PAGE  
15
Critical Research


Running Head: CRITICAL RESEARCH ARTICLE CRITIQUE
Critical Research Article Critique

Corey J. Ivany (MUN ID#: 009435660)

Education 6100

Memorial University of Newfoundland

Abstract
This paper is an academic critique of a critical research article written by Murray Drummond entitled The Meaning of Boys’ Bodies in Physical Education (2003).  In the pages which follow, I attempt to draw out the major themes implicit within Drummond’s work, as well as to place his research into the critical domain, however tenuous his connection to that methodology may be.  That is, as a critical reader of this text, I indicate how Drummond fails to present evidence that his work can be considered as critical or action based research but that rather, his work is merely a step in that direction.  The emancipatory qualities which necessarily accompany such research are clearly absent from this text as was praxis from the research activity itself.  Additionally, I show how the work cannot be considered valid due to problematic sampling techniques and a failure to triangulate data collection techniques.  By and large, the work is vague and at best, it can be considered to be a source of argument for the need to conduct critical research into the ways that boys develop in terms of their involvement in sport and their efforts to conform to the archetypal male body image as presented in popular culture and within the educational institutions they attend.
Critical Research Article Critique

In his article The Meaning of Boys’ Bodies in Physical Education, Murray J. N. Drummond (2003) attempts to develop an explanation of the importance that physical education has in boys’ lives as they progress through adolescence and the impacts which may result from inclusion (and exclusion) in (and from) popular sports activities.  Throughout the course of the article, Drummond explores the connections between sport and the formation of male identity, as well as the influence that sports participation during the teenage years can have on the amount of physical activity in which males engage as adults.  Pertinently, the author contextualizes his topic through references to the current educational trends which emphasize the safe and secure development of female body identity.  That is, in recent years, educators have focused much attention on this topic as a result of the action research that has been developing over the past couple of decades which deals with the negative influences of media, popular-culture, and indeed, the education system.  Drummond recognizes (and expects his reader to follow suit) the fact that similar patterns exist within these constructs which influence boys’ body image.  In discussing this connection between gendered influences, Drummond suggests that researchers are able to use “women’s histories of body image concerns as a looking glass through which we can highlight men’s body-image concerns” (2003, p. 132).

The emerging concerns about boys’ body image in education and educational research is resultant of two primary sources according to Drummond: (i) marketing and (ii) sports activities (particularly, physical education within schools).  In his discussion and introduction to the topic of boys’ reflexive identities, the author refers to Pope et. al. (2000) regarding the “commodification” of boys’ bodies – the mass marketing of an archetypal image, which Drummond and others argue (correctly, I might add) serves as a gauge with which boys measure their successes, especially in terms of image (particularly, though not limited to, that of the body).  Beyond this, Drummond points a proverbial elbow (though not quite a finger) at educational institutions as a “potential source of the problem” (emphasis mine; Drummond, 2003, p. 132).  
Problem

Purpose
Drummond clearly and explicitly states in his abstract that his paper “highlights the importance of physicality in boys’ lives” (2003, p.131).  This is indeed the case, as he spends much time developing sections on how masculinity is directly perceived as being relational and connected with participation and skill in terms of sports activities.  Additionally, much of the paper is devoted to providing personal historical (interview) data from the perspective of boys who are both “successful” and “unsuccessful” in terms of sports participation and, as a result, of achieving a physical status which is relative to the archetypal image presented in popular-culture.

While this is the case, I found myself returning to the title and comparing these focal points with it.  I was confused.  At first glance, the title suggests that how boys develop positive and negative body images within (and as a result of) Physical Education classes will be the primary focus.  This is not the case.  Of course, Drummond does indeed spend some time discussing the need for professional physical educators to take into account the influence that participation in sport may have on all individuals within their classes but for the most part, this seems to be a secondary focus (perhaps even an afterthought) on the part of the author.  Perhaps it is an implication of the fact that the research was preformed on younger males (school-age boys) that access to sport is primarily a result of their experiences at school.  Yet, the Physical Education class seems to be more of a focus in terms of those boys identified as “unsuccessful”.  The “successful” boys, who are described as “mesomorphic” (Drummond, 2003, p. 134), tend to relate to the sports that they play rather than the context in which they play them.  In point of fact, the sports discussed by the “successful” boys seem to be unrelated to their educational experiences.  This is explored somewhat in the section subtitled The successful Body, where the author refers to Tinning (1985) and the notion that physical educators were generally “successful” as youths themselves and therefore, they are unable to identify with “the experiences of having a marginalized body” (Drummond, 2003, p. 138).

