:

 ■ specificity
 ■ variance
 ■ overload
 ■ reversibility

Specificity and variance

A training programme has to be specific 
to an event, not just specific to cycling. 
A sprint cyclist will have different 
sessions to an endurance cyclist, as the 
energy requirements of these events 
are different. Sprint cycling relies more 
on anaerobic respiration, whereas 
endurance cycling relies on aerobic 
respiration. The sessions have to be 
varied to keep a cyclist motivated and 
to give their body a different challenge. 
In relation to cycling, it is suggested that 

Periodisation  Dividing the year into blocks 
or sections where specific training occurs.

Peaking  When an athlete is prepared 
both physically and mentally for the big 
event so they are at their optimum level of 
performance.

Tapering  A reduction in the volume of 
training prior to a major competition.

Validity  The extent to which a test actually 
measures what it sets out to do.

Reliability  The extent to which a test can 
be repeated accurately

Key terms 
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five different sessions are incorporated 
into the week’s training programme:

 ■ rollers
 ■ turbo training
 ■ cadence work
 ■ endurance
 ■ strength and conditioning

This is to prevent relentless weeks of 
training becoming boring and leading to 
performance plateauing. Often, athletes 
are encouraged to practise different 
disciplines of cycling. Again, this helps 
to prevent an athlete becoming stale.

Overload

Overloading is an important aspect 
of the principles of training. During 
training, muscle fibres are ripped 
and stretched. Once these tears have 
repaired during rest periods, the 
muscles are stronger and more powerful. 
Therefore, the more damage, the stronger 
the muscle will be after recovery, and the 
more long term the adaptations will be. 
Under  the umbrella of overloading are 
the FITT principles.

By adjusting these aspects, the body 
will be slowly overloaded. For example, 
to overload an athlete who has limited 
time to train, the intensity is increased.

Rest and recovery is a vital component 
of this training phase. Without recovery, 
the muscles fibres cannot repair, and 
performance decreases. It is important 
to include rest days after an overloaded 
week. If an athlete does not rest and 
recover sufficiently, overtraining 
may occur. This is where the body 
is fatigued from a lack of recovery. 
Symptoms include:

 ■ moodiness
 ■ altered sleeping pattern
 ■ loss of appetite
 ■ constant muscle soreness
 ■ lack of motivation
 ■ constant fatigue
 ■ recurring minor injuries

Overtraining can be devastating, not 
only physically but also mentally. It can 
take weeks to overcome and lead to 
other, more serious illnesses. This is why 
it is crucial for athletes to listen to their 
bodies and know when rest is needed.

Reversibility

However, it is important to keep doing 
some training throughout the season, 
even just at a lower level, otherwise 

reversibility may occur. This is when 
training stops and improvements are 
reversed: atrophy occurs and muscle 
strength and endurance decreases. 
For  every 3 weeks of training, it takes 
1 week of no training for improvements 
to be reversed. This shows how a 
programme has to be in perfect 
equilibrium, balancing training stress 
with rest and recovery.

Training using heart rate

When an athlete understands the 
principles of training, how hard do 
they need to make each session? 
Training  around kinaesthesis (i.e. how 
you feel) is known to be unreliable, as 
an athlete may feel they are having a bad 
day, when physically they are fine.

Elite cyclists often use heart rate zones 
to structure the intensity of the session. 
These zones range from one to six, with 
each zone having different effects on the 
body. Each zone represents a percentage 
of the performer’s maximum heart rate, 
established through testing:

 ■ Zone 1 is the recovery zone and is 
used to establish base fitness. Heart rate 
is between 50 and 60%.

 ■ Zone 2 improves efficiency and 
the ability to use oxygen. Heart rate is 
between 60 and 70%.

Sprint events have different training 
requirements to endurance events

FITT  principles  Frequency, intensity, time 
and type.

Key term 
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working muscles, warming them, getting 
rid of any lactic acid and reducing the 
risk of muscular injury. A psychological 
benefit of conducting a warm-up is 
mental rehearsal, visualising the race by 
practising the muscular movements that 
will occur during it. Psychologically, it 
prepares cyclists for the forthcoming race 
by getting them into the zone.

Cooling down is also essential, as 
it accelerates recovery time between 
training sessions and competitions. 
For  me, a cool-down would involve 
using the rollers or turbo at low intensity, 
allowing heart rate to return to a resting 
bpm. This allows the skeletal muscle 
pump system to continue returning 
blood to the heart, preventing blood 
pooling in the veins. A cool-down will 
also include a range of ballistic and static 
stretches to aid recovery and prevent 
delayed onset muscle soreness (DOMS). 

Performance structure and 
training methods

An elite cyclist’s method of training can be 
pictured as a pyramid (Figure 1). Aerobic 
endurance makes up the base, followed 
by strength endurance, with VO2 max 
and sprinting making up the peak of the 
pyramid. Therefore, the wider the base, 
the taller the pyramid. This highlights 
the importance of high-level muscular 
endurance. Continuous training sessions 
are used to improve muscular endurance. 
These sessions typically last 2–3 hours 
at a sustainable pace. However, it is 
important not to do too many of these 
sessions during the race season, as they 
can reduce cadence and therefore speed. 

Amy Cowton is currently riding at 
national and international race level for 
Sarah Storey’s development team Boot 
Out Breast Cancer.

 ■ Zone 3 improves sustainable power 
and carbohydrate metabolism. Heart 
rate is between 70 and 80%.

 ■ Zone 4 pushes up lactate threshold 
and changes some fast-twitch muscle 
fibres into slow-twitch muscle fibres. 
Heart rate is between 80 and 90%.

 ■ Zone 5 sustains a high percentage 
of maximal aerobic power (VO2 max). 
Heart rate is between 90 and 95%.

 ■ Zone 6 increases maximum power 
output. Heart rate is at 100% of the 
performer’s maximum heart rate.

Other forms of training

Heart rate cannot be used to structure 
a weight-training session. Instead, 
a percentage of one rep max is used. 
One  rep max is the largest weight you 
can lift/leg press/squat once. This builds 
muscle strength, which is important 
for track sprinters and explosive power. 
However, great muscle strength is 
not always beneficial to road cyclists, 
as muscle is very dense and therefore 
heavy, compromising power to weight 
ratio, which is a key factor for road 
cyclists when climbing hills. Therefore, 
muscle endurance is more beneficial for 
a road cyclist such as myself.

To calculate what weight to use for 
muscle endurance, an athlete needs to 
establish their one rep max. From that 
they can work out 70% of their one 
rep max and use this weight for four 
sets of 8–10 reps.

Another method of monitoring/
setting intensity is the Borg scale (see 
pp. 16–17). This can be used for both 
weights and cardiovascular sessions. 
This scale ranges from 6 to 20. 
Each number represents the performer’s 
exertion. Six represents no exertion 
(e.g. tying shoe laces) and 20 represents 
maximum exertion.

Warm-up and cool-down

Before an event, cyclists conduct a 
thorough warm-up, usually on rollers or 
a turbo trainer, with a high cadence and 
rev outs every few minutes to increase 
heart rate to around the same beats per 
minute they would attain during the race. 
This gets the blood flowing to all the 

Strength endurance is improved 
by the use of intermittent training. 
These  sessions are designed to push 
a cyclist’s heart rate zones with hard 
‘efforts’. This can include criterium 
racing for me, as these types of races 
are fast paced but technical, allowing 
rest on the technical areas of the circuit 
and efforts on the other sections. This 
improves the amount of power a cyclist 
can produce repeatedly over a longer 
length of time. However, these types of 
sessions are very tough and can easily 
fatigue an athlete. Muscular strength 
can also be improved by weights 
sessions. Squats with a metal bar (as 
many as possible in 1 minute) is a good 
example of an exercise a road cyclist 
such as myself would perform.

