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Abstract

The rationale behind the research is the Hungarian government’s decision to introduce daily physical 
education lessons in schools. The system was expanded to all grades by the 2016/2017 academic year. It 
aims to improve students’ health consciousness and sports habits. Hungarian high school students’ physi-
cal activity, participation in competitive sport, body mass index and lifestyle determiners were examined 
with regard to gender. Altogether, 333 students completed the anonymous questionnaire, their average 
age was 16.12. Their Body Mass Index (BMI) was used to estimate the prevalence of obesity. The asso-
ciation between BMI and lifestyle determiners was analysed. 63.8% of girls and 70.4% of boys exercise 
daily or several times a week. Girls love individual sports, while boys would rather choose team sports. 
More boys participate in competitive sports (26.2%) than girls (16.5%). Both genders’ biology marks are 
better than those of students who do no sport. 46.81% of girls and 27.59% of boys have been on a slim-
ming diet, and a high percentage of girls were on a slimming diet, even those with a normal BMI.  The 
results suggest that despite having five physical education (PE) lessons every week, students want to get 
more exercise. However, a lack of time and fatigue prevents them from doing so. Most children chose PE 
as their favourite subject, but out of all sporting venues it is at school that they like doing sport the least.
Keywords:  physical activity patterns, eating habits, physical education. 

Introduction

Physical activity unquestionably plays a vital role in people’s lives. It is crucial for nor-
mal physical and mental development, and regular physical exercise is one of the key com-
ponents of childhood obesity prevention programmes (Kropski, Keckley, & Jensen, 2008). It 
reduces the risk factors for various diseases (Rowland, 2007), and it improves students’ aca-
demic performance as well. Previous studies indicate that doing regular physical exercise is 
associated with better marks in English and mathematics. The extent to which they are related 
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depends on gender and socioeconomic status (Dyer, Kristjansson, Mann, Smith, & Allegrante, 
2017).  Although previous studies showed that higher physical activity levels are associated 
with academic achievement, it was unclear whether the physical activity itself or the team sport 
element caused this positive link. Among girls, team sport participation and the physical activ-
ity itself were both associated with better academic achievement, while among boys only team 
sport participation was associated with better marks (Fox, Barr-Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer, 
& Wall,  2010).  Many factors play an important role in the students’ lifestyles, diet and physi-
cal activity habits. The more teachers and educators know about these factors, the better chance 
they have of encouraging them to lead healthier lifestyle by offering healthier meals in schools 
or more opportunities to do sport. Interviews were carried out with 70 students in alternative 
secondary schools (Kubik, Lytle, & Fulkerson, 2005). The food choices and the chosen physi-
cal activities were affected by several factors, such as time, cost, availability and convenience. 
Access to healthy meals and sport is sometimes hindered in schools. According to the literature, 
social support from family members, friends, teachers and role models increases the likeli-
hood that students will eat healthy food and do physical activities. Socioeconomic status also 
clearly plays an important role in enhancing students’ healthy eating habits and increasing the 
amount of physical activities they carry out (Kubik, Lytle, & Fulkerson, 2005).  Many studies 
have been published which document the differences between the responses of girls and those 
of boys. Secondary school boys have a more positive attitude towards physical education than 
girls (Koca & Demirhan, 2004). Girls had lower self-esteem, and generally the high school age 
group scored lower on self-esteem than the elementary school students or university students 
(Frost  & McKelvie, 2004). The connection between weight management and physical activity 
was examined, vegetable and fruit consumption, and other lifestyle determiners, such as smok-
ing, among 15349 American high school students. Quarter of the students were overweight or 
almost overweight (25%). Altogether, 43% of the students were trying to lose weight, while 
19% of them were satisfied with their current weight. Boys were more likely to be overweight 
than girls, however girls were more likely to try to lose weight. Among girls, the attempt to 
loose weight is associated with smoking, intensive physical activities and strengthening exer-
cises, while among male students, it is linked to intensive physical activity, strengthening exer-
cises and eating more than 5 servings a day of fruit and vegetables.  Those students who want 
to maintain their body weight (g: 62%, b: 41%) combine physical exercise with a low fat and 
low calorie diet. Unhealthy weight control strategies like tablets, fasting, vomiting,  were used 
by 32% of girls and 17% of boys (Lowry et al., 2002). It is not only the age of the students, role 
models and parental patterns, but the type of physical activity that has a different effect on fe-
males and males. The effect of youth resistance training was studied among 11 and 13 year old 
students. This mode of exercise enhances muscle strength and endurance because the students 
need to work against resistance. This physical activity enhances students’ health and fitness and 
improves their performance in sport (Faigenbaum et al., 2009). Obesity is often associated with 
a sedentary lifestyle, and it affects more and more young people all over the world. It increases 
the risk of cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular diseases and other diseases, and therefore people are 
fighting against it in many ways. The chances of physically inactive students becoming over-
weight is much higher than among their physically active peers. An experiment was carried out 
recently on the  Balearic Islands, the results of which proved this connection (Muntaner-Mas, 
Vidal-Conti, Cantallops, Borrás, & Palou, 2017).  In order to establish or maintain a healthy 
lifestyle, it is important that students have adequate health literacy.  The correlation between 
health literacy tests among high school students and participation in club sport was examined, 
taking into consideration students’ gender, age, social status, performance at school and physi-
cal activity level. The health literacy of physically active (sport 6 to 7 times a week) male and 
female students (aged 13 and 15), students with at least a moderate level of achievement at 
school and middle or upper class students was higher if they were members of a sport club.  As 
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regards health literacy, activity within sport clubs had a particularly positive effect on students 
with a low or moderate level of school achievement. The more social groups a sporting facility 
is able to admit, the more it contributes to an equal level of health literacy (Paakkari, Kokko, 
Villberg, Paakkari, & Tynjala, 2017). Sports clubs are therefore an important factor, because 
they promote students’ health literacy and because most students find it important to be the 
member of a group when doing sport.  Icelandic adolescents’ physical activity level and par-
ticipation in sport clubs were examined in 1992, 1997, 2000 and 2006. On balance, the results 
suggest a significant increase in physical activities and participation in sport clubs among both 
genders over the past decade. However, more than half of the students polled do not dedicate as 
much time to sport as recommended, and less than one third of them achieve the recommended 
level of physical activity in the sports club. Health education should be a priority in order to 
allow teenagers to dedicate enough time to physical activities (Paakkari et al. 2017). Although 
the benefits of sports for health are well-known, the dangers of competitive sports have also 
been the focus of some studies which claimed that competitive sports might affect late teenage 
and adult behaviour. The results of a study involving 970 senior high school students suggest 
that those who pursued at least one form of competitive sport in the 12th grade were more prone 
to unlimited alcohol consumption during the two weeks preceding the study 1 to 4 years after 
graduation. Furthermore, those who participated in contact sports were more prone to unlimited 
alcohol consumption and marijuana abuse in the month prior to the study   (Veliz et al., 2017) . 
These data confirm that it is vital that students’ health consciousness is thoroughly understood 
along with their sports habits, eating habits and lifestyle. It is important that the difference be-
tween boys and girls is understood and that the number of overweight students is assessed. By 
evaluating the current situation and health education lessons, schools may be able to improve 
the health-consciousness of the next generation. 

