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ABSTRACT
The International Charter for Physical Education, Physical Activity, and
Sport clearly states that vested agencies must participate in creating a
strategic vision and identify policy options and priorities that enable the
fundamental right for all people to participate in meaningful physical
activity across their life course. Physical literacy is a rapidly evolving
concept being used in policy making, but it has been limited by pre-
existing and sometimes biased interpretations of the construct. The aim
of this article is to present a new model of physical literacy policy
considerations for key decision makers in the fields of public health,
recreation, sport, and education. Internationally debated definitions of
physical literacy and the wider construct of literacy were reviewed in
order to establish common pillars of physical literacy in an applicable
policy model. This model strives to be consistent with international
understandings of what “physical literacy” is, and how it can be used
to achieve established and developing public health, recreation, sport,
and educative goals.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Recent articles published on the concept of “physical literacy” have provided a diverse array
of perspectives (Chen & Sun, 2015; McKean, 2013; Tremblay & Lloyd, 2010). While the
concept of physical literacy maintains much currency with public health, education, and
sport agencies, the interpretation of the construct continues to be debated. What is clear at
present is that the concept of physical literacy appears to be capable of providing a clearer
framework for re-conceptualization and re-organization of policy for strategic stakeholders
in health, sport, and education (Almond, 2013; Chen & Sun, 2015).

According to Whitehead (2013a), physical literacy is the disposition to capitalize on the
human embodied capability, wherein the individual has the motivation, confidence, physical
competence, knowledge, and understanding to value and take responsibility for maintaining
purposeful physical pursuits/activities throughout the life course. Whitehead’s (2013a)
definition has been a typical starting point in our understanding of how the construct of
physical literacy is to be understood by those agencies seeking to envelope it in their policy
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direction. It also captures the central thesis of the observed physical literacy model devel-
oped for education and sport purpose expressed by Dudley (2015) and the “Physical Literacy
for Educators Position Paper” proposed by Physical and Health Education Canada
(Mandigo, Francis, Lodewyk, & Lopez, 2009). However, the Whitehead (2013a) definition,
the conceptual model of physical literacy developed by Dudley (2015), and position paper by
Mandigo and colleagues (2009) do not adequately leverage the wider understandings of
literacy already being adopted into policy considerations within the public health, sport, and
education disciplines. Rather, all three have proliferated the recent physical literacy philo-
sophical platforms of monism and existentialism. In doing so, they have potentially negated
the last 60 years of wider literacy research.

Before we can truly hope to understand the importance of physical literacy for policy
purposes, it is important to first understand the meaning of the word “literacy”. Literacy is a
term that most people in society have come to understand as an essential part in an
individual’s education and a necessary component to participate in society. In recent
years, though, literacy as a concept—and its propagation into numerous disciplines of
knowledge—has proved to be both complex and disputed, and is continuing to be inter-
preted and demarcated in a variety of ways. According to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO; 2006), theories of literacy have evolved
from those focused solely on changes in an individual to more complex views encompassing
the broader social contexts (i.e., the “literate society”), and even within specific disciplines of
knowledge (e.g., physical literacy, health literacy, computer literacy, financial literacy) that
embolden and enable literacy activities and practices to occur. As a result of these and other
developments, understandings in the international academic community have expanded
too. This has been an evolution from viewing literacy as a simple process of acquiring basic
skills to using these skills in ways that contribute to socio-economic development, to
developing the capacity for social awareness, and critical reflection as a basis for personal
and social change (UNESCO, 2006).

This work is particularly timely given the proliferation of position papers, policies, and
interventions purporting to promote physical literacy. The barriers of adopting a philosophy
to practice implementation of physical literacy have already been identified in the literature
(Sprake &Walker, 2013). Current physical literacy policy across education, health, sport, and
recreation sectors sits against the backdrop of product-driven systems. This in itself is
challenging because measuring the degree to which a multi-faceted disposition has been
developed is demanding. In a political climate fixated on data and accountability, it is
foreseeable that promoting physical literacy as the new underpinning concept for policy in
all these sectors will be met with concerns about its practical application.

In order tomaximize the impact and secure the future of physical literacy in these sectors, it
is prudent to develop a framework for its practical application (Sprake & Walker, 2013).
Unless a tangible model is developed—one which promotes a holistic physical experience
while at the same time providing means of accountability—then it seems unlikely that
education, health, sport, or recreation sectors will redefine their practices.