VO2 max is the maximum amount 
of oxygen that can be taken up and 
utilised by the muscles during intense 
or maximal exercise. This is developed 
by the use of anaerobic threshold 
training. Once again, intermittent 
training is used. A turbo trainer is my 
favoured way of increasing VO2 max. 
Extremely  intense but short sessions 
are used. For example, 20/40 × 10 is 
a popular session, with 20 seconds of 
maximal effort and 40 seconds of rest, 
times ten. This pushes my anaerobic 
threshold, improving performance. 

Finally, the peak of the pyramid is 
built from sprint practice. This includes 
sprinting with maximum effort for 
10–20 seconds, thereby improving 
technique and cadence. It also allows a 
cyclist to develop an understanding of 
which gears to use during a sprint. 

This concludes the step-by-step 
exploration of how elite cyclists can 
improve their physical performances 
throughout the season. However, many 
other factors, such as mental capability 
and diet, can also influence the overall 
outcome of a performer’s season.

Sprints

VO2 max training

Strength endurance

Aerobic endurance and
muscle strength

Figure 1 Training methods
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Elite swimmer
Interview with Jonny Booth
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Kurt Horsfall is studying sport and 
exercise science at Huddersfield New 
College.

Kurt Horsfall interviews Jonny Booth, who was one 
of 31 swimmers selected for Team GB at the 2016 
Paralympics in Rio de Janeiro

KH What would you say are the key fitness 
demands of your sport?

JB For the 400 m freestyle I need to have 
good aerobic fitness, as endurance is 
important. Strength and speed are obviously 
important but so is a good anaerobic 
endurance. I need to try to work at a high 
intensity for as long as I can in order to get 
my fastest times.

KH What types of training do you use to 
help develop your fitness levels?

JB I use interval training and continuous 
training. Others do weight training. 

For interval training I do 30 reps of 
100 m, alternating between one easy and 
one hard, one easy then two hard, one easy 
then three hard, one easy then four hard and 
then I repeat this so I have done 28 reps. 
The easy reps are approximately point 11 
on the Borg scale (see Box 1 and Figure 1) 
and the hard reps are point 16 on the Borg 
scale. I then do the last two reps with a dive 
at maximum effort (point 19 on Borg scale). 

For continuous training I still do reps but 
they are much longer. I start with 3 × 400 m, 
increasing the effort each 100 m. Then I do 
2 × 200 m as kick and pull followed by 3 × 
100 m front crawl at a pace for the first 100 m 
of 15 seconds slower than my personal best, 
followed by 12 seconds slower and then the 
last 100 m at 9 seconds slower. I then have a 
rest and repeat this session.

KH How do you monitor your levels of fitness 
prior to and during competition?

JB I use test sets. Every few weeks we do 
gym tests to see if improvements have been 
made. This depends on what area we are 
working on in training. It can be as many 
press-ups as possible in 1 minute, or as 
many T-bar rows as I can do in 1  minute 
or performing prone and supine holds for 
as long as possible. We also use heart rates 
in our training sessions. I have a special 
monitor I purchased that allows more 
precise readings. There are other heart rate 
monitors that only women are able to wear 
due to their swimming costumes.

KH What are your future goals in the 
short and long term?

JB My short-term goal at the moment is to 
work hard to get back to full fitness after 
injury. My long-term goal is to qualify for the 
European swimming championships in Dublin 
2018 and the Tokyo Paralympics in 2020. 

KH What do you think about the current 
media coverage of disabled sport?

JB The media coverage for Paralympic sport 
is quite good. Channel 4 does the Paralympic 
Games, where most of the events are the 
same as those for able-bodied performers.

KH At the moment you are studying for a 
sport and exercise science degree as well as 
playing and competing. Does this present 
any problems for you and do you receive any 
extra help/support given these competing 
demands on your time?

JB My sport is very demanding in terms of 
commitment and it takes up a lot of my 
day, so I have to manage my time carefully. 
In the lead-up to Rio I trained up to ten 
times in the water each week, as well as 
completing four sessions in the gym. As a 
result I frequently found it difficult to stick to 
the same deadlines as others but I find that 
support from classmates is a lot better than 
I thought it would be, as they help me with 
missed work so I can catch up. 

KH What funding is available?

JB Funding in Paralympic swimming is done 
in bands depending on how you have 
performed the previous year. It also takes 
into account world rankings. The funding 
isn’t as good as for able-bodied athletes, 
but what I receive helps to cover training 
and competition costs.

KH What are your main events, and what 
was your greatest success?

JB My main event is the 400 m freestyle 
and my greatest achievement was being 
selected for the Rio 2016 Paralympic 
Games. There I qualified for the final 
and finished in fifth place — my best 
ever achievement.

KH Do you have any psychological strategies 
you use prior to an important competition?

JB I find that listening to music helps calm 
the nerves before a performance. It allows 
me to mentally prepare for my race and 
helps me to relax.

Box 1 The Borg scale

The Borg scale is a qualitative method 
of rating perceived exertion (RPE) and 
is used to measure a performer’s level 
of intensity during training. Perceived 
exertion is how hard you feel your body 
is working. During exercise you use the 
Borg scale to assign numbers to how 
you feel. If you feel you are working 
too hard, you can reduce the intensity. 
Similarly, if you feel it is too easy, then 
you can increase the intensity. There 
are numerous RPE scales but the most 
commonly used ones are the 15-point 
scale and the 9-point scale.

Figure 1 The Borg scale

Level Perceived exertion

6 No exertion

7

8

9

10

11 Light

12

13 Somewhat hard

14

15 Hard (heavy)

16

17 Very hard

18

19

20 Maximal exertion
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Drawing on historical and 
contemporary events, 
Adam Morton discusses 
the dynamic relationship 
between sport and society

L ike many other cultural activities, 
sport is said to reflect society. 
One example that commonly features 

in A-level PE specifications is the emergence 
of modern versions of sport, familiar to us 
today, from pre-industrial, feudal, popular 
recreations and mob games. Extending this 
idea of a dynamic relationship between 
sport and society, this column considers 

The relationship between 
sport and society
Edexcel sport in the context of five contemporary 

sociological issues:
 ■ race
 ■ gender
 ■ sexuality
 ■ social class
 ■ religion

Illustrating the links between sport and 
social change highlights the importance 
of contextualising sporting events within 
the historical and contemporary settings in 
which they occur. An understanding of the 
social impact and importance of sport is 
necessarily based on an understanding of the 
broader social context in which the sport is 
played (Malcolm 2012). Here we will examine 
how sport reflects and reproduces patterns 
evident in society, and consider examples of 
how sport can act as a point of resistance 
against wider social issues. 

Sport and race

Nowhere is the relationship between sport 
and racial politics more evident today than 
in the National Football League (NFL). 
When Colin Kaepernick (then the San 
Francisco 49ers quarterback) knelt, instead 
of standing, during the traditional pre-game 
American national anthem, he was making 
a silent but globally publicised protest in 
support of the Black Lives Matter campaign. 
While some, including Donald Trump, saw 
this as unpatriotic, Kaepernick explained his 
actions in an interview at the time:

‘ I am not going to stand up to 
show pride in a flag for a country 
that  oppresses black people  and 
people of colour. To me, this is bigger 
than football and it would be selfish on 
my part to look the other way. ’Colin Kaepernick

American football has also been the 
subject of controversy for racial stacking. 
This term describes a phenomenon in which 

 exam focus

Eric Reid (35) and Colin Kaepernick (7) kneel in protest 
during the singing of the American national anthem
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race not only influences an individual’s 
involvement in certain sports but also the 
role or position that they play in a sport. 
In the case of the NFL, black American 
footballers have historically been statistically 
less likely to play in central positions involving 
decision making (e.g. at quarterback) than 
those where physical attributes are deemed 
more important (e.g. running backs). Implicit 
in this is a prejudiced perception that there is 
a correlation between race and intelligence. 
Sometimes referred to as ‘positional 
segregation’, studies have found similar 
trends in rugby union (South Africa), ice 
hockey (Canada) and football (England).

