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Physical Literacy

What is physical literacy?
What are the benefits of being physically literate?
The term ‘physical literacy’ describes the motivation, confidence, physical

competence, knowledge and understanding that individuals develop in order
to maintain physical activity at an appropriate level throughout their life.
Physical literacy encompasses far more than physical education in schools 
or structured sporting activities, offering instead a broader conception of
physical activity, unrelated to ability. Through the use of particular peda-
gogies and the adoption of new modes of thinking, physical literacy promises
more realistic models of physical competence and physical activity for a
wider population, offering opportunities for everyone to become active and
motivated participants.

Physical Literacy is the first book to fully explore the meaning, significance
and philosophical rationale behind this important and emerging concept,
and the first to apply the concept to physical activity across the lifecourse,
from infancy to old age. Including contributions from leading thinkers,
educationalists and practitioners, this book is essential reading for all
students and professionals working in physical education, sport, exercise and
health.

Margaret Whitehead has spent her career in physical education, teaching 
and lecturing. Her study of existentialism and phenomenology confirmed her
commitment to the value of physical activity for all. She has developed the
concept of physical literacy over the past ten years and presented on the topic
worldwide.
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Foreword

This book is the culmination of years of thought and reflection, grounded in
Margaret Whitehead’s conviction that dualistic thinking about mind and
body is both limiting and damaging. Her conviction threads through the
entire book, and the challenge of researching and writing in language which
stems from dualist thinking is again and again demonstrated, by the Editor
and the various contributors. 

As lifelong believers in and advocates for inclusive physical education, we
believe that the concept of physical literacy encourages physical educators to
place all learners at the heart of the processes of acquiring the levels and
sophistication of physical competence and capability, required for effective
and efficient engagement in everyday, individual and organised activities;
and that teachers’ aspirations for pedagogy are enriched and extended by
focus on physical literacy as the major outcome of physical education. As the
various contributors to this book show, this aspiration is shared, whether
learners represent a ‘normal’ range of abilities and capacities; whether there
is a purpose of remediation, compensation or rehabilitation; and irrespective
of cultural and social differences.

We witnessed others realising this, during Margaret Whitehead’s keynote
presentation at the 2001 Congress of the International Association of
Physical Education and Sport for Girls and Women, held in Alexandria,
Egypt, six weeks after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in
New York. Margaret’s careful, sensitive offer of the importance of physical
literacy for physical educators was enthusiastically received and embraced
by her audience, whose members came from all over the globe. It was a
wonderful example of a universal concept, whose relevance to physical
education pedagogy was immediately recognised by this culturally varied
audience, despite language and conceptual differences, and variation of
delivery systems. This international interest has been maintained by those
practitioners and researchers from all over the world, who visit Margaret’s
website (www.physical-literacy.org.uk).

Later that year, the importance of Margaret’s arguments was reinforced
during the National Summit on Physical Education (UK) (see www.ccpr.
org.uk), when researchers from a wide range of disciplines, including



physical, social and human sciences, each emphasised the value of good
quality physical education in developing self-efficacy, self-confidence and self-
esteem – all vital elements of physical literacy, as characterised in this book.

Using the outcome of physical literacy as the central aspiration for
physical education can liberate physical education from its common, rather
limited role as mere servant of sports development, while at the same time
improving its effectiveness as an agent of life-long engagement in healthy,
enjoyable, meaningful physical activities, physical experience and learning.
Such liberation will no doubt be threatening and scary for many physical
educators; but it would provide a robust basis for justifying physical
education’s place in children’s (and adults’) learning, and in school curricula.
It is worth recording that, when discussing a definition for physical edu-
cation, the use of physical literacy as an outcome is warmly supported by
head teachers of primary schools, because it provides such a strong and
meaningful analogy with oracy and numeracy as the outcomes of language
and mathematics.

Margaret Whitehead, as author, has provided thoughtful, thorough
explication of the concept of physical literacy; but she has not been satisfied
with this. She has worked intensively with highly experienced practitioners
and eminent researchers, to test her ideas and refine her thinking – acts of
courage which are all too rare in academic and professional life! As editor,
she has sought rigorous examination of the concept and its applicability,
from talented contributors who use a wide range of disciplines, experience
and interests, asking them to reflect and report on their views of its applic-
ability and relevance. Hence, she seeks to demonstrate the universality of the
concept, while ensuring that context and purpose are not ignored – rather,
they are used to test physical literacy’s relevance to different human beings
and different purposes, in different cultural contexts. 