Physical Education in Hungary

Paragraph 11 of § (6) A 27 of the Act on Public Education (PE) gradually phased in daily 
PE lessons in the first, fifth and ninth grades. PE as a subject and sport in secondary schools 
aim to expand students’ knowledge of sport and physical activities by developing various skills. 
Besides improving students’ adaptability and responsibility for their own health, this subject 
also teaches them how to combine sport and studying. Moreover, they experience the beneficial 
physiological effects of physical activities. The core curriculum of the subject establishes the 
pillars of students’ health-conscious adult lives later on1. Based on data reported by educational 
institutions of Hungary about health conditions of students of different age groups between 
7-18,  a study by OGYEI shows that a 10% of Hungarian primary and secondary school stu-
dent can be described as being obese. Hypertension affects 2.7% of 12th graders (whereas only 
0.21% of those in 2nd grade, the value rises gradually by aging). It also turned out that 5.6% 
of students participate in special PE of some kind or are exempted from PE lessons. (OGYEI 
2014). After the reform of PE in Hungary in 2012, several researches dealt with the oppor-
tunities and limitations within the new system. Besides recognising the positive effect of the 
increase in number of PE lessons on children’s physical culture and health, they raise attention 
to the fact that the infrastructure (both physical and human) does not provide an opportunity to 
high-quality education (Meszlényi, Borbélyi, Seregi, Morvay-Sey, & Rétsági, 2017). Though 
the participation of students in 5 PE occasions a week is compulsory since the reform, based 
on a survey among Hungarian schools (institutional level), it is argued that a third of students 
do not attend more than 3 times a week as being exempted for participating in extracurricular 
sport activities (Morvay-Sey & Rétsági, 2017). Németh (2014), based on data analysis of  Word 
Health Organisation (WHO) coordinated cross-national research HBSC (Health Behaviour in 
1	   http://kerettanterv.ofi.hu
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School-Aged Children) found no difference between those participating in the new PE system 
and others considering their health status. The authors, just like Uvacsek and Pusztafalvi (2018) 
in another, newer study based on HBSC data, show a robust difference between volumes of 
sport activities between boys and girls (latter group doing less sport). However, besides health 
status and behaviour, in this research children’s attitudes were not measured.