More generally, research has shown that 
black athletes are more likely to be described 
in physical terms than white athletes, who 
are more frequently described in terms of 
mental attributes. Such prejudice reaches 
beyond players, and English football is often 
criticised for a lack of black and ethnic 
minority managers in the professional 
leagues. As a reflection of society, these 
sporting examples ought to be seen in the 
context of wider prejudice (e.g. the Black 

Lives Matter campaign). In a recent Guardian 
newspaper article, former education minister 
David Lammy claimed that, at the University 
of Oxford, 13 colleges did not offer a 
single place to black A-level applicants 
between 2010 and 2015.

Sport and gender

The profile of women’s sport has risen 
significantly in recent years, with a notable 
increase in awareness and coverage of 

major sporting events. In terms of Olympic 
participation, for example, there is a long-
term trend in which the opportunities 
for women to compete have increased 
throughout the course of modern Olympic 
history (Figure 1). However, there are still 
more Olympic events for male competitors 
than for female ones.

For women’s sport more generally, 
2017 was a significant watershed, with the 
Women’s Cricket World Cup, the UEFA 

Source: Olympic.org

Figure 1 Female participation at the Olympics
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The Netherlands played England in the 
semi-final of the Euro 2017 tournament
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Women’s Euro 2017 finals and the Women’s 
Rugby World Cup all taking place and 
garnering much warranted and overdue 
attention. That year also saw further evidence 
of the growth in women’s sport as the Kia 
Women’s Super League cricket entered its 
second year and plans were announced for 
the creation of women’s teams for two of 
rugby union’s traditional sides, the Barbarians 
and the British and Irish Lions. 

The scale of these changes was reflected 
in the inclusion, for the first time in 2016, of 
international women’s football teams in the 
hugely popular FIFA computer game series. 
However, while the profile of women’s sport 
continues to rise, that it makes up just 7% 
of all UK sports media coverage is reflective 
of wider, ongoing gender inequality, as 
exemplified by the BBC gender pay dispute, 
which revealed significant disparities 
between the pay of men and women 
in similar roles.

Sport and sexuality

Changing social views on sexuality have also 
been reflected in sport. Using the slogan 

‘Make Sport Everyone’s Game’, the Rainbow 
Laces campaign, orchestrated by LGBT 
charity Stonewall, has used the high profile 
of sport to draw attention to homophobia 
in sport and society, with many athletes 
choosing to wear rainbow-coloured laces in 
support of LGBT inclusion.

The 2013 World Athletics Championships 
in Moscow saw another example of sport 
acting as a point of resistance. Tatyana Firova 
and Kseniya Ryzhova, two female athletes in 
the gold medal-winning Russian 4 × 400 m 
relay team, shared a globally publicised kiss 
on the medal podium. While there was 
some dispute at the time about whether this 
was simply a celebratory kiss, many saw it 
as a protest against a Russian ‘anti-gay’ law 
prohibiting the promotion of homosexuality, 
and against wider concerns around 
homophobia in the country.

Sport and social class

Regarded as one of the founding fathers of 
sociology, Karl Marx argued that capitalist 
society is divided and governed by economic 
determinism. That is to say, an individual’s life 

opportunities are determined by how much 
money (economic capital) they have. In this 
sense, there is a significant body of evidence 
which supports the view that sport reflects 
society, with success at the elite level and 
sporting participation more generally both 
correlating with higher social class. 

The British Olympic team exemplifies this, 
in what has been described as ‘one of the 
worst statistics in British sport’. British athletes 
educated in independent (private) schools 
were not only statistically overrepresented 
at both London 2012 and Rio 2016, but also 
more likely to win medals. The influence of 
social class is particularly strong in certain 
sports. The proportion of privately educated 
medal winners in Team GB was equestrianism 
(62%), rowing (52%), tennis (50%) 
and hockey (44%).

There is clearly a correlation between 
schooling and success in what are sometimes 
referred to as ‘posh’ or ‘middle-class’ sports. 
While this extends to some other elite 
sports (e.g. professional cricket and rugby 
in the UK) it is not the case in football and 
rugby league. Here the percentage of pupils 

Russian athletes celebrate winning gold in the women’s 4 x 400 m 
relay at the 2013 IAAF World Championships in Moscow
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educated in the state sector mirrors those 
playing the sport at an elite level. 

As well as influencing the sports people 
play, social class also influences the way 
in which people partake in sport. In much 
the same way that the food an individual 
consumes (e.g. caviar, or fish and chips) is 
seen as reflective of their social class, so 
too are the sports they are involved in and 
the way in which they are involved in them 
(e.g. a local council-owned golf course, or 
an exclusive, members-only club). Sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu describes this pattern in 
sporting participation as:

‘ The opposition between the most 
expensive and smartest sports (golf, 
sailing, riding, tennis) or the most 
expensive and smartest ways of 
doing them (private clubs) and the 
cheapest sports (rambling, hiking, 
jogging, cycling, mountaineering) or 
the cheapest ways of doing the smart 
sports (e.g. tennis on municipal courts 
or in holiday camps). ’Sport and sporting events have also 

been the site of protest about inequalities in 
society. The build-up to the 2016 Olympics 
in Rio de Janeiro was marred by civil unrest 

as the local population protested against 
a national economic crisis, with rising 
unemployment and falling public sector 
wages threatening security, health, education 
and transport services. 

Sport and religion

Closer to home, sport in Ireland provides 
an illustration of the dynamic relationship 
between sport and society. Here the sports 
traditionally played reflect the religious 
division in society. In general terms, 
they have been categorised into British 
(e.g. rugby, hockey and cricket) and Gaelic 
(e.g. hurling and Gaelic football) games. 
Historically these have been predominantly 
played by Protestant and Catholic people 
respectively. Association football, given its 
universal popularity, is seen as being less 
culturally specific. 

Unlike football however, where the 
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland 
compete as separate teams, the Irish national 
rugby team represents both parts of the 
island, with the best players from across the 
island competing together, as one team. In an 
effort to further encourage a sense of unity, 
the song ‘Ireland’s Call’ — which includes the 

verse: ‘Ireland, Ireland, together standing tall, 
shoulder to shoulder, we’ll answer Ireland’s 
call’ — was adopted in 1995 and is now sung 
by the Irish team before international matches. 

Conclusion

Sport is often described as reflecting 
society. Wider social issues such as racial 
tension, gender equality, sexuality, the 
privilege and disadvantage inherent in 
social class, and religious differences have 
all influenced sport. However, as well 
as reflecting social trends and prevalent 
beliefs, we have also seen, through a series 
of contemporary events, how sport can 
act to reproduce and perpetuate social 
inequality. While many would argue that 
for too long sport has reflected prejudice 
and only served to reproduce this through 
exclusion, discrimination and racist, sexist or 
homophobic ‘banter’, sport ought also to 
be viewed as providing a form of resistance 
against social injustice, affording athletes 
such as Colin Kaepernick the opportunity to 
kneel for what they believe in.

Adam Morton teaches physical 
education at Mill Hill School, London.

The Irish rugby team represents both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland
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OCR
John Ireland addresses the 
background and aims of the 
modern Olympic Games

F rench nobleman Baron Pierre de 
Coubertin founded the modern 
Olympic Games and is acclaimed as 

‘father’ of the Olympic movement. Coubertin 
first presented his vision of a multi-sport 
event to take place every fourth year to an 
international delegation in Paris during 1892. 
The delegation, comprising nine countries 
including Britain, the USA and Russia, 
responded favourably to his proposal. 

The International Olympic Committee 
(IOC), assembled in 1894 by de Coubertin 
under the presidency of Dimitrios Vikelas 
of Greece, was given responsibility for the 
governance and ethos of the proposed 
Games. Installed as ambassadors of the 
IOC and not as representatives of their 
country, members of the committee were 
men of means and considerable influence. 
De Coubertin wished to keep the IOC free 
of government controls but was aware that 
politics would inevitably intervene.

In the same year, four countries (France, 
Greece, Hungary and USA) established 
national Olympic committees (NOCs). 