Beyond this, another focus seems to emerge throughout the course of Drummond’s development of his topic: the notion that boys who do not have positive experiences with sport and who feel “unsuccessful” in terms of their bodies as young men will abstain from participation in physical activities as adults (Drummond, 2003, p. 133).  Drummond refers to Pritchard, Nowson, & Wark (1997) where it is noted that “more and more men [are] becoming obese” and he relates this to his argument regarding the importance of developing a good body-image as a youth.  He posits here that if men develop positive body images as boys and learn to enjoy physical activity, fewer cases of obesity will exist among adult males.  

Thus, three major areas of focus are presented in this article: (i) the presentation of archetypal body images and how they affect young men’s social development; (ii) the affects of physical education on boys’ development as individuals; and (iii) the affects of early experiences with sport and physical activity on the lives of adult males in terms of health and lifestyle.  While each of these topics is dealt with in some detail, the general focus of the article seems to be based primarily on the importance of physicality and success in sport on the social development of young males.  
Questions
The questions which drive Drummond’s research in The Meaning of Boys’ Bodies in Physical Education are not stated explicitly within the text but rather, they are implied throughout.  Primarily, Drummond seems concerned with the question of how boys’ experiences in sports activities affect their social development as individuals at a young age and later in life.  While this is the case, there is no clear outlining of this question and indeed, one may argue that this is not the thrust behind the research.  That is, as the paper takes on a multifaceted focus, it is difficult to narrowly define the author’s goals.  
The decision to go without clearly indicating his research questions raises some serious concerns about the author’s preparations for the research.  Drummond refers to an “interview guide” on page 135 of the article, although he never offers an explanation of this guide anywhere else.  It can be presumed that a semi-structured approach to the interviews was taken (more on this below in the sub-section on Procedures under Method).  Indeed, the description of the interview contexts (though relatively vague) suggests that the interviews were naturalistic and inductive, which suggests a less than formal approach (indicative of the critical approach):  “the [interview] questions were essentially based on the male’s responses to previous questions” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135).  

Literature

Drummond draws extensively on relative literature throughout the entire article and he does a good job of synthesizing the literature into a cohesive basis for his arguments.  He begins (somewhat unabashedly) by referring to his own previous works and those of others such as Morgan (2002) in the identification of the fact that males do indeed currently experience problems with body-image.  Additionally, he refers to research regarding body image in females, such as that of O’Dea (2000) and Pope, et. al. (2000).  
If there is a strong point to Drummond’s work in this text, it is clearly his reliance on pertinent literature.  He qualifies every major statement or point of argument, especially those which are relatively new and therefore controversial, with a reference to another’s work.  Often, as noted above, he refers to his own previous work.  I personally see this as a strong point rather than a weakness – it is clear that Drummond is well versed on this topic.  Perhaps this is why his text seems so loose (for lack of a better term) in terms of dealing with a specific focus.  

While the author’s use and inclusion of available literature can be seen as validating for his research in this article, it is important to note that this is often the crux of his argument.  That is, the article regularly resembles a skilled review of literature.  As such, it is difficult to classify Drummond’s research as critical beyond the notion that he identifies the relationship of his data to the critical and emancipatory research of others.  For example, while he identifies the fact that physical education can negatively affect the body images of certain individuals who are unable to conform to an archetypal image, he simply suggests that things need to change.  He does not offer any explanation of how this might occur, nor does he indicate any sort of personal investment or identification with the participants within a framework of change (praxis).
Theory
Drummond’s work is well grounded in terms of literature but, as I suggested in the previous section, it seems that this is as far as he is able to proceed.  That is, Drummond does not offer any sort of grounded theory in terms of what ought to be done – this is an integral part of action research.  It could be argued that Drummond attempts to theorize the effects of “unsuccessful bodies” and negative experiences in sport as young men can lead to a greater chance of obesity in adulthood but this connection is cursory to say the least.  The author refers to his own work (Drummond, 2001) on page 133 of the article where he states that “Not having the skills and ability to feel comfortable about pursuing physical activity throughout life may have detrimental effects upon lifelong health” (Drummond, 2003).  Additionally, he cites Pritchard, Nowson, & Wark (1997) suggesting that “physical activity must become an integral part of men’s lives for overall health and well-being” (Drummond, 2003, p. 133).  While this review of literature is enlightening, Drummond does not go so far as to develop a clear theory here.  The need for change is clearly articulated, but it would appear that the author is either unable or unwilling to posit a theory as to how this change may occur.  Perhaps this has to do with the author’s comment that his research is “designed to be a platform upon which further research can be grounded in the burgeoning area of masculine studies” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135).
Method