The Purpose of the Research

Daily PE lessons can have a huge effect on the sporting and lifestyle habits of the stu-
dents as they are exposed to it five times a week. It is important for teachers and professionals 
to know more about the students’ current sporting and lifestyle habits and opinions and prefer-
ences about physical activities to best fit the curriculum and the teaching practices according to 
the students’ needs.

On one hand, the present research focused on the Hungarian secondary school girl and 
boy students’ love for sport, and it aimed at mapping the frequency of their physical activities. 
On the other hand, the research examined the girls’ and boys’ motivation for doing sports, 
competitive sport participation, alcohol consumption and smoking habits as well as their eating 
habits.  

The present research aimed to answer the following questions:
1.	 How often do girls and boys perfom physical activities?
2.	 What is their self-reported love towards sports?
3.	 How satisfied the Hungarian girl and boy secondary school students are with the 

frequency of the physical exercise they perform? If they would like to do more 
sports, what are the factors that hinder them doing more physical activity?

4.	 What are the main motivating factors for doing sports for the students? 
5.	 What kind of activities are preferred by the girl/boy students?
6.	 Are there gender differences in terms of  healthy eating habits, BMI, smoking habits 

and alcohol consumption of the students?

Methodology of Research

General Background

By the academic year of 2016/2017, the  Paragraph 11 of § (6) A 27 of the Act on Public 
Education has been expanded to all secondary school classes in Hungary, which introduced 
daily PE  lessons for them. The experiment involved 333 secondary school students altogether, 
who volunteered to fill in an online anonymous questionnaire about their lifestyle habits. 

Sample Selection

In total, 333 Hungarian secondary school students, 188 girls (54%) and 145 boys (43.5%), 
responded to the anonymous online questionnaire. Their average age was 16.12 (SD: 1.52). 

All of the respondents had 5 PE lessons every week, more than half of the respondents 
were studying in gymnasiums (53.8%) while the rest of the students were attending vocational 
schools. In Hungary, secondary school usually lasts for 4 years in classes 9-12, in case of voca-
tional school there might be an additional year, referred as class 13. Table 1 shows the students’ 
classes with the gender distribution. Respondents were provided with a description of the re-
search at the beginning of the questionnaire and they were informed about the questionnaire’s 
question types, anonymity and the statistical methods. 
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Table 1. Students’ distribution among the classes. 

Class Students’ percentage (%) Girls (%) Boys (%)

9. 39.1 41.4 36.1

10. 24.2 23.7 25.0

11. 21.8 22.6 20.8

12. 11.8 8.6 16.0

13. 3.0 3.8 2.1

Instrument and Procedures

Students were asked to complete anonymous, online questionnaire 2, which aimed at 
collecting general information, such as gender, year of birth, type of secondary school they are 
attending, their class and their favourite subject. Their physical activity patterns, frequency of 
doing sports, competitive sport participation, motivation for doing sport were also asked. Using 
a 6-point Likert scale, we were able to gather information on students’ opinions of sports, where 
6 signified complete agreement and 1 signified a lack of agreement. Using a data reduction 
method, this information was categorised into four factors (activity, entertainment, competition 
and body-shaping). Furthermore, the questionnaire contained important information about the 
students’ eating habits, with regard to the current study. Their alcohol consumption and smok-
ing habits were also mapped. Using their own weight and height data, the respondents’ body 
mass index was calculated, which was used to estimate the prevalence of obesity. The question-
naire was approved by the Regional Research Ethics Committee of the Pécs. Students received 
the questionnaire link in class. 

