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Physical Literacy 
 
The current working definition of physical literacy is, in short:- 'the motivation, confidence, 
physical competence, understanding and knowledge to maintain physical activity at an 
individually appropriate level, throughout life'. (M Whitehead, May 2007, http://www.physical-
literacy.org.uk/definitions.php) 
 
In further detail:-  
 
• Physical literacy can be described as the ability and motivation to capitalise on our 

movement potential to make a significant contribution to the quality of life.  
• As humans we all exhibit this potential, however its specific expression will be 

particular to the culture in which we live and the movement capacities with which we 
are endowed.  

• An individual who is physically literate moves with poise, economy and confidence in a 
wide variety of physically challenging situations.  

• The individual is perceptive in 'reading' all aspects of the physical environment, 
anticipating movement needs or possibilities and responding appropriately to these, 
with intelligence and imagination.  

• A physically literate individual has a well established sense of self as embodied in the 
world. This together with an articulate interaction with the environment engenders 
positive self esteem and self confidence.  

• Sensitivity to and awareness of our embodied capacities leads to fluent self expression 
through non-verbal communication and to perceptive and empathetic interaction with 
others.  

• In addition the individual has the ability to identify and articulate the essential qualities 
that influence the effectiveness of his/her own movement performance, and has an 
understanding of the principles of embodied health, with respect to basic aspects such 
as exercise, sleep and nutrition.  
 

http://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/definitions.php
http://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/definitions.php


 

Examples (taken from Improving Physical Literacy, Sport Northern Ireland) 
 
The Revised Northern Ireland Primary Curriculum  
 
(Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CEA) 2007).  
The Physical Education Programme (PEP) for pupils in primary schools is divided into three 
phases: the Foundation Stage and Key Stages 1and 2. The PEP is classified under activity 
areas which retain sport-oriented titles (athletics, dance, games, gymnastics and swimming), 
but, with the obvious exception of swimming at Key Stage 2, the boundaries between the 
topics are often blurred by skilled primary PE teachers, particularly with younger pupils.  
 
At the Foundation Stage (years 1and 2), ‘Physical Development and Movement’ deals with 
those areas of learning which will eventually emerge as PE. Here, children should 
experience and develop a range of fundamental movement skills that will improve:  
 

• Balance;  
• Co-ordination;  
• Control;  
• Locomotion; and  
• Manipulation.  

 
The PEP at this stage, is designed to help children gain confidence and self-esteem and to 
enable them to feel the benefits of being healthy and active. Through taking part in physical 
activities, children should begin to develop an understanding of safe practices, the 
relationship between physical activity and good health, and the importance of changing for 
physical activities. They should develop social skills such as turn-taking, sharing, co-co-
operating and negotiating, and values such as trust, fairness and respect for others. 
 
At Key Stage 1(years 3and 4) and Key Stage 2 (years 5, 6 and 7), children should progress 
from simple movement explorations and performances to developing increasing 
competence, control, co-ordination and spatial awareness in a range of physical movement 
skills, and be able to refine, extend and perform the skills with improved accuracy and 
consistency.  
 
In each of the activity areas in Key Stages 1and 2, the PEP describes in detail the things that 
children should be enabled to do. There is extensive guidance for teachers, with some 
relevant examples, but, in recent years, the level of outside support available from the 
Curriculum Advisory and Support Services within the Education and Library Boards (ELBs) 
has declined dramatically.  
 
It should be borne in mind that, notwithstanding the declaration of the National Summit on 
Physical Education (paragraph 4.1), PE represents only a portion of the child’s total school 
experience which should be an integrated or ‘connected learning’ experience, with links 
across all curriculum subjects and, where appropriate, into extra-curricular activities. PE 



must play its part in achieving educational objectives far beyond the acquisition of physical 
skills. These include higher-level aspirations such as the development of self-confidence, 
which will equip children for their lives as individuals and as contributors to society, the 
economy and the environment.  
 