The origins of the Olympics
Being subordinate to overall IOC authority, 
these committees took responsibility for 
developing the Olympic movement in their 
respective countries. However, rules for 
recognition of the work undertaken by 
the growing number of NOCs were not 
adopted until 1949.

Organisation of the Olympic movement 
has evolved steadily and today there 
are three controlling constituents 
(Table 1). There are currently 206 NOCs 
operating worldwide.

The ethos and original aims of the 
Olympic movement were to promote 
worldwide peace and international 
harmony through fair sporting participation 

(Box 1). Coubertin believed that moral and 
wholesome development could be achieved 
through sporting endeavour and this would 
lead to a better humanity:

‘ The important thing in life is not the 
triumph but the struggle; the essential 
thing is not to have conquered but to 
have fought well. ’

 exam focus

Table 1 Controlling the Olympics

Constituent body Function

International Olympic 
Committee (IOC)

Supreme and overarching authority over the Olympic movement

National Olympic 
committees (NOCs)

Promote the development and principles of Olympism in their 
respective countries
Develop and support athletes
Administer sport programmes
Promote high-performance sport
Select Olympic teams
Select and supervise the preliminary bids from cities who seek to host 
the Olympic Games

International 
federations (e.g. IAAF 
for athletics)

Manage and promote the daily operation of the various sports disciplines
Organise international competitions
Ensure the development of athletes engaged in the sport
Responsible for the integrity of their respective sports
Formulate proposals addressed to the IOC

Box 1 Aims of the Olympics

•	Fair and healthy competition

•	Harmony between people and nations

•	Moral development

•	World peace
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Olympic inspiration
De Coubertin’s idea was stimulated by 
a national sense of shame following his 
country’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian war. 
His original motive was to restore the vigour 
of French youth and to re-establish national 
pride through physical education (Box 2).

Coubertin’s thinking was expanded 
during visits to England. He witnessed the 
priority given to sport in public schools 
and observed the underpinning ethos of 
muscular Christianity. He noted that 
integrity and moral discipline could be 
developed by team games.

Inspiration was also taken from the Much 
Wenlock Games (see PE REVIEW, Vol. 13, 
No. 2, pp. 12–15). Founded in 1850 by 
William Penny Brookes, the Much Wenlock 
Games took the form of a multi-sports event 
with an underlying purpose to promote the 
moral, physical and intellectual improvement 
of this rural English town. Following their 
success, the Shropshire Olympian Games 
were instigated in 1861, with events taking 
place each year in different host towns 
in the county. It is thought that these 
changes of venue gave de Coubertin the 
idea of granting the modern Olympics to 
selected host nations.

Central inspiration, however, was drawn 
from the ancient Olympic Games. This festival 
was an integral part of Greek civilisation for 
over 1,000 years (from 776 BC until 261 AD). 
Held over a 5-day period every fourth 
summer, events celebrated art, culture and 
physical prowess. This sporting celebration 
was foremost in de Coubertin’s vision. 
However, he understood that the Olympic 
revival depended on modern competitive 
athletics (as perceived in the 1890s) and not 
sterile imitations of ancient cultures.

There were incidents of political agitation 
during the early modern Olympics, and 
as a consequence the initial revivals of 
the Games did not match de Coubertin’s 
expectations (Box 3).

Early Games
Athens 1896
The first staging of the modern 
Olympic Games in Athens in 1896 was 
considered successful by reports of 
the day. However, only 12 countries 
attended and 241 exclusively male 
athletes participated. Greece fielded the 
majority of competitors and the IOC 
regarded overall representation as meagre 
and disproportional. Germany, whose 
gymnastics team was persuaded to attend, 
complained that they received disrespectful 
treatment from the hosts.

The ancient Olympic stadium had 
been rebuilt from ruin largely through 
financial support of local businessman 
Georgios Averoff. A statue was unveiled 
in his honour and the Greeks appeared 
to assume ownership of the Olympic 
movement. Their ambition of permanent 
stewardship increased after victory 
by countryman Spyridon Louis in the 
marathon. Greece proposed that all 
future Olympics should be held in the 
ancient Athens stadium. This request 
caused consternation, as the notion 
of a single venue was contrary to the 
IOC’s constitution.

Muscular Christianity  The association of 
sport and physical education with religion 
and moral development.

Key term 

John Ireland is a freelance textbook 
author and previous winner of a Pearson 
Teacher of the Year award. Email 
johnnyireland13@virginmedia.com 

Box 3 Early modern 
Olympics

•	Athens 1896: successful, but issues of 
control and representation

•	Paris (1900) and St Louis (1904): 
subsumed in World Trade Fairs

•	London (1908): diplomatic incidents emerge

•	Stockholm (1912): ‘the Swedish 
masterpiece’, de Coubertin’s vision is fulfilled

Box 2 Inspirations for the 
Olympics

•	Revitalising French youth after defeat in 
Franco-Prussian War

•	English public schools and muscular 
Christianity

•	Much Wenlock Games

•	Shropshire Olympian Games

•	The ancient Olympic Games of Greece

Paris 1900 and St Louis 1904
Subsequent Games staged in Paris and 
St Louis were subsumed into the World Fairs 
of the respective countries. Events extended 
over a period of several months and lost 
impact. Due to an erratic mix between 
exhibition and athletic competition, some 
winners remained unaware they had been 
Olympic champions. The Games had been 
utilised to help France and the USA display 
wealth to visitors from across the world.

London 1908

The London Games were tainted by 
diplomatic incidents. Finland objected to 
representation under the Russian flag, and 
during the opening ceremony Sweden 
vacated the stadium on discovering that the 
colours of their country were not displayed. 
Significant issues arose when the USA 
refused to dip their flag while parading in 
front of King Edward VII. The American flag 
bearer Ralph Rose supposedly declared: ‘Our 
flag dips to no earthly king.’

Stockholm 1912

The Stockholm Games were credited as 
the first truly modern Games of Olympic 
proportions and the first to satisfy de 
Coubertin’s objectives. On account of 
efficient organisation, the event was 
acclaimed as ‘the Swedish masterpiece’. 
Twenty-eight nations and almost 2500 
competitors, including 48 women, competed 
in 14 sports. Organisers introduced electronic 
timing devices and a public address system. 
To complete the original Olympic vision, 
medals were awarded in five categories 
of art, a practice that continued until the 
second London Games of 1948.

Entering under a pseudonym, de Coubertin 
won gold for literature with a poem entitled 
‘Ode to Sport’. The theme of goodwill was 
poignant, as First World War hostilities were 
imminent, marking the end of an era that 
gave background and foundation to the 
Olympic movement. Reiterating the spirit 
of Olympic aims, de Coubertin’s poem 
concluded: ‘O sport you are peace.’
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Andy Wrathall looks at how 
operant conditioning works 
and its link to the stimulus-
response (S-R) bond

Operant conditioning
Operant conditioning involves 

using reinforcement to make 
sure that the correct responses 

are repeated. In operant conditioning, 
the environment is manipulated so that 
the appropriate result is arrived at. This 
allows a skill to be learned. The principle 
is that if the performer is rewarded by 
achieving the appropriate result, then 
they are likely to repeat the result when 
attempting the skill again.

An example from your daily life 
might be being rewarded for an excellent 
mark in a PE test. The reward should 
mean that you work to the same level 
when you do the next test. The  premise 
is that if you have completed a task 
or skill to the best of your ability, 
and received praise for this, then you 
are much more likely to remember it 
and repeat it when a similar situation 
arises again. This is reinforcement and 
it connects the appropriate or correct 
response to a particular stimulus. It is 
a behaviourist theory, as it links a 
stimulus to a response.

Development
Operant conditioning is based on 
the 1948 work of the behavioural 
psychologist B. F. Skinner, which is why 
it is sometimes referred to as Skinnerian 
conditioning. Skinner was interested 
in how the consequences of people’s 
actions influenced their behaviour. 
Skinner used the term operant to refer 
to any ‘active behaviour that operates 
upon the environment to generate 
consequences’. In other words, Skinner’s 
theory explained how we acquire the 
range of learned behaviours that we 
exhibit each and every day.