Data Analysis

In order to examine the effects of daily PE lessons, students’ sporting habits and life-
styles from various perspectives were analyzed. IBM SPSS Statistics version 20 and Microsoft 
Excel 2010 software were applied to analyse the data and to create graphs. Descriptive statistics 
were used mainly. The confidence level used was 95%. 

Results of the Research

Love of Sport and Frequency of Physical Activities

In order to answer the first question (“How often do girls and boys perform physical 
activities and what is their self-reported love towards sports?’) their favourite subjects, their 
self-reported love for sport and the frequency of their physical activities were looked at.

When asked about their favourite subjects, physical education was in the top three among 
both high school boys and girls. For 17.6% of girls English came first, followed by PE (17.0%) 
and art (16.5%). For boys, PE was the absolute favourite (24.8%), whereas information technol-
ogy came second (17.2%), followed by mathematics (12.4%).  As attested by Figure 1, 53.8% 
of the girls and 64.8% of the boys polled said they had a positive opinion of sports. Based on the 
answers of the students in the study, girls are more indifferent to sports than boys (girls 27.7% 

2	  http://www.sporteseletmod.hu/letoltes/KerdoivMSEpiac.pdf 
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and boys 18.6%) and more girls than boys claimed that if they had to choose they would say 
that they did not like sport (girls 12.2% and boys 6.2). 

Figure 1. Differences between boys and girls regarding their love of sport (%).

More than 50% of boys and girls do sport every day or several times a week (girls 63.8% 
and boys 70.4%) There are a small number of boys and girls who do sport once a week (girls 
11.7% and boys 9.7%). Approximately the same percentage of boys do sport every day (34.5%) 
or several times a week (35.9%), whereas among girls there was a bigger difference (29.3% 
and 27.8%, respectively). 16.5% of girls and 13.1% of boys claimed that they do sport less than 
once a week. A mere 4.8% of girls and 6.9% of boys exclude sport completely from their lives. 
When answering the second question (“Are Hungarian girl and boy secondary school students 
satisfied with the frequency of the physical exercise they perform? If not, what are the factors 
that hinder them doing more physical activity?’), it has been found that 75.5% of girls and 
64.8% of boys want to do more sport than they currently can. They had various reasons for their 
dissatisfaction, including a lack of time (girls 59.4% and boys 54.6%), tiredness (girls 24.8% 
and boys 21.8%). A lack of money (girls 5.5% and boys 7.6%) and a lack of company (girls 
5.5% and boys 5%) also prevent some students from getting as much exercise as they would 
like. 0.6% of girls and 2.5% of boys feel that their families prevent them from doing it. The rest 
are satisfied with their current sports habits and do not wish to spend more time doing exercise 
(girls 24.5% and boys 35.2%).  

It has been indicated in the scientific literature (Dyer et al, 2017) that the frequency of 
physical activities can affect the student’s academic achievement, a positive correlation was 
found between the students’ biology grades and the frequency of their sport related activities 
(Pearson correlation: .134, p=.014). 

Activities and Motivation for Sport

To provide a comprehensive answer for the third question (“What are the main moti-
vating factors for doing sports for the students? “), the students answers were descriptively 
analysed. 

The main motivations for doing sport was having fun (boys 28.3% and girls 22.9%) and 
looking good (girls 22.3% and boys 18.6%). Table 2 shows that more girls (13.8%) do sport in 
order to lose weight than boys (6.9%). Girls were also more motivated by health preservation, 
too (girls 16.5% and boys 11.7%). However, competition was a greater motivation for boys 
(boys 13.1% and girls 10.1%). Parents had a minimal role to play in motivation and there were 
students who were not motivated to do sport by anything (boys 13.8% and girls 8.5%). 
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Table 2. Girls and Boys motivation for doing sports.

Motivating factor Girls (%) Boys (%)

Having fun 22.9 28.3
Health prevention 16.5 11.7
Competition 10.1 13.1
Parents 2.7 2.1
Looking good 22.3 18.6
Losing weight 13.8 6.9
Nothing 8.5 13.8
Other 3.2 5.5

When answering the fourth question (‘What kind of activities are preferred by the girl/
boy students?’), the descriptive statistics showed that most students run on a regular basis (girls 
22.9% and boys 27.8%). Aerobics and yoga were, not surprisingly, more popular with girls 
(11.7% and 4.8%). No boys chose aerobics and very few mentioned yoga as their favourite 
activity (boys 0% and girls 1.4%). However, 22.9% of boys said football was their favourite ac-
tivity, whereas only 9% of girls chose this sport. Horse-riding was 6 % more popular with girls 
(girls 7.4% and boys 1.4%). 27.1% of girls and 25.3% of boys pursue other physical activities. 

