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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:   The social norms surrounding gender impact 
the types of leisure pursuits in which females tend to participate (Freysinger, 
Shaw, Henderson, & Bialeschki, 2013). Single-sex classes have been utilized 
and examined in K-12 education settings (Gurian, Stevens, & Daniels, 
2009), but have largely been ignored in relation to leisure education. Leisure 
education courses are aimed at building a foundation for lifelong leisure 
and provide an environment that may be conducive to helping women resist 
social gender expectations (Datillo, 2008). Research has yet to explore how 
women’s participation in single-sex leisure education courses may influence 
their participation in leisure activities dominated by men such as hunting. 
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of college students 
participating in an all-women leisure education hunting course. Researchers 
conducted focus groups and individual interviews with 32 female students at 
a mid-sized university in the southeast over a two-year period. Results indicate 
that an all-women leisure education course may act as a facilitator to leisure 
participation by allowing participants to avoid embarrassment, providing a less 
competitive and intimidating environment for participation and by providing 
opportunities for participant bonding. In addition, single-sex leisure education 
environments may affect females’ perceptions of leisure activities dominated 
by men. These findings are shaped by leisure education goals including self-
confidence, social interaction, and leisure awareness. The findings of this study 
provide a number of implications for professional practice. First, as a way to 
help participants avoid feeling “stupid” as they learn new skills, it is important 
for practitioners to consider modifications to programming formats for leisure 
education including single-sex classes. In addition, beyond offering single-sex 
options, agencies may need to consider the instructors’ sex and experiences 
with varying populations to ensure participants will feel as comfortable as 
possible. Next, professionals should focus on programmatic offerings in which 
participation rates among women are low to better understand factors that 
may be impacting their involvement. This evaluation should include programs 
that may be seen as the “norm” in the specific region or culture the agency 
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serves, such as a hunting course in the south. Doing so may help to diversify the 
participant base for leisure programs dominated by men. Finally, the results of 
this study indicate that single-sex offerings may be most beneficial in beginner 
level courses, especially when the goals of leisure education models are taken 
into consideration. Thus, practitioners should focus efforts at providing single 
sex opportunities for entry-level programs to heighten first-time participation 
by women.  


KEYWORDS: leisure education, gender, single-sex spaces, all-women 
programs 
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 Social perspectives of gender have long influenced women’s participation in work 
and leisure. Gender stereotypes with respect to what is “appropriate” for men and women 
persist (Freysinger, Shaw, Henderson, & Bialeschki, 2013). As social institutions play a 
role in perpetuating these stereotypes, they also have the power to change them. One clear 
example can be found in the education system as a setting for not only academic subjects 
but also for leisure education. Schools have utilized single-sex classes as a technique to 
improve the educational experiences of boys and girls as well as to negotiate constraints 
influenced by gender stereotypes (Gurian, Stevens, & Daniels, 2009). While researchers 
have examined the impact of girls- or women-only recreation programs to a limited extent 
(Culp, 1998; Hurtes, 2002; James, 2000, 2001; Mitten, 1992), research in educational 
settings has not included an examination of women’s only leisure education. With the 
potential to serve as the foundation for lifelong leisure, leisure education, identified here 
primarily as “a process of teaching various recreation and leisure-related skills, attitudes, 
and values” (Johnson, Bullock, & Ashton-Shaeffer, 1997, p. 31) may provide an ideal 
opportunity to help girls and women resist social expectations and negotiate constraints to 
leisure participation (Culp, 1998; Hurtes, 2002; James 2000, 2001; Mitten, 1992). 


This study specifically focused on the learning environment of leisure education 
within an education setting by examining for credit courses within a “Leisure Skills” 
program in a coeducational university environment. The Leisure Skills program is 
housed in the Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism Management at a mid-sized 
university in the southeast with a mission that reflects a focus on leisure education. The 
program is committed to serving the educational, recreational, and personal development 
needs of students through the teaching of leisure and life skill activities. Each semester, 
approximately 190 sections of leisure skills courses are offered to the general student 
body with classes falling into the more general categories of dance (e.g., shag, swing, hip-
hop), fitness (e.g., pilates, yoga, core training), hobbies (e.g., hunting traditions, shotgun, 
woodworking), and sport (soccer, volleyball, golf). Instruction in the courses is focused 
on teaching fundamental skills in a supportive environment as well as providing students 
with information about how to engage in their chosen activities beyond the class setting in 
order to facilitate lifelong leisure.


With a goal toward better understanding the role that single-sex leisure education 
classes may play in introducing women to leisure activities traditionally dominated by 
men, the purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of women enrolled in an 
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all-women leisure education course focused on hunting traditions, an activity traditionally 
dominated by men.