Further complicating this issue was that Whitehead (2010) felt it inappropriate to use a
2004 UNESCO definition of literacy in that the description did not accurately sum up her
developmental work in the field. However, while the definition UNESCO held for literacy in
2004 may not have been appropriate, the oversight may be that the synthesis of 60 years of
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research in the literacy field published in 2006 could provide a unique method of commu-
nicating transparency on the physical literacy construct.

This article seeks to achieve three outcomes. Firstly, it traces the progression of these
different understandings of being (and becoming) literate and shows how alternatives of
these ideas may be integrated into physical literacy. Secondly, it presents a model that
identifies four pillars of policy formulation for health, sport, and education purposes when
examining physical literacy. Considerations for policy are highlighted in relation to each of
the pillars. Finally, this article contends that if public health, recreation, sport, and education
policymakers are to claim that their policies affect the physical literacy of their stakeholders,
there must be a conscious and overt process to ensure all four of these pillars (movement
competencies [MCs], movement contexts, the journey of movement, and power structures
of movement) have been addressed.

Understanding literacy

Scholars have devoted considerable attention to defining literacy since the 1950s, and their
work has had direct implications for approaches to practice and policy pertaining to the
construct (Fransman, 2005). Academics from many disciplines have engaged in a somewhat
never ending debate defining the term “literacy.” In addition, they debated how it is related to
the broader notions of education theory, knowledge acquisition, andmotivations for learning.
Through moderating these debates, and by including the dominant traditions and critiques to
literacy, UNESCO (2006) presented four discrete understandings of literacy that accommo-
dated almost all the theoretical diversity informing understandings of the concept. In doing so,
they provided the first dialogue of consensus on the issue and provided broad considerations
for its use. The four discrete understandings were: “literacy” as an autonomous set of skills;
“literacy” as being applied, practiced, and situated; “literacy” as a learning process; and
“literacy” as text (UNESCO, 2006). Briefly unpacking each of these understandings is neces-
sary before we can consider their wider policy implications.

According toUNESCO (2006), themost common understanding of literacy is that it is a set
of concrete skills, particularly the cognitive skills of reading and writing, which are indepen-
dent of the context in which they are acquired and the background of the person who acquires
them. Concurrently, the notion of numeracy is usually understood either as a supplement to
the set of skills encompassed by literacy or as a component of literacy itself (Coben et al.,
2003). It is often assumed that an individual’s ability to participate in society is largely
dependent upon these autonomous skill sets and failure to do so is the result of poor
schooling. This “limited proficiency” conception of literacy, which emphasizes equipping a
population with minimum skills, continues to dominate and has been adopted by many
national and international assessment regimes (Coben et al., 2003). With respect to physical
literacy, the last decade has seen unprecedented government intrusion into the practices
within education, health, sport, and recreation bodies. This has often been in the attempt to
raise test scores or health indices rather than an understanding of the physical self across the
whole life course. By default, this intrusion may limit the capacity of physical literacy policies
to deliver interventions that accommodate mastery and progression over time.

This long accepted wisdom of literacy, however important, being limited to an autonomous
set of skills one must acquire to participate actively and efficiently in a society has many
limitations. Later researchers have tried to focus on the application of these skills in relevant
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ways. One of the first organized efforts to do so was through the development of the notion of
“functional literacy.” Views of functional literacy often assumed literacy could be taught as a
general set of skills, which everyone should and can learn in the same way. Hence, literacy was
seen as being independent of social context. Indeed, both the skill- and application-based
conceptualizations of physical literacy treat social factors (context) through a functionalist,
universalist frame—the literacy skills required by society for society are natural and essential.

Functionalism is a theoretical perspective in sociology that seeks to understand the function-
ing of society from the perspective of structures that work together to maintain order and
stability. A popular analogy is to compare a society to a cell or the human body. The structures of
both are essential to the survival of the organism. So too are the social structures to society. It is
often criticized for its “universalism”—which in this context means structures (e.g., education;
sport, health, and recreation)—and are viewed as natural, inevitable, and necessary for a society
to function. Such structures are viewed as historical and therefore common to all societies.
Through this lens, we draw very similar parallels to functional literacy—as mentioned earlier.

Such a perspective reduces social context to a marginal position, rendering heterogeneity
rooted in structures of inequality invisible, and treating social processes as though they are
fixed and immutable. In other words, these perspectives tend to be overly individualistic and
ignore or significantly downplay the influence of social processes on the development of
physical literacy. We have emphasized here social inequality, which itself can be due to many
different factors or conditions (e.g., gender, race, socioeconomic status, social class, age).