Both boys and girls liked doing sport with friends the most (girls 45.7% and boys: 51%). 
More girls than boys like to do sport alone (girls 27.7% and boys 13.8%). Team sports, how-
ever, show the opposite tendency (boys 22.8% and girls 17.6%).  

As far as sporting venues are concerned, 36.2% of girls like to do sport outdoors and 
34% of them go to the gym. 22.3% do sport at home and a mere 4.8% like doing sport at school. 
Boys show a similar tendency, but 44.1% of them like to do exercise outdoors. They also like 
going to the gym (31.7%). Only 11% of boys like to do physical activities at home, which is 
half the percentage of girls. However, they do not really like doing sport at school either (5.5%). 

Many boys have pursued competitive sport at some point (44.8%), 26.2% currently do 
and 29% have never tried it, while 40.4% of girls have tried competitive sport at some point 
and a mere 16.5% currently do. Therefore, a higher percentage of girls (43.1%) have never tried 
competitive sport. 

In order to be able to answer the fifth question (“Are there gender differences in terms of 
healthy eating habits, BMI, smoking habits and alcohol consumption of the students?’) first of 
all, the answers were observed for the question: “How important is healthy nutrition to you?’. 

As Table 3. indicates more girls consider it important (30.3%) or very important (16.5%) 
than boys (27.6, 15.9), although the majority of the students only occasionally pay attention to 
healthy eating (girls: 33.5%, boys: 42.1%). 

Table 3. Self- reported importance of healthy nutrition of girls and boys.

Importance of healthy nutrition Girls (%) Boys (%)

Very important 16.5 15.9
Important 30.3 27.6

I pay attention if I have time. (Occasionally) 33.5 42.1

I do not care. 19.7 14.5
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The competitive sport participation and healthy eating were observed together. As Fig-
ure 2 suggests, there were more outliers among girls. 48.86% of girls who have pursued com-
petitive sport at some point only pay attention to healthy eating when they have the time and 
21.05% find it important. 17.11% consider it vital and 13.16% ignore it.  Of the girls who 
have never tried competitive sport, 18.52% find healthy eating vital, 34.57% find it important, 
37.04% only pay attention to it when they have the time and 9.88% ignore it. 9.68% of girls 
who are currently pursuing competitive sport find healthy eating vital, 48.39% find it impor-
tant, 32.26% only pay attention to it when they have the time and 9.68% ignore it.   Among 
boys the distribution was more uniform, however the percentage of those who ignored healthy 
eating was higher in all three categories.  10.77% of boys who have tried competitive sport at 
some point consider healthy eating vital, 30.77% find it important and 33.85% pay attention to 
it when they have the time. 24.62% ignore it. Boys who have never pursued competitive sport 
show a similar tendency. (14.29%; 26.19%; 33.33%; and 26.19%).  A higher percentage of boys 
who are currently doing competitive sport find healthy eating vital (26.32%), 18.42% believe it 
is important, 28.95% pay attention to it when they have the time and 26.32% ignore it.  

 

Figure 2. Correlation between competitive sport and healthy eating with regard 
to gender.

Positive correlation was found between the given answers on a 6-point Likert scale for 
the following sentences: ‘I do a sport only if there is a possibility for competition’ and ‘I do 
sports regularly in order to maintain my health’. (Pearson correlation: .243, p=.000007).