Skinner’s discovery of operant 
conditioning came from his work 
observing rats in a ‘Skinner box’. The box 
was an enclosed chamber that had a bar 
which could be pressed to obtain a piece 
of food. Initially, the rats tapped the bar 
accidentally, but they rapidly learnt that 
they gained a reward (a piece of food) 
for hitting the bar, and so this behaviour 
was reinforced. You can find many 
examples of Skinner boxes on YouTube.

Reinforcement  Anything that increases 
the likelihood that a response will occur. It is 
defined by the effect that it has on behaviour 
— it increases or strengthens the response.

Behaviourist theories  These are theories that 
explain how our actions are linked to certain 
stimuli. They are based on the idea that all 
behaviours are acquired through conditioning. 
The conditioning occurs through interaction 
with the environment. Our responses to the 
environment shape our actions.

Key terms 

This topic is examined as part of ‘theories 
of learning’. Theories of learning include 
operant conditioning, observational 
learning, social development theory and 
insight learning.

Exam links 

PERev 13.3 Print.indd   24 17/02/2018   13:18



25www.hoddereducation.co.uk/pereview

Operant conditioning has three  
key features:

 ■ It is based on trial and error learning.
 ■ It shapes behaviour with the use 

of reinforcement.
 ■ The environment can be manipulated 

to encourage the correct response.
The principle of operant condi-

tioning is that reinforced actions are 

strengthened and incorrect actions 
are weakened. Success is a satisfier to 
strengthen the correct action. So during 
trial-and-error learning, if the success-
ful actions are rewarded in some way, 
then there is an increased chance that 
they will be repeated when a similar sit-
uation is encountered again. Conversely, 
by ignoring or even criticising unsuccess-
ful responses, these responses should 

hopefully be avoided in the future. 
Criticism is known as an annoyer.

Operant conditioning works by 
strengthening the link between the 
stimulus and the response (the S-R 
bond). In terms of the Skinner box, 
when the rats pressed a bar (stimulus) 
they received some food (response). 
This reinforcement strengthened 
their S-R bond.

Satisfier  An action that gives a pleasant 
feeling so that the response is likely to be 
repeated.

Annoyer  An action that creates 
disappointment and unease, meaning that 
the incorrect response is avoided in future. 

Key terms 
Table 1 Summary of operant conditioning

Increases likelihood of 
desired response

Positive reinforcement  
(e.g. praise, reward)

Negative reinforcement  
(e.g. stop shouting)

Decreases likelihood of 
desired response

Punishment (e.g. red card)

Operant conditioning can be applied to shooting practice in football
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You can apply this to many sporting 
situations, such as a shooting practice in 
football or hockey. The aim could be to 
score in the right or left corner of the 
goal. When this is achieved the player 
is rewarded in some way (e.g. praise or a 
bonus goal), which strengthens the link to 
scoring in the corners. The environment 
can also be manipulated here by placing 
cones a small distance from each post 
and asking the players to score between 
the cone and the post. This manipulation 
of the environment encourages the 
correct response.

Linking stimulus and response

Linking the stimulus to the response 
using operant conditioning involves 
positive reinforcement, negative 
reinforcement and punishment. These 
all aid the shaping of behaviour.

Positive reinforcement

Positive reinforcement involves an 
additional, pleasant stimulus occurring 
after the correct response, which increases 
the likelihood that the behaviour will 
occur again in the future. This occurs 
when a favourable event or outcome is 
given after the behaviour. The response 
(behaviour) is strengthened by giving 
something, such as praise or a reward. 
For example, if you gain a good mark 
in a PE test, your teacher gives you 

a commendation, or you receive a 
certificate or medal for playing well 
in a match. One of the easiest ways to 
remember positive reinforcement is to 
think of something being added to the 
situation (e.g. commendation, certificate).

Negative reinforcement

Negative reinforcement is the removal of a 
negative or unpleasant stimulus after the 
correct response in order to strengthen 
a behaviour. A sporting example is 
taking negative criticism away when an 
action is performed appropriately. The 
coach who has negatively criticised the 
wrong technique stops doing this when 
the technique gets better, meaning the 
learner knows that they have started 
to perform the skill correctly. A non-
sporting example would be to tidy your 
bedroom (the behaviour) to avoid getting 
told off for having a messy room (removal 
of unpleasant stimulus).

Negative reinforcement is most 
effective when the reinforcer occurs 
immediately after the incorrect 
behaviour. If there is a delay it is less 
effective. It is called reinforcement 
because the removal of the unpleasant 
stimulus increases the likelihood of the 
correct response being repeated.

Punishment

Punishment involves presenting an 
unpleasant stimulus to weaken a 
behaviour and prevent the incorrect 
action occurring again. A sporting 
example is being sent off for foul play. 
The action should not be repeated due to 
the punishment received. 

Punishment is often confused with 
negative reinforcement. Remember 
that reinforcement always increases the 
chances that a behaviour will occur, 
whereas punishment always decreases 
the chances that a behaviour will occur. 
Shouting at a player is not negative 
reinforcement — it is the removal of the 
shouting that is negative reinforcement.

Punishment is giving something 
unpleasant so that the action is not 
repeated. The easiest way to remember 
this is that negative reinforcement is 
taking something away and punishment 

is adding something, even though the 
thing added is negative (e.g. a red card).

In practice

Operant conditioning links well with 
whole-part-whole practice, as the 
main teaching or coaching points can 
be highlighted by manipulating the 
environment. Mental practice is also 
important, as these main teaching 
points are practised in the mind, which 
aids the shaping of behaviour.

So, as has been detailed, operant 
conditioning is an important and well-
used method of encouraging individuals 
to learn and develop new skills. It is 
most effective when the coach has an 
understanding of the best technique 
to use for an individual. This could 
be positive reinforcement, negative 
reinforcement or punishment, or a mix 
of two or all three of these techniques, 
depending on the situation.

To be successful in an examination 
question in this area, you must ensure 
that you understand the following:

 ■ Definition and explanation of 
operant conditioning.

 ■ The three key features of operant  
conditioning.

 ■ Its link to the stimulus-response  
(S-R) bond.

 ■ The three ways of shaping behaviour.
 ■ How to apply the theory to sporting  

examples.

Andy Wrathall is head of sport science 
at Cheadle Hulme School, Manchester 
and a regular contributor to PE Review.

Whole-part-whole practice  The whole 
skill is practised, before being broken down 
into its parts so that a certain area can be 
focused on. The whole skill is then put back 
together again. An example is front crawl 
in swimming, when the whole technique is 
practised before focusing on leg action and 
then putting the leg action improvement 
back into the whole stroke.

Mental practice  Anything that involves 
practising a skill or technique in the mind. 
Examples include imagery and visualisation.

Key terms 
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Choosing a sport-related degree
should you be doing to give yourself 
the best shot at acceptance by your 
first-choice uni?

Sport at Loughborough

Loughborough is one of the UK’s leading 
institutions for sport-related studies, 
ranked joint-first in the world in the 
2017 QS World University Rankings 
by subject. A university with a unique 
sporting heritage, Loughborough’s 
reputation for sport science, coaching 
and connections with the sports 
industry attracts a huge number of 
applications each year. 

Loughborough has the highest 
recorded levels of student participation 
in sport in the country, as well as the 
highest level of sport volunteering. 
Currently, around 400 performance 
student athletes study and train at 
the university. Many more of our 
students enjoy sport and exercise on a 

purely recreational basis. Put simply, 
Loughborough attracts people who like 
sport, and many of them are interested 
in studying one of our undergraduate 
degrees in sport and exercise science, 
sport and exercise psychology, or 
sport management.