KiwiSport Fundamental Skills (SPARC, 2007).  
 
Adapted sport-specific activity ‘packages’ of resources have been in existence in other parts 
of the world for some years and the publication in 1988 of the KiwiSport resource by the 
Hilary Commission in New Zealand soon saw the material being used extensively in 
Northern Ireland. The ‘package’ was born of a perceived need to provide child-centred 
introductory sports activities. Initially, all of these activities were adapted versions of adult 
sports and the KiwiSport sport-specific resources are still available (Sport Auckland, 2007). 
The ‘package’ has been extended and now includes a wide-ranging KiwiSport Fundamental 
Skills (KFS) element.  
 
KFS is designed to help children to acquire a range of skills which will give them feelings of 
personal success and satisfaction, and will establish a sound base for the time when they 
are ready to move on to specific KiwiSports and, later, the adult version of the sports. 
 
KFS aims to develop sixteen different physical skills classified in three groups broadly similar 
to many of the other resources currently available. The groups are:  
 

1. Locomotor activities;  
2. Manipulation activities; and  
3. Body management activities.  

 
KFS is a manual of activities and games for teachers, parents and others who want to 
develop children’s fundamental skills in a fun way. It is suitable for PE classes, extra-
curricular activities, in community settings and at home.  
 
Importantly, the resource is supported by a network of KiwiSport Co-ordinators in regional 
sports trusts, whose job is to arrange appropriate training for adults and to advise on the 
best use of the KFS materials. 
 
Basic Moves (Jess, op cit). University of Edinburgh 
 
This programme, developed in the University of Edinburgh, is based on the premise that the 
basic movements which are the foundations of a lifetime of physical activity, do not simply 
develop naturally in children. Jess believes that children need to be offered many 
opportunities for learning over an extended period of time and by a range of knowledgeable 
adults, in order to master these skills.  
 
There is a total of 37 skills or ‘Basic Moves’ addressed in the programme and they are 
grouped thus:  
 



• Travel - basic, rhythmical, jumps, and apparatus;  
• Object control – send, receive, travel with, receive and send; and  
• Balance – postural and co-ordination.  

 
Jess sets these Basic Moves within a more complex matrix of movement concepts reflecting 
the ways in which they are adapted, evolved and applied in the increasingly complex and 
dynamic situations which might eventually be found in sport: 
 

• Space  
 

• Space 
• Direction  
• Pathways  
• Levels  

 
• Effort • Speed  

• Force  
• Flow  

 
• Relationships  • Body parts  

• Objects  
• People  

 
  
 
These ‘space’, ‘effort’ and ‘relationship’ parameters are used in PE programmes in many 
parts of the world, including the USA, Canada and Russia, and derive from the work of 
choreographer Rudolph Laban. 
 
Critically, Jess advocates the replication of the programme across school and community 
settings. He argues that, without this degree of consistency, the full impact of the programme 
will be compromised (Jess, 2004b). This is a matter of some relevance, given that, to date, 
there has been little opportunity to achieve such consistency across programmes currently 
operating in Northern Ireland.  
 
The Basic Moves programme has been developed with support from Sportscotland and is 
being delivered in many schools throughout Scotland and beyond. A national Continuing 
Professional Development programme (CPD) for teachers and relevant others is currently in 
place, with over 2500 individuals already trained. An evaluation of the programme is 
currently in preparation and ‘Early Moves’, ‘Dance Moves’ and ‘Aqua Moves’ are all 
initiatives which have grown from the original programme.  
 
The report of the Review Group on Physical Education in Scotland recommended a range of 
measures which have the potential significantly to improve PE in Scottish schools (Scottish 
Executive, 2004). This, at a time of falling levels of physical activity in the Scottish population 
as a whole, may help to consolidate the position of Basic Moves in Scotland. 
 