Based on our data, the majority of boys and girls do not smoke. In all three cases, the 
proportion of boys and girls who have never smoked was above 60% (those who have pursued 
competitive sport at some point: boys 61.84% and girls 60%; those who have never tried com-
petitive sport: boys 74.07% and girls 69.05%; those who are currently doing competitive sport: 
boys 70.97% and girls 78.95%). Most of the boys who smoke several times a day are the ones 
who have pursued competitive sport at some point (19.74%). 9.68% of boys who are currently 
doing competitive sport and 6.17% of boys who have never tried competitive sport claim they 
smoke several times a day. Girls show a similar tendency: 18.46% of girls who have pursued 
competitive sport at some point, 5.26% of girls who are currently doing competitive sport and 
4.76 of girls who have never tried competitive sport smoke several times a day. When examin-
ing the smoking habits and a weight-losing lifestyle, we found that 64.7% of girls never smoke 
and 10.3% smoke on a daily basis, whereas these percentages for boys were 72% and 16.2%, 
respectively. As regards alcohol consumption (Figure 3.), there is larger number of abstinent 
boys than girls (boys who have pursued competitive sport: 27.63%, girls who have pursued 
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competitive sport: 21.54%; boys who have never tried competitive sport: 41.98%, girls who 
have never tried competitive sport: 26.19%; boys who are currently doing competitive sport: 
41.94%, girls who are currently doing competitive sport: 28.95%).

Figure 3. Percentages of girls’ and boys’ alcohol consumption frequency and 
competitive sport participation.

It has also been examined how many students consider their diet as a motivation for 
sport, and whether they pay attention to healthy eating and 14.7% of girls who are motivated 
by a desire to lose or maintain weight find healthy eating vital, 29.4% consider it important, 
44.1% only pay attention to it when they have the time and 11.8% ignore it. Among boys these 
percentages were 18.9%, 29.7%, 27.0% and 24.3%, respectively (Figure 4.). 

Figure 4. Sport motivation and healthy eating habits with regard to genders.

More than half, 55.9% of girls who do sport in order to lose weight or to look good do 
not consider themselves obese, 25% say that they are moderately obese and 19.1% feel that they 
are obese.  For boys whose main motivation is to look good, these numbers were 54.1%, 21.6% 
and 24.3%, respectively.  All in all, 46.81% of girls and 27.59% of boys have tried to go on a 
diet at some point. As regards the BMI index of the students filling in the questionnaire, 33% 
were underweight, 50.2% were normal weight and 16.8% were overweight. Out of the girls, 
35.1% fall into the underweight category, 47.3% of them are in the normal weight category and 
17.6% are overweight. As for the boys, 30.3% are underweight, 53.8% are in the normal weight 
category and 15.9% are overweight.  
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Striking differences were not found as to whether students of various BMI levels pay 
more or less attention to their daily calorie and nutritional intake.  Having filtered out outliers, 
it can be seen on Figure 5 that, the more frequently a student does exercise, the more their BMI 
value decreases. 

Figure 5: Frequency of physical activity and the students BMI values.

While answering the questions of the present research, it can be highlighted that more 
boys do sports daily or more times a week (70.4%) than girls (63.8%). Boys self-reported “love 
for sport’ answers averages also got higher scores than the girls’ averages (like sports very 
much: boys: 38.6%, girls: 36.2%˛/ like sport: boys: 26.2%, girls: 17.6%). When mapping their 
favorite subjects, PE was at second place in case of girls (17%), while boys love PE the most 
(24.8%) as a subject in school. Girls (75.5%) would like to do physical activities more often 
than boys (64.8%). The main reported causes of not having enough sport related activities are 
the lack of time and tiredness. The main sport motivating factors of the students are “having fun’ 
(girls: 22.9%, boys: 28.3%) and “looking good’ (girls: 22.3%, boys: 18.6%) for both genders. 

Running showed to be the most favored activity by both genders (girls: 22.9%, boys: 
27.8%), while boys also indicated football often as their preferred physical activity (22.9%). 
Doing sport with the peers is more appealing for the boys (love to do sports with their friends: 
boys: 51.0%, girls: 45.7%), while more girls than boys love to do individual sports (27.7% > 
13.8%). Outdoor activities are preferred by both genders (girls: 36.2%, boys, 44.1%) and also 
the gym got high averages (girls: 34%, boys: 31.7%). Both genders reported school as their 
least favored location for physical activities. Competitive sports are more popular among boys 
than girls. Even if 40.4% of girls and 44.8% of boys have tried in before, currently 26.2% of 
boys and 16.5% of girls are doing competitive sports.