Therefore, the second understanding of literacy is that literacy evolves in ways in which are
practiced and vary by social and cultural context (Barton, 1994). This is now a common
discourse among researchers and educationalists. Ethnographic research into literacy prac-
tices in particular settings was particularly instrumental in the development of this approach
(Barton & Hamilton, 1999; Collins, 1995; Gee, 1999; Heath, 1993; Street, 1998). Rather than
viewing literacy as a strictly technical and autonomous set of skills independent of context, this
approach argued it is also social practice: embedded in social settings. Furthermore, even a
presumably objective skill can be socially situated and interpreted. For example, examine
bowling in cricket. The skill can be viewed objectively (from a technical perspective), but
children who have never been exposed to the game will perform on average more poorly than
children who grew up with the game; in other words, the skill is specific to certain social
conditions (countries/cultures that play the sport).

Scholars like Jean Piaget, John Dewey, and David Kolb may also argue that as an
individual learns, they become increasingly literate. This idea is central to a third approach
of literacy, which views literacy as a dynamic learning process rather than as a product of a
more limited and focused educational intervention. Learning processes associated with
literacy therefore also need to account for the ways in which individual learners construct
knowledge and make sense of their learning experiences. Kolb (1984) even developed an
experiential learning cycle, with “concrete experience” as the starting point for learning,
based on critical reflection. The implications for these Piagetian-based notions of learning
on policy are that they must perpetuate the learning cycle beyond concrete experience. In
order to do this, policy must emphasize the critical role of experience, but also the
interactions with surrounding and abstract environments.

The final accepted method of understanding literacy according to UNESCO (2006) is to
look at it in terms of the subject matter (Bhola, 1994), or as described by UNESCO, “as text.”
In other words, examining the nature of the texts that are produced and consumed by
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literate individuals. Texts vary by subject and genre (e.g., textbooks, technical/professional
publications, and fiction), by complexity of the language used, and by ideological content
(explicit or hidden). This approach of literacy as text pays particular attention to the analysis
of discrete passages of text—referred to by socio-linguists as “discourse.” Influenced by
broader social theories such as those espoused by Michel Foucault, it locates literacy within
wider communicative and socio-political practices that construct, legitimate, and reproduce
existing power structures. It therefore operates as a useful mechanism of literacy under-
standing (Fairclough, 1991; Gee, 1990) because power cannot be divorced from the produc-
tion and consumption of knowledge.

From this diverse body of research, UNESCO was able to derive the following definition of
literacy in 2004. It reads:

The ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using
printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy involves a continuum
of learning in enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to develop their knowledge and
potential, and to participate fully in their community and wider society. (UNESCO, 2004)

Pillars of physical literacy policy

According to Dudley (2015), physical literacy should be viewed as an umbrella concept that
captures the knowledge, skills, understandings, and values related to taking responsibility for
purposeful physical activity and human movement across the life course, regardless of
physical or psychological constraint. Dudley (2015) proposed that there are four core elements
of physical literacy that can manifest in observable behaviors of any given individual. These
observed physical literacy core elements were (a) MC (which acknowledged movement in
multiple environments including land, water, and air); (b) rules, tactics, and strategies of
movement; (c) motivational and behavioral skills of movement; and (d) personal and social
attributes of movement (See Figure 1); and have particular application for practitioners in
health, sport, and physical education.

Each of these core elements represented a nested progression from simple to complex
physical, cognitive, and affective learning, but perhaps lack the wider literacy perspective
needed to influence sport and public health policy formation. Furthermore, the application of
the core elements in this model of observed physical literacy was created with an explicit
practitioner focus. As stated by Dudley (2015), each element serves to assist practitioners in
the design of assessment instruments through an accompanied rubric based on the structure
of observed learning outcomes described by Biggs and Collis (1982).

Proposing pillars of physical literacy (see Figure 2) for policy construction by contrast to the
core elements in observed physical literacy recognizes that while public health, sport, and
educationpolicymaydiffer in their ontology and epistemology, they readily share a commonality
of purpose.

Literacy, and by default, physical literacy, does not necessarily progress in a strictly linear
fashion. Rather, the focus is on the contribution and consideration paid to each of the literacy
pillars in supporting construct and associated policy of the discipline. The physical literacy
pillars for policy in this model provide relevant structural scaffolds in that each pillar becomes a
necessary consideration for policy development. These pillars can be equally applied across
health, recreation, sport, and education disciplines.
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Figure 1. Core elements of physical literacy (Dudley, 2015).