The competition to study at 
Loughborough’s School of Sport, 
Exercise and Health Sciences is every bit 
as tough as the competition that happens 
on the university’s pitches, courts, 
pools and playing fields. It is essential, 
therefore, that aspiring Loughborough 
students ensure they are studying one 
of the preferred subjects for entry onto 
their chosen course and that they strive 
to achieve their grades. We know too 
well from disappointed attendees at the 
university’s open days that students have 
sometimes received incorrect advice 
from their schools or colleges and have 
ended up working towards the wrong 

British triathlete Mark Buckingham trains 
in the pool at Loughborough University

Getting 
ahead 
of the 
game

The marketing officer of 
Loughborough University’s 
School of Sport, Exercise and 
Health Sciences explains 
what you need to do to find a 
degree that is right for you

If you are reading this magazine, the 
chances are that you have at least 
considered studying a sport-related 

subject at university. If you have, there 
is a good chance you like sport quite a 
bit. You may well enjoy watching sports 
and you are most likely playing sport at 
some level or other. Maybe you live and 
breathe sport, which is why you are keen 
to spend the next 3 or more years of your 
life studying sport at university.

But how do you know which course is 
right for you? And, given the popularity 
of sport-related degree courses and the 
intense competition for places, what 
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qualifications. Entry  requirements, and 
even courses, can and do change, so I 
would encourage all potential applicants 
to check the online prospectus for the 
most up-to-date information and to 
contact the university’s admissions 
team directly if they are unsure 
about anything. 

‘Work hard, play hard’ is the mantra 
at Loughborough — and the hard work 
starts before our students even set 
foot on campus. Offers are based on 
predicted grades and achieving those 
grades will give you the strongest chance 
of demonstrating your suitability for the 
course. That said, time spent crafting 
your personal statement will be time 
extremely well spent.

Your personal statement

The advice of Dr Richard Ferguson, a 
senior lecturer in exercise physiology, is 
that candidates:

‘ need to tell us about their career 
aspirations…But, importantly, they 
first need to tell us about their desire 
to study the disciplines of sport and 
exercise, and not just that they love to 
play or compete in sport. This comes 
later…If they can link their current         
academic study (for instance, at 
A-level) to this desire, it really helps. For 
example, if they’re studying chemistry 
have they started to think about any of 
those concepts in relation to anatomy 
and physiology or biomechanics? Have 
they already started to read some of 
the literature out there? It’s not that 
we expect them to know everything 
before they get here. But we’re looking 
for that spark, that interest — that 
evidence of a passion that we can then 
nurture and develop. ’The internet is full of advice on writing 

the perfect personal statement. University 
websites, including Loughborough’s, 
feature helpful tips on the dos and don’ts.

It is worth addressing a fairly common 
misconception — that students must be 
sporty to study sport at Loughborough. 
While the university’s 37-year run 
topping the BUCS table might suggest 
otherwise, not everyone who chooses 
to study at Loughborough is an elite 
athlete, even those studying sport-
related degree courses. Many of them 

are simply passionate about sport and 
exercise, participate to some degree 
(even if only on a recreational basis), 
are interested in the study of how the 
human body works during sport and 
exercise, and are possibly nursing an 
ambition to work within the realm of 
sport, exercise and health.

Programme director Dr Laura  
Barrett says:

‘ It’s a myth that we only want elite 
sportspeople. We want people on our 
courses who have a real interest in 
sport. We want to know why you are 
interested in undertaking our degrees 
and how undertaking one of our 
degree courses will help you achieve 
your career aspirations or benefit you 
as a person. Have you always wanted 
to be a PE teacher or sports coach? 
Have you a longing to develop your 
knowledge of ways to prevent and 
recover from injuries due to an injury 
you have had? ’So while your personal statement 

should detail any amazing sporting 
achievements you have had (we love 
reading about them), you should also give 
examples of your enthusiasm, confidence 
and work ethic, and provide details of any 
volunteering or work experience you have 
under your belt.

Dr Barrett says:

‘ In your personal statement we want to 
hear what is unique about you. What 
skills do you have? These don’t have 
to be all sport related. Tell us about 
other things you do such as music, 
drama, a part-time job, or volunteering. 
We want the type of people on our 
courses who get involved in activities 
outside their academic studies and can 
combine these activities successfully 
with their academic studies.

’’ ’Does this sound like you? If so, the 
next thing you should weigh up is which 
course is the right one for you.

Picking the right course
Sport and exercise science
At Loughborough we offer our popular 
sport and exercise science degree that 
provides a great breadth of study for 
students who want to explore the science 
of sport, exercise and health from a range 

of perspectives. Introductory modules 
in the first year provide a taster of the 
more laboratory-based areas of sport 
science (such as exercise physiology and 
biomechanics) and the more sociological 
areas (sport management and the 
sociology of sport), alongside teaching 
and coaching. Students are then able to 
choose optional modules in the second 
and final year, enabling them to more-
or-less tailor their studies around their 
main areas of interest.

Sport management

Some students, however, already have a 
strong idea as to where their interests lie 
before they apply. Our sport management 
course is an excellent fit for students 
who want to obtain core business 
skills in marketing, organisational 
management and accounting, as well 
as a grounding in sports governance, 
policy and economic and finance issues. 
Such courses are popular because the 
skills and knowledge acquired can lead 
to graduate-level employment in a wide 
variety of business and management 
contexts, although many of our graduates 
do go on to work in the sports industry.

Sport and exercise psychology

Loughborough’s British Psychological 
Society (BPS) accredited course focuses 
on the application of psychology 
to sport, performance and exercise 
environments, and is ideal for students 
aspiring to careers in sport psychology, 
supporting athlete performance, health 
and wellbeing — with the bonus of being 
taught at what Sebastian Coe has called 
‘the best integrated sports development 
environment in the world’.

For those who are interested in the 
workings of the human body and who 
want to spend more time in the lab, the 
Loughborough School of Sport, Exercise 
and Health Sciences also offers courses 
in human biology, biochemistry and 
biological sciences. 

When you factor in the joint honours 
courses that allow students to combine 
sport science with another discipline 
such as geography or English, that’s 
quite a lot to choose between, and we 
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would recommend prospective students 
do their research, if possible by coming 
to a university open day. The real value 
of visiting the campus is not just to see 
the facilities for yourself, but to talk to 
academic staff (you will be in hours 
of lectures and labs with them, so it is 
worth finding out what they are like) 
and current students. They will be able 
to give you the real lowdown on the 
course, the school, the university and 
the town, and share insights that you 
will not get from the school’s marketing 
officer. They are often so enthusiastic 
about their Loughborough University 
experience that talking to them will only 
strengthen your resolve to get here.

Backup plans

As Dr Barrett says:

‘ Achieving the right grades is the most 
important thing in terms of getting 
on your preferred course. But if you 
are really passionate about sport and 
convinced sport is the only area for 
you, make sure you consider all your 
options, as there are many different 
routes you can take if you don’t 
achieve the grades you hoped for. ’One such route is Loughborough’s 

Foundation Studies programme, 
which offers an Elite Athlete Pathway 

for students performing at a very high 
standard in a chosen sport, who wish 
to study at Loughborough but do 
not have the required qualifications 
due to sporting commitments. 
At  Loughborough, we recognise that 
elite athletes can find their demanding 
training and competition schedules 
challenging to manage alongside 
their academic studies without the 
underpinning support to be able to 
achieve in both areas. This pathway 
allows students to continue their sporting 
endeavours alongside a foundation 
programme, the successful completion 
of which enables progression on to our 
sport-related courses, as well as a range 
of other degrees.

For others we would recommend 
investigating the wide-ranging courses 
offered by Loughborough College. 
The college is a stone’s throw from the 
university campus and, at the time of 
writing, offers 24 higher education sport 
courses, including BTEC diplomas, 
foundation degrees and BA/BSc 
(Hons) final-year degrees that are all 
validated and awarded by the university. 
As a sport student at the college you 
will automatically become a part of 
Loughborough Sport (which combines 
the college, Loughborough University, 

and Loughborough Students’ Union) 
and enjoy access to the extensive sports 
facilities at Loughborough University.

Hopefully this will all be useful 
information — and, goodness knows, 
right now you probably feel like your 
mind is being overwhelmed with 
information — but deciding where to 
study, and what, is one of the biggest 
decisions you will have to make, so 
my closing advice is a reiteration: 
do your research.