Play@home, NHS Fife 
(www.fife.gov.uk/atoz/index.cfm?fuseaction=service.display&objectid=DA2F856E-77A8-
46E9-ADDFE818CAA0FC66) 
 
play@home is a programme developed in Fife to help parents give their child a healthy start 
in life. This programme is currently being rolled out throughout Scotland by NHS Health 
Scotland. 
 
The programme originated in the Waikato region of New Zealand, and has been adapted for 
use in Fife, through a partnership between Fife Council Education Service and NHS Fife.  
play@home consists of three books; the baby book for children from birth to one year, the 
toddler book for children from one to three years, and the pre-school book for children 
from three to five years. 
 
The programme recognises that the first seven years of a child’s life are the most influential 
in establishing good exercise habits. Everything children do is exercise and health related. 
Establishing daily exercise routines early in childhood encourages children’s enjoyment of 
physical activity and promotes the value of parents doing exercise as role models. The 
programme strengthens the relationship between parents and children to develop their self-
esteem, giving them confidence to try new activities.  
 
Parents have a crucial role to play in encouraging their children to develop friendships and 
interact with situations outside the family home. This programme is not only about what 
parents can do for their children but, just as importantly, what parents can do with their 
children.  
 
Parents of all new babies in Fife will be offered the first book by their Health Visitor. The 
second book will be posted directly to the parents’ home around the child’s first birthday. The 
third book will be issued when the child enrols in nursery. 
 
Start to Play (http://www.youthsporttrust.org/page/playzone/index.html) 
 
Start to play replaces the Youth Sport Trust's TOP Tots and TOP Start programmes. Aimed 
at those engaging with children between 0 and 5 years old, Start to play provides a number 
of fun resources to encourage play and physical activity opportunities for young children, 
their parents, guardians and carers. 
 
Start to play comprises: 
 
• A comprehensive bag of innovative play equipment  
• A series of Fizz and Friends Come Out to Play story books.  Through eight books (four 

books for each age range of 0-2 years old and 2-5 years old), the inspirational stories 
show Fizz and his friends playing, having fun and learning a number of key physical 
activities – moving, balancing and co-ordinating!  

http://www.fife.gov.uk/atoz/index.cfm?fuseaction=service.display&objectid=DA2F856E-77A8-46E9-ADDFE818CAA0FC66
http://www.fife.gov.uk/atoz/index.cfm?fuseaction=service.display&objectid=DA2F856E-77A8-46E9-ADDFE818CAA0FC66
http://www.youthsporttrust.org/page/playzone/index.html


• Each book contains five activity/game cards which provide fun ideas and activities for 
the children, parents, guardians and carers to play and have fun with Fizz and his 
friends!  

• An audio cd of the storybooks narrated by Denise Lewis, the Youth Sport Trusts 
ambassador for Early Years  

• The 5-A-Day activity bag contains colourful and innovative equipment and resources, 
which aims to make connections between physical activity and a healthy diet.  
Encouraging children to eat five portions of fruit and vegatables a day and staying active 
for life.  

• The Participation Award wall chart and explanatory booklet which acts as a monitoring 
tool to record and reward young people’s physical activity. 
 

The Start to play programme supports the key outcomes and goals in the framework for the 
new Early Years Foundation Stage standards and guidance.  Through play, the principles in 
the guidance can be achieved: Personal, Social and Emotional Development; 
Communication; Language and Literacy; Problem Solving, Reasoning and Numeracy: 
Knowledge and Understanding of the World; Physical Development; Creative Development.  
 
As part of Start to play, they are also developing Playzone which is an early year’s outdoor 
play programme. It is now designed to provide creative and innovative outdoor play 
opportunities for children within early years settings such as nurseries, pre-school and 
children’s centres. Playzone provides the opportunity to change and develop their outdoor 
play space.  Start to play resources and equipment can also used in the Playzone 
playground. 
 
John Beattie 
National Physical Activity Strategy Review Group 
 
 