Figure 2. The four pillars of physical literacy policy.
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Of further significance is that this model deconstructs physical literacy, which itself is a
multi-dimensional complex concept, into discrete components which hold overarching
meaning across all sectors. The case for this is that by doing so and by using this framework,
we are providing a common language that reduces complexity of an inherently complex idea
that policymakers are trying to come to grips with. The intention being that a common base
of understanding already built from 60 years of literacy research ensures—at least to some
degree—consistency across sectors, despite differences in ontology and epistemology. It is
also envisaged that the pillars-based model in this article would serve as a mechanism to
increase cross-sector communication and collaboration. Both the authors and the sectors
themselves identify that this can only occur if there is consensus on a framework that
identifies the necessary considerations.

Pillar 1—Movement Competencies (Physical literacy as an autonomous set
of skills)

The role of developing a broad and diverse fundamental movement skill set is well documented
in the literature. Fundamental movement skills (FMS) are related to physical activity (Fisher
et al., 2005; Saakslahti et al., 1999; Williams et al., 2008), and these FMS are likewise related to
physical fitness (Barnett, Van Beurden, Morgan, Brooks, & Beard, 2008; Haga, 2008).

Almond (2013) identified some problems with connecting FMS with physical literacy.
Most significantly, the list of FMS (being limited to locomotor, stability, and object manip-
ulation) creates a problem because to some practitioners, and by default, policymakers see the
list of FMS can be taught in isolation. This would hardly represent a monist interpretation of
physical literacy. Clearly, this is not what advocates of FMS would expect but it highlights a
potential danger.

However, Dudley (2015) identified that most studies examining the role of FMS and other
autonomous movement skills were limited to able-bodied students, land-based activities, and
the role they play in providing access to popular sport participation. Most attempts to
rationalize these skills into public health, sport, or education resources have met controversy
in the physical literacy context because they fail to capture the broader physical literacy
components of moving for play, enjoyment, or recreation (Almond, 2013). Nonetheless, the
evidence they provide toward understanding what it takes to lead a healthy and active life is
substantial (Lubans, Morgan, Cliff, Barnett, & Okely, 2010), though tends to be limited by
measures and dispositions of “disability” rather than “ability.”

In order to accommodate the robust evidence in this space, all of the traditional compo-
nents of FMS (i.e., locomotor, stability, and object manipulation) were included in this pillar
of physical literacy policy. However, unlike traditional understandings of FMS, Dudley (2015)
andMandigo and colleagues (2009) also identified the importance of not only land-based, but
water-based and air-based skills (some in desert or arctic environmentsmay also include sand,
snow, and ice). In addition to identifying the environment in which the movement skills were
executed, there was also the addition of a new category: object locomotor skills.

According to Dudley (2015), object locomotor skills are those skills that facilitate locomo-
tion when the human bodymanipulates a secondary source of movement other than the body
itself. More often than not, these skills require the participant to combine a range of traditional
movement skills (i.e., locomotor, stability, manipulative) in order to successfully complete
them. For example, skiing, skating, cycling, paddling, rowing, or wheel chairing would all
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constitute object locomotion. Including all these elements improves the confidence for the
inclusion of this pillar in physical literacy policy across public health, recreation, sport, and
education disciplines.

Furthermore, in order to dispel the stigma attached exclusively to the FMS in physical
literacy, the term MC was adopted from the physical literacy literature. This notion is
supported by Whitehead (2010) and Dudley (2015) as it reframes the building block of
FMS as a bank of MCs. In other words, the more skills an individual has in their bank, the
more they will be able to respond to a variety of situations in a way that is automatic to the
individual and indicative of the autonomous skillsets set out by UNESCO’s (2006) under-
standings of literacy. Much in the same manner in which UNESCO (2006) defined autono-
mous skill sets in literacy, these MCs should be thought of as an individual’s vocabulary and
relate the process of becoming fluent in such action to the Piagetian notion of assimilation
(i.e., fitting new skills in with existing skills) and accommodation (i.e., changing existing skills)
of one’s movement schema (Whitehead, 2010).

This line of policy consideration for physical literacy is also particularly important with new
evidence suggesting that early specialization (sometimes driven in FMS literature) in many
movement skills may actually be detrimental to lifelong physical activity participation goals.
An increasing number of studies are showing that an early specialization of movement skills
or sports-specific pathways can lead to increased burnout and dropout from organized
physical activity (Gould, Udry, Tuffey, & Loehr, 1996), less enjoyment, and higher rates of
injury (Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2008; Law, Côté, & Ericsson, 2007), social isolation (Wiersma,
2000), physiological imbalances (Baker, 2003; Dalton, 1992), shortened careers (Côté, Lidor, &
Hackfort, 2009), limited range of motor skills (Weirsma, 2000), and even a decreased
participation in physical activities in adulthood (Russell & Limle, 2013).