Literature Review


Leisure Education
Leisure education can be approached in many different ways. Henderson (2007) has 


stated that the connection between leisure and education has been described as “‘education 
for leisure,’ ‘education to leisure,’ ‘education through leisure,’ ‘education as leisure,’ 
‘education during leisure,’ and ‘education about leisure’” (p. 90). While there are a variety 
of definitions of leisure education, there are common components that they share. Leisure 
education can be used to help individuals understand themselves and the role leisure plays 
in their lives. In addition, as part of this process it focuses on teaching various recreation 
and leisure related skills, attitudes, values. At its most basic, leisure education is a process 
that assists an individual in maximizing their “leisure well-being” (Datillo, 2008; Leitner, 
Leitner, & Associates, 1996). Faché (1995) also recognized that leisure might facilitate an 
increased awareness of leisure constraints but, more importantly, an improved ability to 
overcome or negotiate those constraints. 


Numerous models of leisure education have been developed. The components of 
Mundy and Odum’s (1979) model are leisure awareness, self-awareness, decision-making, 
social interaction, and leisure skill application. For Ellis and Witt (1986), leisure education 
is reflected in their Leisure Diagnostic Battery, which assesses leisure preferences, 
playfulness, knowledge of leisure opportunities, leisure barriers, depth of involvement, 
leisure needs, perceived competence, and perceived control. Dattilo and St. Peter 
(1991) proposed a leisure education model that outlines the important variables of self-
determination, leisure appreciation, self-awareness, decision-making, social interaction, 
knowledge and utilization of leisure resources, and recreation participation as key to the 
leisure education process. While there are additional models that have been utilized in 
leisure education (e.g., Faché, 1995; Stumbo & Peterson, 2004), a review of the literature 
indicates that most share the common goals of awareness of leisure opportunities, self-
awareness, decision-making, social interaction, and leisure skill application.


While leisure education can be variably situated, incorporation into an educational 
setting has always been a goal of leisure educators to better ensure a broader audience for 
its impact. From primary school through post-secondary, school based leisure education 
can help students learn how to have a balanced life. For example, in an examination of the 
role of leisure education in student engagement, Evans, Hartman, and Anderson (2013) 
found that engagement was not the only positive outcome of leisure education; students 
also reported higher levels of physical activity and reduced stress among other positive 
outcomes including increased social interaction, self awareness, and awareness of leisure 
opportunities. Clark and Anderson (2011) also identified the role of leisure education 
in student development with findings that students who participated in leisure classes 
reported being more well-rounded and that they felt the classes contributed to both their 
quality of life as well as provided them with enriching experiences. The students also 
indicated that some of the classes provided benefits for future endeavors including their 
career development.


Single-Sex Spaces
Education. Educational settings have long offered single-sex classes for a variety of 


reasons including their perceived ability to facilitate opportunities for women to overcome 
gender related constraints to engagement in the classroom. In some classes, such as physical 
education, this type of separation has been used to address perceived safety issues as well 
as issues related to activity interest (Gurian et al., 2009). In more traditional classes, single-
sex classrooms have been adopted to increase comfort with subject matter (e.g., health) and 
in others to increase comfort with a subject that may traditionally (and erroneously) be seen 
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as more in line with the skills of one sex over another (e.g., math and science) (e.g., Inzlicht 
& Ben-Zeev, 2000; Warrington & Younger, 2001). 


  Research findings suggest that single-sex classrooms can enhance learning, increase 
confidence, and provide support for women (Gillibrand, Robinson, Brawn & Osborn, 
1999; Jackson, 2002; Warrington & Younger, 2001). Women have benefitted from single-
sex classrooms particularly within academic subject areas dominated by men, such as math 
and certain sciences (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000; Jackson, 2002; Mael, 1998). Gillibrand et 
al. (1999) found that girls enrolled in a single-sex physics class in a coeducational setting 
felt “freed from the dominating competitive behavior of boys and their perception of not 
being up to boys’ standard” (p. 360). 