There are a multitude of institutions 
offering sport-related courses, of which 
Loughborough is only one. Ultimately, 
the most important thing is that you 
choose the right course and the right 
university for you. So go online, order 
prospectuses, take part in web chats and 
virtual tours, visit the Student Room, 
e-mail, phone, ask questions, and, if you 
can, attend an open day.

There is no shortage of information 
out there, but only you know what 
matters to you. So please don’t be afraid 
to ask questions. You will find there is 
no shortage of people who want to help. 

Jon Duckworth is the marketing officer 
at Loughborough University’s School of 
Sport, Exercise and Health Sciences.

Exploring the science of sport
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John Ireland provides case 
studies of Olympics where 
political manoeuvring and 
tragic events overshadowed 
the sporting contest

Since 1896 the modern Olympic 
Games have been a showcase of 
drama. Sporting excellence has been 

celebrated and the best human qualities 
portrayed on the Olympic stage. But the 
event has also featured protests, political 
manoeuvring, and terrorism resulting in 
tragic loss of life.

Berlin 1936

Although clouded by controversy, the 1936 
Berlin Games completed the formative 
background period of the modern Olympics 
(see pp. 22–23).

When granted host status in 1932, 
Germany was struggling economically 
due to reparations imposed on it after the 
First World War. The following year, Adolf 
Hitler and the Nazi party came to power 
with a policy to restore national prestige. 
Hitler withdrew Germany from the European 
League of Nations and planned to use the 
Berlin Games to demonstrate the strengths 
of the Aryan race and the ‘new order’ 
of his country.

The Nazis were aggressively anti-Semitic 
and discriminatory towards black people. 
Several top performers were omitted from 
the German team on the grounds of racial 
undesirability. The only Jewish athlete to gain 
selection was fencer Helene Mayer. 

Many countries, including the USA and 
Great Britain, gave serious consideration to 
boycotting Berlin. The USA’s representative 
on the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC), Ernest Jahncke (himself the son of a 
German immigrant), proposed withdrawal. 

Controversy and trag edy at the Olympics
OCR However, he was overruled by Avery 

Brundage (who later became chairman of 
the IOC), who claimed to have received 
written assurance that there would be 
no discrimination against Jewish or black 
competitors. Jahncke was later expelled 
from the IOC for advocating protest, and 
Brundage took his place.

Nazi Germany seized the opportunity 
to display its regenerated nationalism. 
The stadium was decorated with pro-
Nazi banners, and events were recorded 
by Leni Riefenstahl for her groundbreaking 
propaganda film Olympia. The opening 
ceremony celebrated Germany’s rich 
cultural heritage, followed by the first torch-
carrying ritual.

Germany demonstrated superiority across 
all sports. According to a traditional but 
unofficial system of calculating team points, 
the host nation registered 573, winning 
33 gold medals, 26 silver and 30 bronze. 
The USA scored 403.

However, the headlines were 
dominated by black track-and-field 
athletes from the USA. Jesse Owens won 
three gold medals in individual events, 
and then won a fourth as one of two 
replacements in the relay team. The 
regular members who were replaced, 
Sam Stoller and Marty Gluckman, were 
the only Jewish athletes in the American 
representation. They had been withdrawn 
hours before competition, and their 
deselection appeared to be a concession 
to German sensitivities. This led to 
accusations of anti-Semitism on the part 
of the American Olympic committee.

Hitler and the Third Reich benefited 
greatly from the Games, which were 
acclaimed as a show production of the 
highest order. Berlin 1936 was the first 
Olympic Games to be used as an instrument 
of political exploitation.

‘ Crowds and their emotions are part of 
a new Olympic phase. ’Manchester Guardian, 1936

Mexico City 1968
Mexico became the first developing 
country to host celebrations in 1968. 
Many memorable sporting achievements are 
associated with the Games: Bob Beamon 
achieved a long jump world record that 
stood for a quarter of century and John 
Akhwari became famous for completing the 
marathon despite dislocating his knee.

 exam focus
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Controversy and trag edy at the Olympics
OCR World affairs at this time were passing 

through a period of extreme turbulence, 
which inevitably impacted on proceedings. 
Many African teams threatened to 
boycott if South Africa, which operated 
an uncompromising apartheid regime, 
was allowed to compete in Mexico. As a 
consequence, the IOC revoked the invitation 
given to South Africa.

The USSR invaded Czechoslovakia 
prior to the Games, and Czech authorities 
demanded that the Soviet team along with 
Eastern Bloc counterparts East Germany be 
banned from the competition. IOC President 
Avery Brundage rejected this request, 
reiterating that the Olympic movement had 
its own rationale, and participation should 
not be stopped when politicians violate 
laws of humanity.

The fight against discrimination of 
black Americans led to perhaps the most 
famous Olympic protest. It was suspected 
that a demonstration would occur during 
the Games, and Jesse Owens was asked 
to persuade American athletes to respect 
Olympic protocol. His request was rejected.

At the medal ceremony for the men’s 
200 metres, gold medalist Tommie Smith 
and bronze medalist John Carlos bowed their 
heads and each raised a black-gloved hand 
in a ‘black power’ salute as the American 
national anthem played. This protest was 
carefully planned and considered more 
powerful than a total boycott by black 
American athletes. Crowd reaction was 
initially of quiet disbelief, before giving 
way to booing. Smith and Carlos were 
expelled from the Olympic village and 
later received death threats from white 

extremists. The disruption of the status quo 
caused by the protest is now viewed as a 
milestone in the cause of racial equality.

Australian silver medalist Peter Norman 
condoned the protest and wore the badge of 
the Olympic Project for Human Rights on his 
tracksuit to show support as he stood with 
the Americans. On returning home Norman 
was discredited by politicians and rejected by 
the Australian national Olympic Committee. 
In 2012 the Australian government gave 
a posthumous apology to Norman, who 
died in 2006. One MP told Parliament that 
Norman’s gesture ‘was a moment of heroism 
and humility that advanced international 
awareness for racial inequality’.

Munich 1972

The 1972 Munich Olympics were publicised 
as the ‘Happy Games’, giving democratic 
West Germany the opportunity to reintroduce 
itself to the world. While separated from 
communist controlled East Germany, it was 
a chance for the host nation to dispel its 
militaristic image and dissipate the cloud of 
Nazi domination portrayed at Berlin 1936. 
Security was purposely given low priority to 
endorse this convivial mission.

Olympic mascots were introduced to 
support a festival atmosphere. Their specific 

Tommie Smith and John Carlos perform 
the ‘black power’ salute at Mexico 1968

The burned wreckage of the helicopter in 
which nine Israeli Olympians were killed
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purpose was to display friendliness and 
convey the spirit of the Games, especially 
to young people. Performance highlights 
included the achievements of gymnast Olga 
Korbut. Winning four gold medals, she 
captured the hearts of Munich crowds and 
television audiences.

Tragedy struck on 5 September when 
members of Palestinian terrorist group Black 
September gained entry to the Olympic 
village and took team members from the 
Israeli delegation as hostages. Two Israeli 
athletes were killed in the initial attack.

The terrorists hoped to secure the release 
of Palestinian political prisoners and gain a 
safe passage for themselves out of Germany. 
Negotiations took place throughout the day. 
Avery Brundage announced that competition 
would continue. However, with the situation 
worsening, competition was suspended 
in the afternoon.

Eventually the hostages and terrorists 
were transported to a military airfield, 
where a failed rescue operation led to 
all nine Israeli hostages and a German 
policeman being killed.

Next day a memorial service was held 
and Brundage declared that events would 
continue a day behind schedule. He insisted 
that ‘Peace must prevail over violence’.

This tragedy marked the last time that 
security would be so inadequate at an 
Olympic Games. The experience in Munich 
has shaped a high-profile military approach 
to protection at more recent celebrations. 

In Rio 2016, for example, Brazilian authorities 
deployed a security force of 85,000 and 
US intelligence provided 350 agents to 
increase safety.