Physical literacy policy considerations for Pillar 1—MCs

The key consideration for public health, recreation, sport, and education policymakers
pertaining to Pillar 1 of this model is that physical literacy accepts and actively promotes
movement skill development. However, physical literacy policy needs to ensure that the
promotion and development of MCs does not occur at the expense of wider lifelong physical
activity pursuits and opportunities. In other words, the development of movement skills, for
youth especially, need to be broad and diverse. Physical literacy policy should actively
discourage the early specialization of sport/activity-specific skills in favor of exposing
youth to movement skills that have the greatest capacity to transferability and cross-activity
participation. Public health, sport, and education agencies should collaborate in the mobi-
lization of knowledge to ensure the development of MCs enables the widest possible
participation outcomes across the lifespan.

Pillar 2—Movement Contexts (Physical literacy is situated, practiced, and
applied in context)

Dudley (2015) stated that movement requires a conscious interaction with others and the
environment in which that movement occurs. Malina (1988) stated that this occurs because
modern humans have lived in an environment in which physical activity and their associated
motor skills are central to their survival—especially in the context of physical competition
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with other animals (including humans). The context of the physically active lifestyle in human
populations has changed remarkably since the industrial revolution.While many of themotor
skills humans developed through practice were important determinants of success and
survival in preindustrial societies, the role of physical activity is different in industrial and
post-industrial societies. The combined effects of the transition to a sedentary lifestyle and
attendant dietary changes have resulted in an epidemic of non-communicable diseases in
post-industrial societies. This has been a driving impetus for the last 30 years of health
research in many developed economies (Bouchard, Blair, & Haskell, 2012).

Eime, Young, Harvey, and Payne (2013) identified many scholars and political leaders
that advocate the social benefits from participation in physical activity. The context in
which this physical activity occurs, however, needs to be carefully examined before these
claims can be substantiated as part of a discipline’s physical literacy policy. The rhetoric
associating physical activity and sport participation with social character is rooted in
politics of sport and education, but not necessarily empirically justified (Bredemeier &
Shields, 2006; Hellison, 1983, 2003). On the contrary, there is a large body of evidence
suggesting a “dark” social side to participation in sport, which includes the inappropriate
consumption of alcohol and other social risk-taking behaviors (Kwan, Bobko, Faulkner,
Donnelly, & Cairney, 2014).

Challenging individuals to find physically active solutions in contextually relevant situa-
tions is a central feature of any tenable understanding of physical literacy (Dudley, 2015).
Bunker and Thorpe (1982) saw the need to address a growing dissatisfaction with a limited
focus on movement skills in sport and physical education. Synthesizing the intention of
Bunker and Thorpe’s (1982) pedagogy in the wider physical literacy construct, the applied
and situated context of physical activities are largely governed by an individual’s capacity to
understand rules, tactics, and strategy of any given physical activity. To provide clarity around
these concepts, one can define rules as the means to an end, and to achieve the end by other
means is not participating in the activity (Grehaigne, Richard, & Griffin, 2005). Tactics are all
the operations voluntarily executed during the activity by the participant to adapt to the
immediate requirements of an ever-changing opposition, their spontaneous actions, or those
organized through a predetermined strategy (Grehaigne et al., 2005). Strategy differs from
tactics in that it refers to all plans, principles of play/participation, and action guidelines
decided upon before an activity. Strategy is associated withmore elaborate cognitive processes
because the decisions made are based on reflection and research without time constraints.
Tactics, on the other hand, tend to operate under strong time constraints (Grehaigne et al.,
2005). Dudley (2015) contended that accepting an individual’s ability to understand rules,
tactics, and strategies is an important progression requirement in an individual’s physical
literacy journey. However, these contexts also need to be placed with an individual’s capacity
to build their MCs and to challenge power structures associated with participation. This
makes the learning of movement in applied and situated settings critical.

Physical literacy policy considerations for Pillar 2—Movement Contexts

Each public health, sport, and education agency must consider both the environmental
and social confounders conducive to promoting a physically active lifestyle to their target
populations while ensuring MCs can be learned in such settings. If this does not occur, it
is likely the relationship between the principals (those who define policy) and those
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expected to enact policy within agencies will almost certainly be limited by individual
agency bias and protectionism.