Leisure. While there are strong arguments for the right to leisure (Sylvester, 1992), 
there are numerous constraints that can make the attainment of leisure difficult. Constraints 
fall into the three categories of interpersonal (co-participants are needed for the activity; e.g., 
spouse does not support participation), intrapersonal (internal beliefs, habits, experiences; 
e.g., fear of participation), or structural (external conditions; e.g., no transportation to get 
to a program) (Crawford, Jackson, & Godbey, 1991). An understanding of how to negotiate 
constraints is one of the goals of leisure education. Program formatting such as offering 
an all-women class may help with this negotiation and facilitate participation. These types 
of “facilitators” can take on numerous forms including adjusting the format or location 
of a class or program. Constraint negotiation in leisure pursuits has been illustrated by 
numerous studies focusing on women’s leisure (e.g., Coble, Selin, & Erickson, 2003; 
Shaw & Henderson, 2005) as research has shown that women face more constraints to 
their leisure compared to their male counterparts (Jackson & Henderson, 1995). However, 
researchers have also found that single-sex recreation programs may reduce some of 
those constraints. For instance, Culp (1998) found that a single-sex outdoor program for 
adolescent girls reduced constraints to recreation including lack of access to the outdoors, 
physical challenges and gender socialization that discourages girls from participating in 
the outdoors while increasing self-expression, confidence, and skill building. McDermott’s 
(2004) study of a women’s-only wilderness canoe trip found similar results to those of Culp 
(1998). Participants in McDermott’s study believed that the single-sex setting promoted 
equality, as they did not have to take “a back seat” to men. The single-sex wilderness 
experience provided an opportunity for them to learn new physical skills in a non-
competitive environment without the pressure of performing in front of men. In addition, 
the women consistently indicated that they chose a women’s-only trip for the opportunity 
to spend time in the company of other, like-minded women. While the evidence is limited, 
it appears that single-sex programs may indeed be effective facilitators to participation in 
certain types of leisure activities. 


Not only do single-sex leisure programs help women negotiate constraints, Mitten 
(1992) argued that single-sex outdoor programs create an atmosphere in which a sense 
of empowerment is possible. By participating in activities dominated by men, women 
have used leisure as a means of gaining empowerment (Auster, 2001; Roster, 2007). 
Among a group of female motorcycle riders, Roster found that “claiming leisure space…
reconstructing self-identity, claiming leisure community…resisting social stereotypes and 
empowerment through developing knowledge and skill” (p. 449) through riding facilitated 
a sense of empowerment. However, even these women’s sense of empowerment was often 
challenged due to familial obligations and societal beliefs of femininity. It is important to 
note, however, that the act of challenging these obligations and beliefs can represent a form 
of resistance that can serve to enhance feelings of empowerment. As Shaw (2001) outlined 
in her discussion of the structuralist perspective on leisure as resistance, leisure activities 
that challenge structural power relationships inherent in class, race, and gender can provide 
a platform to influence pervasive ideologies related to those issues, thus leading to not only 
empowerment but social change. 


The learning space. The rationale for all-women classes is supported by the 
education literature (Allen & Madden, 2006; Jackson, 2002) as well as, in part, dictated by 
the implications of not only the physical place (the classroom) that the class exists within 
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but, more importantly, the space. While place is identified as an objective location such as 
a classroom or a park, space encompasses the “social and cultural manifestations” of those 
locations (Aitchison, 2003). Space takes into consideration what the room “stands for” or 
holds including both the physical and psychological manifestations of gender stereotyping 
and socialization.


Deem (1986) identified the spatial inequity of perceived leisure opportunities for 
women. Spatialised feminism specifically examines the spatial dimensions of power 
relations between sexes within specific spaces and places. That is, how do both the physical 
classroom as well as the “contents” of a classroom impact the role of the students within 
a class? Gendered spaces and places are contextually, temporally and locally specific. The 
influence of gender on a space or experience can vary based on things such as culture 
and time period. Bailey (2005) has also examined spatial inequity in the context of sport 
participation with regards to gender, race, and socioeconomic status, suggesting the issue 
of spatial inequity continues today. As such, as Deem (1986) and Aitchison (2003) have 
noted, there needs to be consideration made for the potential spatial inequity of perceived 
leisure opportunities in order to fully understand women’s experiences in leisure activities. 


Hunting: An Example of Male Dominated Leisure
There are numerous leisure activities dominated by men in the United States, including 


hunting. In fact, women make up only 11% of the 13.7 million hunters in the United States 
(U.S. Department of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service, 2011); therefore hunting 
serves as an appropriate subject for continued examination of constraint negotiation and 
stereotypes related to leisure activities traditionally dominated by men. Previous research 
has found that constraints related to women hunting included lease costs, travel distances 
and their lack of time due to work (Adams & Steen, 1997). A survey of women enrolled in 
the Women in the Outdoors program also uncovered constraints to women hunters including 
lack of time, lack of skills and lack of companionship while hunting (National Wild Turkey 
Federation, 2005). Similar results were found in McFarleane, Watson, and Boxall’s (2003) 
study of female hunters in Alberta, Canada; the study showed men (partners, spouses) 
greatly influenced women’s decisions to apply for hunting licenses. 


