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ABSTRACT
Examining gender stereotypes in physical activity textbooks for new students with

intellectual disabilities is crucial, given the direct correlation between physical
activity and the physical and mental health of this demographic. This study aimed
to investigate gender stereotypes in preschool and elementary school textbooks
designed for new students with intellectual disabilities. The research employed a
quantitative-qualitative content analysis methodology, focusing on a population of
46 textbook titles, which comprised a total of 7,664 pages for the 1400-1401
academic years. Data analysis was conducted utilizing MAXQDA 2020 software.
During the open coding process, all content pertaining to physical activity was
extracted and subsequently classified into main and subcategories through the axial
coding method. A total of 358 codes about physical activity were extracted. Among
these, 272 codes (76%) were associated with male gender, 55 codes (15.36%) with
female gender, and 31 codes (8.65%) with mixed gender. These codes were
organized into seven primary categories: type of physical activity, location,
purpose, equipment, clothing, sedentary behaviors, and national athlete models. The
findings demonstrate that girls are depicted within a restricted spectrum of activities
and movement contexts. The lack of representation may perpetuate the perception
of girls with intellectual disabilities as incapable of participating in sports, resulting
in a decline in their physical activity levels. It is essential to evaluate educational
content and remove gender stereotypes to enhance the physical and mental health of
all incoming students with intellectual disabilities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Physical activity is a key factor in the physical, mental, and social development of all
children, including those with intellectual disabilities. However, global and regional
evidence suggests that students with intellectual disabilities—especially girls—are
significantly less physically active than their non-disabled peers. One of the less studied
factors in this gap is the way physical activity is represented in educational content,
especially textbooks, which play a crucial role in the early formation of gender roles and
perceptions of physical capabilities. Textbooks often reflect social norms and can either
reinforce or challenge stereotypes related to gender, body, and ability. In this regard, the
present study aimed to investigate the presence and type of gender stereotypes related to
physical activity in lranian textbooks for preschool and primary school students with
intellectual disabilities.

Methods

The research methodology employs a mixed approach, integrating both quantitative and
qualitative content analysis. The study population comprises 46 textbooks released by the
Ministry of Education during the academic year 1400-1401. A total of 7,664 pages were
analyzed to identify visual and textual references to physical activity. A coding framework
was established, categorizing activities by type (competitive, recreational, or passive),
environment (classroom or home), and factors including equipment, clothing, body posture,
and the involvement of national sports figures. Gender representation was categorized into
three groups: masculine, feminine, and mixed. The analysis concentrated on the
representation of girls and boys regarding their roles, physical engagement, social contexts,
and narrative tones.

Results

The results demonstrated a distinct gender disparity in both the amount and quality of
representations of physical activity. Among the 358 representations of physical activity, 76%
depicted boys, 15% depicted girls, and only 9% featured mixed-gender participation. Boys
were primarily represented in active, competitive outdoor physical activities, including
soccer, wrestling, and cycling. The images frequently featured professional equipment and
suitable sportswear, thereby reinforcing an image of physical strength, prowess, and active
social presence. In contrast, girls were primarily portrayed engaging in light, noncompetitive,
or domestic activities, including skipping rope, light dancing, or walking. These activities
were generally conducted indoors or in unspecified locations, utilizing minimal equipment
and casual attire. The images and texts did not highlight performance, perseverance, or
competition in girls' physical activity. Notably, among the 31 references to national sports
role models in the literature, all were male, with no references to female athletes.

Qualitative analysis identified narrative patterns that reinforce traditional gender roles. Boys
were characterized by verbs denoting power, action, and success (e.g., “He ran fast,” “He
won”), whereas girls were frequently depicted using passive or dependent verbs (e.g., “He
watched,” “He played quietly with his friends”). Visual content further intensified these
inequalities, frequently excluding or marginalizing girls from representations of teamwork,
leadership, or public accomplishment. The observed patterns illustrate enduring gender
norms within Iranian society, linking masculinity to power, athleticism, and social presence,
while associating femininity with domestic roles, modesty, and restricted physical activity.
Students with intellectual disabilities encounter various obstacles to engaging in sports and
physical activity. The introduction of gender-based exclusion within the curriculum may
further diminish their motivation, restrict their aspirations, and adversely affect their body
image and health behaviors.



Conclusion

This study's findings hold major implications for educational and physical education policy.
Educational materials must serve to empower all learners, particularly those from
marginalized groups, to realize their potential. Instead of fulfilling a constructive role, the
textbooks analyzed in this study perpetuated and validated stereotypes of gender inequality, a
scenario that is especially detrimental for girls with intellectual disabilities, who encounter
multiple forms of discrimination (gender, ability, and frequently social class). This study
highlights the necessity for reforming textbook content to ensure inclusive and equitable
representation of physical activity. The following recommendations are proposed:

1. Equal gender representation: A balance must be achieved in the representation of males
and females across various forms of physical activity, including the representation of females
in competitive, outdoor, and high-intensity sports.

2. Inclusive imagery: The representation of girls with disabilities engaging in diverse
activities, equipped with suitable clothing and tools, should be broadened to accurately
depict attainable realities and aspirations.

3. Mixed gender settings: Encourage interactive activities that include both girls and boys to
normalize their participation and address gender segregation in play and sports.

4. Inspirational role models: Incorporate references to national female athletes and local
champions with disabilities to bolster motivation and provide role models for all students.

5. Language and narrative modification: Eliminate stereotypical language that portrays girls
as passive and boys exclusively in terms of physical ability; emphasize values such as
strength, perseverance, and teamwork as characteristics that are not gender-specific.

6. Teacher Education: Equip educators with the necessary skills and resources to confront
gender stereotypes and promote inclusive and empowering physical education for all
students, irrespective of gender or ability level. This research demonstrates that gender
stereotyping in educational content for students with intellectual disabilities is both prevalent
and problematic. It reflects broader social inequalities and heightens the risk of their
perpetuation among vulnerable groups. To realize the objectives of inclusive education and
health equity, it is essential for policymakers, textbook authors, curriculum designers, and
educators to reconsider the portrayal of physical activity in a manner that upholds the rights
and abilities of all children. Future research should investigate the effects of these reforms on
students' attitudes, participation, and long-term health outcomes.
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Figure 1. Examples of sports-related content in curriculum materials
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Table 3. Gender stereotypes of physical activity in textbooks for new students with intellectual disabilities
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Figure 2. Map of gender stereotypes of physical activity in
Textbooks for new students with intellectual disabilities
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