Public health, sport, recreation, and education agencies can ensure that the rules pertain-
ing to participation are equitable and inclusive, that the tactical understandings needed to be
successful are taught and encouraged, and that people are given the tools and time to reflect
on the strategies one must employ to continue to grow and enrich their physical activity
experiences.

Furthermore, physical literacy policy pertaining to movement contexts should seek not
only to serve their own interests, but also work closely with other agencies to ensure a
transfer across contexts can be promoted. This might be addressed through identifying and
promoting common rules and strategies across like activities.

Policymakers across all three disciplines should also seek to host and promote dialogue
across their respective fields to ensure that tactics and strategies being applied to one move-
ment context may also promote movement in others. For this to occur, agencies may begin
examining their natural dispositions for targeting physical literacy to certain contextual
environments. For example, public health agencies heavily invested in the built environments
may wish to consider the social contexts that education institutions vest in or the cultural ones
pursued by sport agencies. In any case, rule, tactical, and strategic intellectual investment
should extend beyond natural disposition.

Pillar 3—The Journey of Movement (Physical literacy process)

Whitehead (2010) argues that physical literacy is best seen as a journey; a journey unique to
each individual. Taplin (2013) also contended that life-history is one method that can be used
to record physical literacy journeys and can play a role in charting, or mapping, the progress
an individual makes on their physical literacy journey. For this reason, the third pillar is
supported in knowing that MCs and context (Pillars 1 and 2) are those movements that allow
humans to engage in meaningful physical activity within their physiological capability and
within the constraints of their environment and interaction with others. This pillar therefore
inherently recognizes that most people throughout their life course will be inhibited in some
way through injury, incapacity, social circumstance (i.e., changes in family and peer
dynamics), or environmental influence (i.e., weather, climate or built environment con-
straints) to perform certain human movements.

According to Whitehead (2013b), an individual can be seen to travel through life stages
that are helpful in understanding physical literacy as a journey. These stages are (1) pre-
school years, (2) primary/elementary school years, (3) secondary school years, (4) adult
years, and (5) older adult years.

During the pre-school years, the foundation for the development of physical literacy
should be supported and encouraged by all those in contact with the child. This is a critical
stage during which young children should be given every opportunity to be physically active.
Reviews of psychological experimentation show that deprivation of movement at this age
can have serious long-term effects on progress across many aspects of child development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Skuse, 1984a, 1984b).

During the primary/elementary school years, the essentials of physical literacy need to
be further developed and soundly established (Whitehead, 2013b). Settings that are
needed to support this significant stage of development include the school, the home,
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sporting clubs, recreational facilities, and wider physically active supportive commu-
nities/built environments.

In the adolescent years (secondary school years), it is essential that the previous considera-
tions are further nurtured and enhanced while concurrently devolving more responsibility to
individuals to devise and evaluate their own movement challenges (Whitehead, 2013b). Some
critical discussions need to begin about the importance of physical activity to lifelong health
and well-being. This notion is supported by Nutbeam’s (2000) contention of developing
critical health literacy during adolescence. It is essential to ensure that young people realize
the benefits of an active lifestyle as well as to nurture their motivation, confidence, and
competence in relation to physical activities they pursue (Whitehead, 2013b). It is important
to note that the physical activity at the age of 9 to 18 (primary and secondary school phases)
significantly predict adult physical activity participation (Telama et al., 2005). Persistent
physical activity at a young age considerably increases the probability of being active in
adulthood. For this reason, education, sport, and health programs influencing physical activity
among young people should be given all possible support in efforts to develop and implement
effective physical activity programs. What is telling about the Telama and colleagues (2005)
21-year longitudinal study is that the authors recommend the

Level of activity in adulthood did not depend on the type of physical activity at a young age. It seems
that intensive participation in general in physical activity and sports, and continuous participation at
school age in particular, are more important than participation in specific sports. (p. 271)

If the fundamentals of physical literacy have been established and nurtured in these earlier
stages, individuals should engage in physical activity as a regular aspect of their lifestyles during
adulthood (Whitehead, 2013b). With the removal of compulsory schooling and its associated
human and physical infrastructures, we need individuals by this life phase to appreciate the
intrinsic value of physical activity, as well as its contribution to health and well-being.

In older age, physical literacy needs to be sustained within the context of changes in the
physical potential of the individual (Whitehead, 2013b). With a thorough understanding of
the value of physical activity and a lifetime of positive experiences from it, the older
individual should be capable of embracing a physically active life up to their physical,
emotional, and social capacity.