Purpose of the Study
Research supports the notion that there are benefits to women who participate in 


single-sex academic classes yet there is limited research on single-sex leisure education 
and benefits to women with regard to participation in more male-oriented leisure activities. 
There is no current literature on how a single-sex leisure education class may influence 
participation in leisure activities that are dominated by men. If the goal of leisure education 
is to help facilitate leisure participation, then these types of classes may be an ideal setting 
to further explore how to increase access for women with a desire to participate in activities 
dominated by men in the future. 


The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of college students enrolled 
in an all-women leisure education course on hunting; an activity participated in primarily 
by men. The study was informed by previous work on single-sex classroom experiences, 
women only recreation programs, as well as Aitchison’s (2003) examination of space and 
leisure. The following research questions were addressed in the study: 
1)  What were the experiences of women enrolled in an all-women hunting traditions  


leisure education course? 
2)  How did the women’s experiences in the course influence their perceptions of hunting, 


a leisure activity traditionally dominated by men?
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Method


Setting
The leisure education class chosen for this study was the hunting traditions course. The 


same woman who has over 20 years of shooting and hunting experience taught all sections 
of the course. The 16-week class is focused on teaching the students the fundamentals of 
hunting including, but not limited to, conservation, safety, shooting (shotgun, bow and 
arrow), equipment, tactics, rules, and regulations, and the instructor does so in the context 
of what it means to be a woman who hunts (e.g., implications related to gun choice, apparel, 
access, constraints, etc.). The class ends with at least one weekend hunt with the other co-
ed hunting traditions classes.


Data Collection
The population for this study was students enrolled in all-women hunting traditions 


classes at a mid-sized university in the southeast over a two year period (n=32). After 
approval from the University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), all members of the 
all-women hunting traditions leisure skill classes at the University were recruited to 
participate in a focus group. Students who took the women’s hunting course the following 
year were asked to participate in individual interviews. The researchers, all of who were 
women, conducted two focus groups during regularly scheduled class time without the 
instructor present. The first focus group consisted of nine women between the ages of 
18 and 22 while the second focus group consisted of 11 women, of whom 10 were more 
“traditionally” college aged (between 18 and 22), while one woman was 38 years old. 
Combined, all but one participant was from the southeast, and all but one participant was 
white. All students enrolled in the second year of the study were invited to participate in 
an individual interview. Although all 10 students agreed to be interviewed, the researchers 
only completed six interviews due to scheduling conflicts. The six women in the second 
year of the study were between the ages of 18 and 22, and all were white.


After the researchers conducted focus groups with each hunting traditions course, they 
followed up with individual interviews with additional hunting traditions students in order 
to provide additional depth to the data collection process based on questions that remained 
after the focus groups. All of the participants voluntarily participated and were aware that 
participation in the focus groups or interviews would have no bearing on their academic 
grade for the class. The researchers utilized a semi-structured interview guide that included 
questions about participation experiences in hunting and the all-women class. Example 
questions included:
• Describe your experience in the class.
• Did you like the all-women format of the class? Why or why not?
• Were there things you felt you could do in this class that you would not have done in 


a co-ed class?
• Do you plan on continuing to hunt after this class is over? Describe what you envision.
• Has this class changed your opinion on what activities are suitable for men and 


women? If yes, how?


Data Analysis
The authors conducted qualitative analyses of the interview and focus group transcripts 


through the use of constant comparison technique. Through constant comparison, responses 
to interview or focus group questions were grouped to allow for examination of different 
perspectives on similar topics (Patton, 2002). These categories were used to organize and 
reduce the data, allowing for like data to be grouped with like data and patterns to emerge 
(Dye, Schatz, Rosenberg, & Coleman, 2000). 
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Detailed notes were taken for each of the focus groups and interviews, and all notes 
were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy of the notes. Guided 
by the literature on single-sex classrooms and leisure education, the researchers looked 
for themes that would provide greater understanding of how an all-women leisure skills 
class could be utilized to promote interest and participation in an activity traditionally 
dominated by men (Creswell, 2007). Three researchers separately coded for themes, which 
were later compared to determine intercoder reliability, which for this study was 92%. 
Peer debriefing took place among all the researchers and the findings were shared with 
the instructor of the leisure skill class to assist with increasing trustworthiness of the data 
(Creswell, 2007).


Results
Through the use of focus groups and individual interviews, the study focused on the 


experiences of women participating in an all-women hunting traditions leisure skills class. 
Two primary themes emerged from the data relevant to the students’ experiences in an all-
women leisure education class: single-sex classes as facilitators to leisure participation 
and perceptions of leisure activities dominated by men.