As Table 3. indicates more girls consider healthy eating important (30.3%) or very im-
portant (16.5%) than boys (27.6, 15.9), although the majority of the students only occasionally 
pay attention to healthy eating (girls: 33.5%, boys: 42.1%). The BMI values showed that 33% 
of the students’ were underweight, 50.2% fell into the normal category and 16.8% were over-
weight. More girls are underweight or overweight than boys (35.1% > 30.3% / 17.6% > 15.9%). 
More boys fell into the normal BMI category (53.8%> 47.3%) than girls. The results showed 
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that the majority of the students were non-smokers, but for the alcohol consumption boys ap-
peared to be more abstinent than girls. 

Discussion 

The main aim of the research was to broaden the picture of the current sporting habits 
and lifestyle attributes of secondary school girl and boy students in order to provide a better 
picture about their needs. The results of the present study may support practicing teachers and 
professionals to be able to adjust the PE to these needs of the students and therefore the Para-
graph 11 of § (6) A 27 Public Education Act may reach its fullest potential. The second aim was 
to provide data that could be useful for further international comparative analysis.

Physical inactivity increases the probability of higher BMI values among students 
(Muntaner-Mas et al., 2017). Obesity among children can have long-term health consequences 
(Must, 1996), therefore health education plays a crucial role in (Eithsdottir et al., 2008) shaping 
the lifestyle habits of the next generation. The present study supports the claim that boys have a 
more positive attitude to PE than girls (Koca & Demirhan, 2004). Therefore, as was described 
before (Pano & Markola, 2012), boys appear to be more active than girls.

Students find the amount of time they can dedicate to exercise insufficient. They believe 
the main reason for this is a lack of time (Pano & Markola, 2012). This is supported by the 
opinions of the students in this research, according to which 75.5% of girls and 64.8% of boys 
would like to spend more time getting exercise than they were at the time the questionnaire was 
completed. The lack of time, tiredness, lack of money and lack of company were indicated as 
the biggest hindrance. Both boys and girls like doing sport with their friends the most (girls 
45.7% and boys 51%). Girls prefer to do exercise on their own (girls 27.7% and boys 13.8%) 
whereas boys prefer team sports (boys 22.8% and girls 17.6%). Children’s physical activity 
levels, other lifestyle determiners and their connection to obesity have been widely investi-
gated. Those children who were doing more physical activities had higher BMI values than the 
others (Koca, Akcam, Serdaroglu, & Dereci, 2017). There is a positive relationship between the 
amount of time spent in front of the TV and BMI (Xu, Li, Ware, & Oven, 2008). Food practices 
in schools are associated with body mass index (Kubik, Lytle, & Story, 2005).  In this study, the 
two main motivating factors for doing sports are the entertaining nature of sport and the fact 
that it can help them look better. 

Based on the literature, girls go on diets more often than boys (Lowry et al., 2002) and 
this claim is supported by the fact that the number of adolescent girls who do sport in order 
to lose weight is higher (girls 13.8% and boys: 6.9%). The collected data suggest that health 
preservation also motivates young people to do sport (girls 16.5% and boys 11.7%).Competi-
tion is a more common motivation among boys (boys 13.11% and girls 11.1%). A surprisingly 
small number of students mentioned parents as a motivation (girls 2.7% and boys 2.1%) al-
though the literature suggests that this is one of the key factors in establishing healthy eating 
habits and an active lifestyle among the next generation (Kubik et al. 2005).  According to the 
findings, students prefer to pursue sport outdoors (girls 36.2% and boys 44.1%). Gyms were 
also popular (girls 34% and boys 31.4%), however a surprisingly small number of students 
mentioned doing sport at school (girls 4.8% and boys 5.5%), even though PE was the second 
favourite subject among girls (17.0%) and one of the boys’ favourite subjects (24.8%).  Baley 
R. (2006) proved that the 5 domains described previously (physical, lifestyle, affective, social, 
cognitive) that are the outcomes of children’s PE and sport  can have a significant contribution 
to children’s development (Bailey, 2006).  Previous studies have shown that competitive sports 
shape personalities significantly (Veliz et al., 2017). Based on this study, 44.8% of girls and 
40.4% of boys have pursued competitive sport at some point, however larger number of boys 
(26.2%) than girls (16.5%) were pursuing competitive sport at the time when the questionnaire 
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was completed. 43.1% of girls have never tried competitive sport.  A correlation was found 
between the given answers on a 6-point Likert scale for the following sentences: ‘I do a sport 
only if there is a possibility for competition’ and  ‘I do sports regularly in order to maintain my 
health’. (Pearson correlation: .243, p=.000007). When further observing the answers, 9.68% 
of girls who are currently pursuing competitive sport find healthy eating vital and the same 
percentage claim that they ignore it. A fairly high 48.39% of students always pay attention to 
healthy eating, whereas 32.26% only observe healthy eating habits when they have the time. 
On the whole, more than half of the girls who are currently pursuing sport (48.39% + 9.68%) 
regularly pay attention to healthy eating. Boys who are currently doing sport gave completely 
different answers. Considerably more boys than girls (26.32%) pay disciplined attention to 
healthy eating but only 18.42% found it important. All in all, there are fewer boys who always 
pay attention to healthy eating than girls (boys 44.74% and girls 58.07%). When examining the 
smoking and drinking habits of students who are currently doing competitive sport, according 
to the data, they consciously avoid these harmful activities. Based on the studies of Damsgaard 
et al. (2001), getting exercise does not affect body composition and adolescents’ development 
(Damsgaard, Bencke, Matthiesen, Petersen, & Müller, 2001), however it may have an effect on 
other areas including academic performance (Fox, Barr-Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer, & Wall, 
2010) and it also decreases the risk of developing diseases later on. The positive effect of sports 
on students’ marks in mathematics and English has already been examined (Dyer et al., 2017). 
The findings indicate that there is a correlation between doing sport and girls’ marks in biol-
ogy.  However, of all students, both boys and girls who are currently pursuing competitive sport 
had the best marks in biology, which could be because these students pay more attention to the 
subject or are motivated by extrinsic or intrinsic factors.  Academic performance and team sport 
participation has also been examined in this study. The results did not show significant relation-
ship between playing team sports and good performance at school.  