Physical literacy policy considerations for Pillar 3—The Journey of Movement

For policymakers in education, sport, recreation, and health disciplines, addressing the
journey of movement should consider how movement is pursued throughout one’s life.
Policymakers can accomplish much by ensuring that opportunities for physical activity
participation are flexible, diverse, and available at different times and in different places.
This particular pillar ensures that physical literacy crosses sectors—promoting movement
beyond traditional institutional settings and throughout life.

During this journey, policymakers need to ensure that individuals are given the opportu-
nities to acquire a vast array of MCs beyond the structured understandings of any one
institution. People also need to be equipped with not only the competencies they require
now, but the capacity to innovate and adapt their movement needs to future movement
settings. Finally, addressing the journey of movement pillar requires policymakers to collec-
tively recognize that physical literacy contributes to a person’s complete development. It
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therefore needs to actively support each person’s capacity to live with others. Essentially,
physical literacy policy needs to be seen to reject notions of the duality of mind and body.

Pillar 4—Power Structures of Movement

The roles that education, recreation, sport, and public health agencies play in determining the
physicality of an individual have long been a course of inquiry for poststructuralist scholars,
and are therefore worthy of exploration into our understanding of physical literacy—largely
because they deal in contexts that are organized intertextually. In other words, practitioners/
coaches/teachers and clients/athletes/students draw on their other movement experiences and
on their previous backgrounds in relation to discourses around physical activity participation.
These, in turn, intersect with social practices, which determine cultural notions of femininity
and masculinity, age relations, ethnicity, etc.

Beyond the strong physiological and psychological benefits afforded by living a physical active
lifestyle (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015), the education, sport, and health
agencies in many countries have observed considerable growth in the number of programs that
use movement and physical activity as a tool to address a variety of social issues as well (Institute
of Medicine, 2013). For many poststructuralist scholars, the role physical activity plays in this
space is a contested ideal. This contention is often afforded to the power and interests of each
agency and can therefore create both overt and covert determinations of cultural norms.

By far the most marginalized population in terms of these power structures are women
(United Nations, 2007). Globally, boys are more likely than girls to attend school, and
women make up two thirds of the world’s least educated adults. These disparities have
important health consequences: not least of which, those associated with sedentary living,
physical inactivity, and non-communicable disease.

Gender norms pertaining to physical activity are an important starting consideration in
physical literacy policy because they are often intimately connected with other power relations
related to class, ethnicity, sexuality, nationality, religion, and other social divisions. Given
these are all socially constructed and reinforced phenomena, they can be difficult to change.
Women frequently represent the population in nearly every society whereby participation in
sport or physical activity is either regulated or suppressed in some way. Unfortunately, gender
norms are by no means fixed as they tend to evolve over time, vary substantially from place to
place, and are subject to change based on context (Narasaiah, 2008; Yekani, 2011).

Article 10 of “The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women” (CEDAW; (United Nations Human Rights, 1979) called on parties to take all
appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women, and to ensure equal
opportunities for active participation in sport and physical activity. Investment in quality
physical activity opportunities, particularly for girls, generates immediate, intergenerational
return across all dimensions of sustainable development (United Nations International
Children’s Fund, 2013). This should extend to all potential opportunities within sport, health,
and education agencies to stimulate physical activity participation.

The inter-relationship between gender, education, health, and physical activity participa-
tion (Merchant, Griffin, & Charnock, 2007) demonstrates the need for all policymakers in
these disciplines to address gender equity as a central part of their efforts to attain a physical
literacy agenda. Specifically, acknowledging the underlying power structures of movement
and taking measure to have them mediated and addressed.
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The second most pressing power structure to be addressed under Pillar 4 of this model
concerns persons with disabilities. The “Convention on the Rights of Persons With
Disabilities” (CRPD; United Nations, 2006) expected parties to ensure that individuals with
disabilities have equal access to participation in play, recreation, physical education, and sport.
Consistent with this charter and the broad philosophical interpretations of physical literacy,
“The Declaration of Berlin” (UNESCO, 2013) resolved that paradigm shifts in policy con-
cerning persons with disabilities from a deficit-orientated approach to a strength-based one
should occur. By health, education, and sport agencies actively promoting and empowering
persons with disabilities to participate in sport and physical activity, they can present a
powerful opportunity to promote respect as it is inspirational to see an individual surmount
the physical and psychological barriers to participation. In 2001, the World Health
Organization (WHO) shifted the focus of determinants of disability and health to support
this approach by engaging with the broader biopsychosocial understanding of function (rather
than disease classification; WHO, 2001).