Single-Sex Classes as Facilitators to Leisure Participation 
The researchers identified three subthemes that supported the idea that single-


sex classes could facilitate participation in leisure. The subthemes were avoiding 
embarrassment, less competitive and intimidating, and opportunity to bond.


Avoiding embarrassment. The reasons why the students chose to take an all-women 
hunting traditions class rather than the co-ed class was similar among all of the women. 
Although many of the women indicated their desire to take the hunting class was because 
“hunting is such a big part of the culture” in the Southeast, many chose the all-women 
class to “avoid embarrassment” in a class of men who they assumed had hunted before. In 
fact, one woman indicated that the fact that the class would be all women was “the only 
reason I agreed to sign up for it.” As one woman stated, she signed up for an all-women’s 
class because she “didn’t want to look stupid” in front of male students and many students 
described the experience as “less embarrassing” than participating in a co-ed class.


Overall the women felt the class helped them “build confidence” and that when the 
class ended they felt comfortable talking to both men and women about hunting because 
they felt they were well informed about the sport. This was demonstrated by one student 
who said that now that she knows the basics of hunting, she no longer is worried about 
asking “stupid questions,” and another student acknowledged that she enrolled “because 
I didn’t want to look dumb” in front of male students. One woman also indicated that it 
was nice to be in a class where “others would ask ME questions” because there was not an 
assumption that only men had the right answers within this leisure context. In addition, the 
women found the class intriguing because of previous experiences with men trying to teach 
them how to hunt. One woman explained, “I grew up with (male) cousins hunting, and they 
never explained anything right and when they did, they would yell, and women don’t yell,” 
implying that as they helped one another in the class the environment was more supportive. 


Less competitive and intimidating. There was also a general consensus that the 
class would be “less intimidating,” that it would be “not scary, really nice”; as opposed to 
the “visibility and vulnerability” tied to being the only woman in a class. In fact, two of the 
students who had enrolled in leisure skills classes previously (tae kwon do and a shotgun 
class) where they were the only women described those experiences as “intimidating”; 
both subsequently dropped the courses due to feelings of discomfort and feeling that the 
men in the class thought they were just there to “pick up boys.”  As one of the women 
continued, “by taking a women’s class, I knew I wouldn’t be intimidated.”


One student raised a concern about being in an advanced hunting class with men in the 
future because being “in an advanced setting with guys who think they are ‘advanced’ may 
be frustrating.” Another woman stated that a class like hunting would be “more awkward if 
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there’s a guy in there that knew more than I did.” In fact, an additional student stated that it 
was “more comfortable asking questions” in the all-women class and that they were “more 
willing to try (hunting) if there’s no boys there.”


The all-women format of the class boosted the women’s confidence and knowledge; 
most felt they would feel comfortable being in an advanced co-ed hunting class in the 
future. The students in describing their experiences in the class expressed words like 
“empowered” and “confidence” often. However, while the women did feel as though 
they were much more prepared to hunt with men after taking the class, most would rather 
continue taking the all-women class if they had a choice, as they were not interested in the 
competitive atmosphere that men would bring to the classroom. As one student indicated 
when asked if she would sign up again for an all-women class and, if so, for what activities, 
she responded “any [activity] that’s really competitive, you get boys that are really 
competitive; girls are more willing to try it if there’s no boys there.” One woman indicated 
she did not want to be in a co-ed class where she felt she would have to “prove myself.” 
Overall the women agreed that they simply felt more welcomed in an all-women class.


Opportunity to bond. The women indicated that they felt an all-women class would 
be “more fun” and they found that the “fun” environment lent itself to making friends 
with similar interests through the class. As one student stated, “we were surrounded by 
women like [ourselves] that like to be outdoors and get dirty and have the same interest 
in [our] life.” Another student indicated that the class “was fun and I was able to bond…
there isn’t a macho attitude (in the class).” The group also agreed that, as one student put 
it, “women in this class tend to bond more than the men in the other class.” Other women 
agreed, indicating that the class was filled “with a great group of girls” and that in the class 
they were able to “make more friendships and bonds than when it’s a bunch of guys.” The 
“guys” were often described as too competitive, too confident in their own abilities, and 
too judgmental of women hunters, and thus the women preferred the all-women class as 
it provided an ideal environment for both learning about hunting as well as the ancillary 
benefit of relationship building. In fact, one woman, in describing her experience in the 
class, shared that “I feel like everyone in this class is my best friend.”


The issue of support emerged from a number of the discussions of the women’s 
experiences in the class. As the participant in one focus group shared, “women seem 
to be more open to other women, and we aren’t going to criticize one another and are 
supportive.” In fact, this support was acknowledged by a large number of the women who 
felt it was a “big help being with the women.”