Sampling
If the review of literature is Drummond’s strongest point in this research report, his sampling is perhaps his weakest and most troubling.  It is clear that quantitative methods are not appropriate for sample selection within critical research as there is no direct attempt to generalize beyond each individual case or group to a greater population.  While this is true, the sampling in this research is detrimental to purpose, in my opinion.  That is, Drummond clearly identifies physical education and physical educators as part of the problem in terms of negative body image.  Yet, where does his sample come from? – Physical Education teachers.  “Twenty-four males were interviewed… ten identified by their physical education teachers as being outstanding achievers in sport.  The remaining 14 were identified by their physical education teachers as being non-achievers in sport and school physical activity” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135.)  


Additionally, the number of physical education teachers is not noted.  Were there two?  Three?  Ten?  From how many school contexts were the individual students drawn?  Were all of the “achievers” from the same school?  Different school?  Did they achieve to a comparable level with one another?  What does “non-achiever” mean?  Someone who is unable to score points?  Someone who is unable to run for ten minutes?  Two minutes?  At all?  Why was there no attempt to balance the number of “achievers” with “non-achievers”?  Too many questions remain after the sample is identified (or rather, not identified) for the it to be valid.  It may be perfectly valid, but the author does not prove it so.  Thus, the validity of the entire project is jeopardized. 
Procedures and Analysis
Drummond clearly indicates that “In-depth interviewing was the selected method of data collection” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135).  Such a method is clearly a valid approach in terms of critical research.  The aim of such research is praxis and action.  That is, critical researchers attempt to understand the participants’ contexts and to identify the social underpinnings which serve to oppress them both as a group and individually.  The participants in this research who are identified as having “unsuccessful bodies” are indeed oppressed.  Drummond is right in using interviewing to offer a voice to these boys.  However, he fails to add his own voice to theirs with enough impact to have his research reach a level of emancipation.  That is, while valuable, the research is not action based.  Beyond this, as the sample is small and not inclusive or well explained, the failure to draw data from the participants via any other means beyond interviewing is detrimental to the author’s efforts as well.  That is, Drummond makes no apparent effort to triangulate his data collection.  Further, as the major theory which is developed here has to do with the effects of negative body image on boys as they grow into adults, Drummond’s failure to include interviews with men who were in this position as boys is also a point of disappointment. 

The interview techniques employed are termed “in-depth” and “inductive” (Drummond 2003, p. 135).  While this may indeed be true, the author makes no effort to explain the nature of the interviews in any detail.  This may be attributed to the fact that, as inductive, the interviews were largely unstructured and naturalistic.  That is, Drummond does indicate that the interviews were conducted either at the participant’s school or at his home, depending on the individual’s preference.  He notes that “The participants chose their location in order to allow for convenience and feelings of ease with respect to the interview process” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135).  


The method of recording for the primary interview with each participant is clearly indicated (audio-tape) but is it unclear whether the subsequent interviews (shorter in length) were recorded in the same fashion or whether the author made any use of notes, video, etc.  Additionally, while the interviews were “transcribed verbatim” and “coded” (Drummond, 2003, p. 135) there is no clear indication as to the nature of the coding.

Validity
As suggested in the previous sub-sections, the validity of Drummond’s research is seriously jeopardized both by his sampling techniques and his lack of triangulation.  In critical research, it is imperative to understand the context of one’s participants.  That being the case, Drummond ought to have made more of an effort to achieve a level of praxis in his research.  There is no clear indication that the author has identified at all with his participants… in this light, it seems that Drummond’s participants are more like his research subjects.  I raise this point here because of the notion of language both in the concept of critical research and in light of this particular article.  In addition to the lack of description, Drummond’s use of particular phrases indicate that praxis has not occurred.  For example, in his discussion of boys identified as less skilled, he states that “many had come to terms with their inferior athletic skills” (emphasis mind; Drummond 2003, p. 139).  The use of this phrase is notable.  Had the author come to any level of connection and understanding with his ‘subjects’, he would never use such a term in this context.  The implications of phrases such as this one are precisely those that Drummond is identifying and (presumably) attempting to deflect.  Thus, as an attempt at critical research, language such as this invalidates Drummond’s position.  He is neither an agent of change nor a participant/collaborator… at best, he is an aggressive observer.