Furthermore, access to sport and physical activity opportunities are not only of direct
benefit to individuals with disabilities, but also helps to raise their standing in the commu-
nity through their equal participation in activities valued by society (UNESCO, 2015a,
2015b). Indeed, educational human and physical infrastructure (through teachers, physical
education, and participatory sport curricula) opens a gateway to full civic participation that
should go some way to mediate interaction with health and sport agencies.

The third most pressing priority for Pillar 4 is recognizing that sport and recreational
pursuits are commonplace for the perpetuation of a national or cultural identity (Pons,
Laroche, Nyeck, & Perreault, 2001; Stodolska & Alexandris, 2004). For this reason, margin-
alized populations such as indigenous peoples, members of minority ethno-cultural groups,
asylum seekers and refugees, homeless people, and those living in poverty need to be
considered in public health, education, and sport physical literacy policy. It has long been
recognized that physical activity and sport can be used as a vehicle to promote the social
inclusion of marginalized populations, and to contribute toward better understanding among
communities, including post-conflict regions.

Physical activity participation enables marginalized populations and the host community/
agency to interact in a positive way, thus furthering integration and inter-cultural dialogue.
Moreover, physical activity, sport, and recreation should play an important role in reducing
social tensions and conflicts at the community and national level by addressing the sources of
this exclusion and providing an alternative entry point into the social and economic life of
communities. At the most rudimentary level, well-designed physical literacy policies should
promote the core values of physical activity and sport such as self-discipline, respect, fair play,
teamwork, and adherence tomutually agreed upon rules. This, in turn, should help individuals
build the values and communication skills necessary to prevent and resolve conflict in their
own lives.

Physical literacy policy considerations for Pillar 4—The Power Structures of
Movement

To achieve physical literacy philosophical objectives, education, sport, and public health
agencies must include specific efforts to transform inequitable gender structures so that girls
and women, as well as boys, men, and those who identify with both/neither genders, can
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benefit equitably. This is by far the most pressing priority of Pillar 4. Addressing the gender
equity issue in physical literacy policy should have the largest initial impact on improving
the quality and reach of all three sectors in this regard. All three sectors should also prioritize
how their physical literacy policies facilitate those with disabilities or from marginalized
populations to overcome both the overt and covert power structures that exist within and
between their sectors in terms of physical activity participation.

Conclusion

Physical literacy is still far from having the empirical weight to be substantiated as best
practice in reduction of non-communicable disease or the promotion of physical activity
participation. A recent systematic review conducted by Edwards, Bryant, Keegan, Morgan,
and Jones (2016) noted that the concept of physical literacy was stimulating research most
heavily in physical education, sport participation, and promotion of physical activity.
However, the current literature was only offering different representations of the construct.
As is the purpose of this article, they recommended researchers focus on clearly articulating
the definitions, philosophical assumptions, and expected outcomes prior to evaluating the
effectiveness of this emerging concept (Edwards et al., 2016).

Furthermore, understandings and policy pertaining to physical literacy will no doubt
shift over the coming years as the construct gains increasing traction within our educa-
tion, recreation, sport, and public health disciplines. This article goes some way to
recognize the growing international awareness of the social contexts in which physical
literacy is being encouraged, acquired, developed, and sustained, and hence makes a
significant contribution to the physical literacy literature.

In many countries, interdisciplinary policy making has been attempted, but too infre-
quently realized. There have been some notable achievements, in both advanced and
developing countries, and there is abundant public policy literature advocating interdisci-
plinary collaboration (Holmes, 2011). Genuine engagement in the co-production of policy
requires major shifts in the culture and operations of health, sport, recreation, and
education agencies. It demands new skills of public servants as enablers, negotiators,
and collaborators. It demands of stakeholder agencies an orientation to the public good,
a willingness to actively engage with each other, and the capabilities needed to participate
and deliberate on each of these four pillars. This is by no means an easy feat—especially if
citizens are disengaged or certain groups within the population are marginalized. Most
especially, effective engagement by each of these agencies requires political support for the
genuine devolution of power and decision making to interdisciplinary panels of these
stakeholders with whom they engage. Ministers and agency executives have a major
leadership responsibility to play here.

As physical literacy becomes an integral part of the vernacular associated with sport,
recreation, education, and health agencies, then the notion of “physically literate societies”
will become increasingly pertinent. These physically literate societies must be more than
education, recreation, sport, and health agencies offering access to physical activity. Each
of these agencies should seek to clearly articulate in their policy statements how each of
the four pillars of physical literacy are being addressed. In doing so, they will be well
positioned to provide an environment of diverse, rich, and prejudice-free physical activity
participation opportunities across the lifespan.
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