Perceptions of Leisure Activities Dominated by Men
A number of the women indicated that the class was appealing because they assumed 


that male students in a co-ed hunting traditions class would have more knowledge of and 
experience with hunting and thus they would feel awkward as novices. However, there was 
a common belief that regardless of the male students’ levels of ability, men would always 
believe their performance was superior to the women’s when in fact, the women perceived 
they did things “more correctly” than the men as a result of the class.  In fact, one group 
of women perceived that on the end of semester hunt, which was co-ed, “the men were 
intimidated by the females because of the women’s knowledge.” For the women, the class 
confirmed that women could hunt “just like men.” Although ironically, one woman noted, 
“we learned the right way” to hunt, suggesting that they may not, indeed, hunt “just like 
men” who they felt had an overstated sense of ability. 


All of the women indicated that they had every intention of continuing to hunt. The 
consensus in one of the focus groups was that the women would hunt “every chance [we] 
get!” One student indicated both a desire to continue hunting as well as how the class had 
prepared her to do so, “I’ll go with people I know and I don’t want to be irresponsible. 
That’s another thing you learn in this class, ultimate responsibility.” Another woman noted 
that hunting would be “something I can have in common with people” regardless of their 
sex. Not only did the women identify how the class had influenced their intentions to 
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continue to engage in the activity, but that it would also give them the tools to encourage 
their future children and spouse to hunt with them as well.


The women felt that hunting can be an excellent path to personal growth, as one 
woman stated, “hunting does not make me unfeminine!” Many of the women felt that the 
hunting industry has a long way to go toward making hunting more accessible to women 
(e.g., better fitting clothing designed for women, smaller guns), and they were strong 
supporters of women’s right to hunt and the necessity for the industry to meet their needs. 
The women described hunting as a multi-faceted sport that involved wildlife management, 
taught them about the lifecycle, facilitated personal growth and led to a spiritual experience. 
Interestingly, many of the women did not see hunting as an activity “just for men” and 
described it as an activity that offered a “way to break gender roles” but were still likely to 
comment on anxiety over actually participating in the activity with male students.


Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of women enrolled in 


an all-women leisure education class on hunting. A qualitative approach was used to 
answer the two guiding questions: 1) What were the educational experiences of women 
enrolled in an all-women hunting traditions leisure education course?, and 2) How did the 
women’s experiences in the course influence their perceptions of hunting, a leisure activity 
traditionally dominated by men?


Two main themes emerged from the data that helped to answer the research questions: 
(1) single-sex classes as facilitators to leisure participation, and (2) perceptions of leisure 
activities dominated by men. The first theme had three subthemes, which served to address 
how all-women classes might help facilitate participation: avoiding embarrassment, less 
competitive and intimidating, and positive outcomes.


The students’ experiences in the all-women leisure education course suggest that this 
class format can be an effective negotiation technique when it comes to leisure education 
for activities dominated by men, much as it is with academic subjects dominated by men 
such as science and math (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000; Warrington & Younger, 2001). The 
relationships that the women made in the class facilitated an environment that many felt 
was more conducive to learning than a classroom of men who thought they were there 
“just to pick up boys.” The all-women format allowed them to experience the desired 
outcomes of leisure education of self-confidence in their learning and leisure participation 
(Datillo & St. Peter, 1991; Ellis & Witt, 1986). These findings also reflect those found 
in the educational literature that suggest that particularly in subjects dominated by men, 
single-sex classrooms can provide a learning environment where women can excel and lose 
their concerns about “looking stupid” in front of male peers (Jackson, 2002, Warrington & 
Younger, 2001).


The results of this study present insight into the value of introducing activities in a 
non-threatening environment. Despite efforts to invoke change, stereotypes in sports and 
activities persist, yielding widely held perspectives that certain activities are appropriate 
or inappropriate for participation based on, in this case, sex. Research exploring the value 
of single-sex environments has been conducted in education with regard to the classroom 
environment, and in leisure with regard to the participation environment. In both, the all-
women environment has received attention for providing a positive environment in which 
women can learn more comfortably and more fully participate, particularly in disciplines 
and activities traditionally dominated by men. Much as in the education setting, where 
women have benefited from all-women environments because they felt as though the 
environment was less threatening, that they could ask questions, and that they were receiving 
material in a way that they could more easily understand (Crombie, Abarbanel, & Trinneer 
2002; Gillibrand et al., 1999; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000; Jackson, 2002; Warrington & 
Younger, 2001), the women in this leisure education setting felt the same. In fact, it is 
notable that the women fully intended to continue participating in the male-dominated 
activity because “the class had prepared (them) to,” suggesting that the goals of increasing 
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awareness of leisure opportunities and continued engagement in leisure activities through 
leisure education (Mundy & Odum, 1979; Stumbo & Peterson, 2004) can be enhanced 
through an all-women class. 