Beyond this, lack of description in terms of what is meant by such terms as “non-achiever” and “unsuccessful body” raise concerns regarding the sample.  Indeed, as stated above, too many questions exist regarding the sample for it to be considered valid in the first place.  Therefore, Drummond’s research is by and large lacking in validity.

Results

Summary of Themes and Interpretation
Drummond clearly articulates his themes in the conclusion subsection of the article.  In point of fact, it is here that the themes are actually revealed.  In terms of method, this is perhaps a wise idea on Drummond’s part as his themes and focus tend to encompass a large (arguably too large) variety of topics within the context of boys’ bodies and their involvement in physical activity.  This is not to say that the themes are not important or valid in and of themselves… on the contrary, they are essential to any sort of emancipation for the group of boys identified as “unsuccessful” in terms of their bodies.  What I am suggesting is that Drummond’s ideas are valid but the scope of his research and the development of these themes leaves the reader wanting and the themes themselves incomplete.  To use an analogy, the reader is like a child looking through the pane glass window of a toy store… we can glimpse the wonders inside but we are, in the end, left with nothing more than that glimpse.


In terms of the author’s interpretation of the research and data, it is clear that Drummond has an excellent grasp on the problems that his ‘subjects’ face.  From body image to rapport with their physical education teachers, the author is able to articulate and interpret the source of boys’ body issues and the resultant effects as they enter manhood.  The notion of masculinity and sport  connected with body image is, in the author’s own words “undeniable” (Drummond, 2003, p. 140).  Again, however, where the level of interpretation falls short is in terms of the lack of critical approach.  Drummond does indeed identify the oppressive underpinnings of popular culture and educational institutions, but he fails to achieve praxis and therefore, action.
Conclusions

Answers to Research Questions
It is difficult to discern whether or not Drummond’s questions have been answered, as he failed to clearly articulate them in the first place.  If I was correct in suggesting that Drummond seeks answers to the question of  how boys’ experiences in sports activities affect their social development as individuals at a young age and later in life, then yes, his question is answered.  However, upon analysis, it is unclear as to whether this was a question or a premise.  Did the author begin his research with this knowledge or did he seek it through his research?  The data seem to support the notion that this question can be answered in the affirmative.

Discussion and Implications

While I found Drummond’s discussion of his research to be very clear and articulate, I found it to be quite repetitive.  As stated above, the entire report seems to be more of a literature review than a critical research undertaking.  As such, were the author to be any less articulate, the article would have been downright painful to read.  That being said, in some ways, the discussion was extremely disappointing.  The focus of the discussion was quite broad and, as a result, too cursory and lacking in detail.  Beyond this, the fact that the author made use of phrases and language that actually support the oppression of his research participants is alarming in terms of the supposition that The Meaning of Boys’ Bodies in Physical Education is supposed to fall under the category of critical research.

Through the discussion of the research, Drummond does achieve one goal: the articulation of the implications of his research.  His suggestion that his work is not all inclusive and that it is meant as a ‘platform’ for other researchers (noted above) is indicative of the fact that he is aware of his shortcomings.  This does not relieve the disappointment which results from the lack-lustre impact of this particular article, but it does suggest that Drummond is perhaps more concerned with the implications of his work rather than his immediate results.

Personal Analytic Statement

When I first read the title of this article I became physically excited.  I actually jumped from my chair and went to tell my wife about the great opportunity I would have to explore a critical research report which deals with a topic of great interest to me.  After reading the article for the first time (and in all subsequent readings) I felt entirely disappointed.  This is probably clear from the discussion above.  While interesting in terms of what the article represents, the research itself cannot, in my opinion, be classified as critical beyond the point that the author identifies the oppressiveness which underpins physical education and the presentation of a male archetype in popular culture as mechanisms of reinforcement in terms of social norms.  In this light, it is not that the research is uncritical that is so frustrating… it is the fact that it comes so close to being valuable and emancipatory that makes reading it maddening.  

This being said, it is important to recognize the critical elements of Drummond’s research which do exist and the implications which are inherent in his work.  That is, one of the author’s goals was to lay additional framework, perhaps a cohesive and solid “platform” (as he calls it) from which other researchers may embark in their efforts to give voice to the young males who are unable to conform to the archetypal image of manhood through involvement in sport or otherwise.
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