Self-reported data showed that more girls go on diets than boys (boys 27.59% and girls 
46.81%), this claim is supported by Lowry et al. (2002). As for the BMI index, 33% were un-
derweight, 50.2% were normal weight and 16.8% were overweight. Out of the girls, 35.1% are 
underweight, 47.3% are in the normal weight category and 17.6% are overweight. As for the 
boys, 30.3% are underweight, 53.8% has ideal body weight and 15.9% are overweight.  This 
study did not show any striking differences as to whether students of various BMI levels pay 
more or less attention to their daily calorie and nutritional intake. The self-esteem of high school 
students, particularly girls, is very low (Frost & McKelvie, 2004). Many of them complement 
their diet with sport. The effects of different physical activities on adolescents is a popular re-
search topic (Faigenbaum et al., 2009). To continue this research, it has been observed whether 
students who are doing sport or are trying to lose or maintain their weight pay attention to 
healthy eating. 44.1% of girls find healthy eating important and the same percentage pay atten-
tion to it when they have the time, whereas 11.8% ignore it. For boys, these percentages were 
48.6%, 27% and 24.3%, respectively. Male students are more extreme, as larger number of boys 
believe that healthy eating is important or ignore it.  Among girls there is link between leading 
a weight loss lifestyle and smoking (Lowry et al., 2002). This research, however, did not reflect 
this, as 64.7% of girls who are trying to lose weight have never smoked, and 10.3% smoke 
daily, whereas 72% of boys who are trying to lose weight smoke, and 16.2% smoke daily. 

Conclusions 

This research described physical activity patterns and lifestyle attributes of Hungarian 
secondary school students. During PE lessons it is important for the teachers to know what kind 
of exercises should be done by the students that would best satisfy their needs. 

Veronika VÉGH, Gergely HORZSA, Zsolt B. NAGY, Gábor ELBERT, Henriette PUSZTAFALVI. Hungarian secondary school students’ 
physical activity patterns with regard to gender



PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION
IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 76, No. 5, 2018

751

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online)

By offering boys more competitive exercises and girls more body-shaping practices, 
gender differences would be considered. Despite having PE lessons every day, students want to 
get more exercise, however the lack of time and tiredness prevent them from doing so. PE is the 
favourite lesson for the majority of the students, however school is their least favourite place to 
do exercise. By knowing this, the PE lessons could be adjusted to provide exercises that may 
reduce this dissatisfaction. 

In spite of the fact, this research provides information about secondary school students 
sporting and lifestyle habits, further research and evaluation is needed to be able to draw a 
conclusion on the current state of health education in Hungarian high schools and the effect of 
such policies and to help us better understand the nature of these elements by means of national 
representative samples. 
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