In leisure settings, women who have participated in activities traditionally dominated 
by men in an all-women environment felt empowered by the experience and found a 
group of strong women with whom they could identify and share interests (Auster, 2001; 
Roster, 2007). In this study, multiple students referenced the camaraderie they experienced 
in their hunting class and the friendships they formed around their common interest of 
hunting. Two goals of leisure education are to improve students’ ability to engage in 
social interaction and to overcome constraints. The findings of this study suggest that their 
camaraderie as well as the students’ more comfortable experiences in the classroom did 
indeed help the women overcome certain constraints to participation including developing 
relationships with women they could hunt with (interpersonal), knowing how to adapt to 
equipment made for men (structural), and overcoming anxiety about hunting with men 
(intrapersonal) (Faché, 1995). 


The geographical setting of this study provides a backdrop that may be unique to 
these women. Not only were the women attending a university in the southeast, most had 
grown up in the same area. As a result, many of the women commented that hunting was 
a part of their culture and thus many felt their entrée into that world may be less jarring 
for men. However, despite the larger culture of hunting as a way of life, the women still 
felt compelled to take an all-women class. In fact, some of the women made this decision 
based on their previous experiences of being the only woman in a male-oriented activity. 
Therefore, it seems that even though women may have support for participation in a male 
dominated activity in the right environment, an all-women class may still be necessary 
for them to learn important skills in an organized setting. As stated above, constraints to 
hunting still existed for these women as they entered the class but the class provided them 
with opportunities to negotiate the constraints among other women in a “safe” space. Both 
Deem (1986) and Aitchison (2003) have acknowledged that culture can influence one’s 
space; therefore, one might assume that women in the southeast might not find it necessary 
to take an all-women hunting traditions class. However, despite the hunting culture of 
their surroundings, all of the students indicated their choice and preference for a women’s 
class in both hunting as well as other leisure activities dominated by men. In gaining the 
perceived competence and self-determination necessary to be comfortable as hunters in a 
space that allowed them to learn how to hunt without having to deal with their fears and 
anxiety about learning among male students, the all-women class provided the women 
with an ideal space for leisure education.


From our review of literature, it appears that this study may be the first to combine the 
research findings on the importance of a single-sex education environment with research 
on single-sex participation in a leisure activity by intentionally employing the all-women 
strategy to a leisure education class. Findings from this study were reflective of education 
and leisure research (e.g., Culp, 1998; Gurian et al., 2009; Hurtes, 2002; Warrington 
& Younger, 2001) in that the women enrolled and stayed enrolled because of the non-
threatening environment. The women benefitted from learning an activity traditionally 
dominated by men that they could look forward to participating in with their family and 
friends. The students expressed a sense of empowerment and continued interest which 
were influenced by the learning outcome goals of leisure education which include self-
confidence, self-determination, skill development, and social interaction, among others 
(Datillo, 2008). Although students expressed some concern about participating in a co-ed 
environment at some point in the future, they enjoyed being able to learn the activity, ask 
questions, and hear about equipment designed specifically for women in an environment 
where such things could be presented and discussed with trust and respect. 
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Implications for Practice
While this study took place in the context of a leisure education course on a university 


campus, the implications for programming are transferable to all settings for leisure 
education. Whether the classroom is in a school building or a community center, the 
lessons about leisure education are relevant. One of the reasons that many of the women 
signed up for the class was to avoid embarrassment in front of men. Instructors of leisure 
education courses, regardless of setting, would be well served in recognizing that students 
who sign up for an activity that is new to them may often be concerned about “looking 
stupid” as they learn. While instructor training to address this can certainly be beneficial, 
agencies may also want to consider the background of instructors beyond quantifiable job 
qualifications such as years of experience and certifications. For example, an agency may 
want to consider the different populations that the instructor has worked with in order to 
determine how that might impact the comfort level of potential participants. In addition, 
the sex of the instructor may also be an issue. For these hunting traditions courses the 
instructor was the same woman and some of the women indicated an increased comfort 
level with her and liked that the instructor “got” what it was like for women hunters.