Moscow 1980

The Moscow Olympics were the first to be 
hosted in a communist east European country. 
They will be remembered mainly for a mass 
boycott by 60 nations, instigated by the USA.

Several factors converged to bring about 
such a significant protest. The Cold War 
(1945–90) was ongoing. Throughout this 
period relations between the USSR and 
the USA were acrimonious. Open hostility 
had been narrowly averted during the 
Cuban missile crisis in 1962, when the two 
superpowers brought the world to the verge 
of nuclear war.

The American government, which 
previously had taken only peripheral interest 
in US Olympic performance, was becoming 
concerned that results were below potential 
on the stage of international sport. Federal 
agencies noted the improving standard 

of Soviet sport. Intelligence services were 
aware that Soviet Olympians received 
state funding and were prepared seriously 
and systematically. An Act of Congress 
allowed the White House to take control 
of Olympic preparations and policies, and 
the US government established authority 
over the American national Olympic 
committee (NOC).

In December 1979 Soviet troops invaded 
Afghanistan, provoking condemnation 
across the world. American President Jimmy 
Carter, facing an election and supported by 
Russian dissident Andrei Sakharov, was able 
to orchestrate a campaign to boycott the 
Moscow Olympics.

The USA’s NOC, which under the 
direction of Avery Brundage had insisted on 
American participation in Berlin 1936, had 
lost power and could no longer stand against 
the government. A boycott was declared.

Only 80 countries elected to participate. 
Several nations, including Great Britain, 
France and Spain, took part against the 
wishes of their respective governments. 
These countries competed under the Olympic 
flag, thereby discarding their traditional 
national emblems.

Despite major political upheavals, 
performances at Moscow were outstanding. 
Great Britain celebrated the success of 
Sebastian Coe and Steve Ovett in middle-
distance track events, as well as Daley 
Thompson in the decathlon. Overall, 34 world 
records and 62 Olympic records were broken.

Cold War  Refers to the relationship that 
developed between communist USSR and 
capitalist USA. Growth in weapons of mass 
destruction threatened global peace.

Dissident  A person who opposes  
official policy, especially that of an 
authoritarian state.

Key terms 

Daley Thompson clears the bar on his way to decathlon gold in Moscow 1980
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Soviet authorities claimed Moscow was 
the purest Games in Olympic history and 
insisted that American efforts at disruption 
had been ‘crushed’.

Los Angeles 1984

As the diplomatic chasm between the 
superpowers continued it would appear 
that USSR’s boycott of Los Angeles was a 
reciprocal gesture of ill will. However, reasons 
for the Soviet action remain obscure — it 
was not necessarily a reflex response to 
America’s boycott of Moscow.

With the opening ceremony only weeks 
away, the Soviet Communist Party ordered 
withdrawal from the Games. Functioning 
within this authoritarian regime, the Soviet 
NOC had to comply.

Possible reasons for the withdrawal include:
 ■ The USSR felt that abstention would dilute 

the quality of competition and subsequently 
weaken President Reagan’s campaign 
for re-election. The decision was based, 
therefore, on ‘great power politics’.

 ■ As a ‘great power’, the USSR did not wish 
its athletes to be used as instruments of 
opposition propaganda.

 ■ Soviet athletes were thought to be in 
danger, and protection offered by American 
security was deemed to be insufficient.

 ■ Soviet authorities were annoyed that 
the American government insisted on 
entry visas for all competitors. This gave 
the USA the opportunity to refuse entry 
to some visiting athletes. It was customary 

to accept Olympic identity cards as proof 
of eligibility. 

 ■ The USSR welcomed any indication that 
withdrawal would weaken the Los Angeles 
celebration. Such indicators appeared when 
the ABC television network expressed fears 
of lower viewing figures.

 ■ The opportunity to devalue and 
discredit this Western capitalist enterprise 
was seized upon by the government of 
communist USSR.

The fifth and sixth points were of 
particular significance, since the Los Angeles 
Olympics were the first to be associated 
with commercialism. Previously the Games 
had been financed by public funding from 
the host country. But after Montreal had 
lost millions hosting the 1976 Olympics, 
Los Angeles was the only city to submit a bid 
for the 1984 Games.

Businessman Peter Ueberroth was 
appointed to make the 1984 Games a 
commercial success. For the first time, 
media companies paid large sums of money 
for television and radio rights. In addition, 
Ueberroth persuaded private companies to 
build major facilities and invited sponsors to 
invest. Television was at the time building a 
global audience and so the Games became 
attractive to the wealthiest sponsors. Not 
only had the Olympic movement moved into 
the realms of commercial marketing, it had 
also entered the era of professionalism.

Only 14 countries boycotted Los Angeles. 
The Games were an overwhelming success, 

establishing new strategies of administration 
and production for future celebrations to 
copy. In terms of performance, American 
Joan Beniot won the first women’s marathon 
while Steve Redgrave achieved his first gold 
in rowing in an Olympic career that was to 
last 16 years. A partisan crowd celebrated 
achievements of US athlete Carl Lewis. 
His haul of four gold medals matched the 
performance of Jesse Owens in Berlin.

Conclusion

The background to the Olympic movement 
is easy to define when considered in its 
earliest historical context. Origins and initial 
presentations of Olympic Games formed 
a clear framework within which future 
celebrations could operate. In modern times 
factors like commercialism, ethical concerns 
and political exigencies have become overt 
issues that increasingly grab attention and 
divert Olympic evolution.

The aim however, remains unchanged and 
steadfast. Although threatened by protest, 
terrorism and boycott, de Coubertin’s legacy 
casts aside impurity. It places the ideal of 
honest human endeavour at the front of 
stage, thereby sustaining a vision to enhance 
goodwill, harmony and world peace.

John Ireland is a freelance textbook 
author and previous winner of a Pearson 
Teacher of the Year award. Email 
johnnyireland13@virginmedia.com 

Carl Lewis anchors the USA relay team to success in Los Angeles 1984
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The 1930 British Empire Games, held in 
Hamilton, Canada, were the first of what 
later became known as the Commonwealth 
Games. It was a relatively small gathering, 
with 11 countries participating in a total of 
59 events. The 400 athletes were housed 
in the Prince of Wales School, where 
the competitors slept 24 to a classroom. 
Reflecting the cultural beliefs of the time, 
events were restricted for women — they 
could only compete in the aquatic activities.

The British empire began in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, with British 
explorers establishing overseas colonies in 
North America and the Caribbean, and later 
in Africa and Asia. While the empire declined 
during the early part of the twentieth century, 
the Empire/Commonwealth Games have 
continued to grow as a celebration of sport.

 In more recent times, the so-called 
‘friendly games’ have taken on a more 
inclusive approach to sporting participation. 

The 2002 Manchester Games were the 
first multi-sport event in the world where a 
limited number of full-medal events for elite 
athletes with a disability (EAD) were available. 

In 2000 the Commonwealth Games 
Federation took on the added responsibility 
of the Commonwealth Youth Games, open 
to athletes aged 18 and under, thereby giving 
them the opportunity to sample what the 
Commonwealth Games might have in store 
for them in the future.

Please note single issues are not 
available for separate purchase

Table 1 Growth of the Commonwealth Games

Year Host

Number of 
participating 

countries
Number of 

sports
Number of 

events
Number of 

athletes

1930 Hamilton, Canada 11  6  59  400

1950 Auckland, New Zealand 12  9  88  590

1970 Edinburgh, Scotland 42  9  121  1383

1990 Auckland, New Zealand 55  10  204  2073

2002 Manchester, England 72  17  281  3679

2014 Commonwealth Games

The 2018 Commonwealth Games are 
taking place in Australia’s Gold Coast. 
From 4 to 15 April, Carrara Stadium will 
host the opening and closing ceremonies 
as well as the showpiece track and field 
athletics. It will be a chance for athletes 
of England, Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and Wales to compete against each other 
on an international multi-event sporting 
stage, to try to earn medals for their 
respective home nations.
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