Professionals may also want to examine classes or programs where participation by 
women is low. Is there a market for an all-women section?  Are current marketing efforts 
designed to reach all participants or are they unknowingly “turning off” women? Gaining 
a greater understanding of whether women are not signing up because they simply are 
uninterested or because they are uncomfortable can go a long way toward understanding 
how to better serve a more diverse clientele. If a goal of leisure education is to make 
students more aware of leisure opportunities, if you have a great leisure education program 
planned but you cannot get them in the door then that awareness has not, and will never 
come about.


While the students in this study were immersed in a culture where hunting was seen 
as the “norm,” practitioners cannot assume that women in this type of culture would 
automatically be comfortable in a leisure activity dominated by men. The culture may 
dictate the types of classes that an agency offers, but practitioners still need to determine 
how those classes can be offered to appeal to women if the demand is there, a demand that 
is likely present for activities that fall into the cultural “norm.” Again, specific marketing 
techniques and class structures (all-women classes) can go a long way to help recruit 
women.


Finally, all-women classes are likely the most useful for beginners. Although some of 
the women in the hunting traditions class indicated they would prefer to remain in an all-
women-only class, many reported they would now be comfortable signing up for a more 
advanced co-ed class. Those who prefer to remain in an all-women class likely want to 
maintain the opportunity to pursue an activity they enjoy with other women who share a 
common interest, who are experiencing similar life stages and challenges, and with whom 
they would like to build longstanding friendships.


Sivan and Ruskin (2000) are among a number of advocates for leisure education 
who have called for the role of the community in not only engaging in leisure education 
but also doing so in a way that allows for the measurement of outcomes. The findings 
of this study suggest that a single-sex leisure education class may allow for outcomes to 
be more successfully achieved for certain types of leisure activities. While a comparison 
was not made to a co-ed class to see how the outcomes may differ, this paper’s section on 
future directions for research addresses this opportunity. As Sivan (2007) has explained, 
while the school, as a strongly influential component of a child’s ecosystem is an ideal 
environment for leisure education, the community must also play a role in this education 
as an equally important part of that ecosystem. It would behoove community parks and 
recreation agencies to keep the findings of this study in mind when determining how to 
best meet the leisure education needs of its constituents. 








12


Limitations of the Study
As with all research, there were limitations inherent in this study. First, there were 


a limited number of participants in the hunting traditions classes due to class enrollment 
caps. Further, this enrollment was also influenced by the demographic make-up of the 
University where the research took place as almost 82% of the students are white with 
the majority of the students’ home state the same as where the University resides in the 
southeast. As a result, the variance of participant backgrounds was limited and thus the 
data less transferable than it might have been with students from more varied backgrounds. 


Directions for Future Research
Future research should explore the effects of the single-sex recreation class in different 


capacities. First, all but one of the women in this study were white. It would be beneficial to 
also examine single-sex classes that are more heterogeneous with regard to race, ethnicity, 
and disability. Another area for examination is whether an all-women class is as valuable if 
taught by a male instructor. Moreover, a comparison of two classes, one taught by a male 
instructor, and one by a female instructor, might yield some valuable information about the 
importance of the sex of the instructor in securing specific outcomes from leisure education. 
In the field of education, researchers have contended that the single-sex environment does 
not yield the same positive outcomes for men as it does for women (Jackson, 2002). It 
would be interesting to see if this finding holds true in leisure education classes. From an 
educational standpoint, it would also be important to look not only at perceptions of the 
students but also quantifiable outcomes such as student learning outcomes to determine if 
there are any difference between single-sex and co-ed classes on the same topic. 


It is not uncommon in recreation programming to see classes offered to populations 
based on age or social class, and in some cases sex. Results from this study support the 
practice in that they demonstrate how the all-women class provided the students with a 
nonthreatening environment to participate in an activity in which they would otherwise 
experience stereotypes. Future research should explore the long-term effects of being 
introduced to an activity in a nonthreatening environment on participation in a more 
advanced coeducational class, or actual long-term participation in the activity. An 
interesting avenue for research might also explore whether women who pursue learning a 
skill in a single-sex environment participate in the activity with members of their own sex, 
or in mixed company as their skills develop and what the ramifications related to leisure 
constraints are for this participation. 


Introducing activities traditionally dominated by men in an all-women leisure 
education course presents a number of potential benefits. First, the women who learn the 
activity in an all-women environment may develop a greater depth of understanding for 
the activity, respect for the activity as something they can participate in despite social 
stereotypes, and the ability to participate with greater perceived competence. Confidence 
and competence of minority participants, in this case women, can pre-empt the risk of 
prejudice and disrespect which can undermine perceived ability (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 
As women increase their participation and confidence in traditionally male activities 
through single-sex environments, the notion that hunting is just for men will decrease, 
thus serving as a valuable tool in the efforts to reduce sex stereotyping in leisure activities.
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