Margaret Whitehead and her contributors share with us, their philosophy
and application of the concept of physical literacy. They show its relevance,
for young persons; and throughout the whole life course, for all people. It
becomes evident through the different contributions, that every individual
will be on his or her own physical literacy journey, despite differences in
ability, culture, gender or social background.

In the context of education, everyone involved is challenged to ensure 
that each individual is given the opportunity to become a physically literate
individual: this includes the development of personal and inter-personal
capacities. In this holistic approach, the focus is on learning to move and
moving to learn, with confidence and capability. This is an essential and
universal aim of teaching and it should be at the heart of every curriculum,
in particular in physical education. Several contributors focus on inclusive
physical education as an integral part of inclusive education. The education
system needs to be designed to embrace and respect diversity. Such an
inclusive approach in education enhances the possibility of an inclusive
society. 
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However, as several contributors have discussed, there are problems and
issues that need to be addressed. There is as yet, no universal understanding
of the importance of physical literacy, and it is therefore essential to develop
and implement strategies to promote its understanding and adoption.
Margaret Whitehead provides, in her final chapter, an extensive list of
recommendations for the way ahead, with identified needs and responsibil-
ities. It is many years since she opened the debate on the concept of physical
literacy. She and her contributors have taken us on an exciting journey,
challenging readers to rethink their own philosophy and practices, to
participate in a new way of thinking about the human being.

This book is an important contribution to thinking and practice (dualist
terms, how can we escape them?) in education, therapy, physical education
and childhood development. We look forward to seeing its influence on
professional development and research in these areas; and most importantly
for us, on the experiences of physical education for children across the
world.

Margaret Talbot, Ph.D. OBE FRSA
President, 

International Council of Sport Science and 
Physical Education 

Gudrun Doll-Tepper, Prof. Dr. Dr. h.c.
Former President, 

International Council of Physical Education 
and Sport Science
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Part I

Philosophical background





1 Introduction

Margaret Whitehead

Motivation to develop the concept of physical literacy

There have been four principal influences that have motivated the devel-
opment of the concept of physical literacy presented in this book. First 
and most importantly, the philosophical writings of existentialists and
phenomenologists which give significant support for the centrality of
embodiment in human existence. Arguing from their particular standpoints,
these philosophers see embodiment as fundamental to human life as we
know it.1 Embodiment, in their terms, affords us interaction with our
environment and provides the foundation for the development of a wide
range of human capabilities. These views were first expressed in the early
twentieth century and, interestingly, there is now, some 75 years later,
considerable evidence from different fields of science that endorses this view
of the fundamental importance of our embodiment in human existence, not
least in respect of development in the early years of life. This book provides
an opportunity to share some of these more recent findings.

Second was the perception that, despite the views identified above, 
the importance of movement development in early childhood was being
forgotten. The focus that predominated in the early years of education 
was directed principally towards the development of language, numeracy
and social skills. That movement was the foundation for much of child
development was not recognised and was not getting the attention it
deserved. There is now a great deal of empirical research, for example, as in
cognitive science, that supports the fundamental importance of movement
development.

Third is the widespread unease about the growing drift away from physical
activity as part of our lifestyle, particularly in developed countries. A decrease
in physical activity can, unfortunately, exacerbate the problems of obesity and
poor physical and mental health. Philosophical underpinning supports the
view that physical activity can enrich life throughout the lifecourse. There had
previously been a view that physical activity was most appropriate for
younger people. Research has now shown that this is not the case, and that
continued involvement in physical activity can have significantly beneficial
effects for adults, including the older adult population.



Fourth, there was a growing unease with the general direction that
physical education in school in many developed countries, including the 
UK, was taking – this being very much towards high-level performance and
elitism. One result of this focus was the tendency to neglect those pupils 
who did not have outstanding ability. The notion of participation as 
valuable in itself was becoming less evident in much work in school, with 
the consequence that the non-gifted were becoming disillusioned with 
the subject and often looked for opportunities not to take part. The views 
of philosophers from the schools of existentialism and phenomenology 
were convincing in advocating the value of physical activity for all – not 
just the most talented in this area; hence the need to adopt a new perspective
on physical education and to encourage the profession to review its
priorities.

Why ‘physical literacy’: the need to develop the concept

Over the past ten years during which the concept of physical literacy
presented in this book has been developed, discussed and shared with many
interested parties, the need for developing an additional concept in the field
of physical activity that identifies its core purpose and value has been
questioned.2 The underlying reason for this need grew from coming to under-
stand the work of certain philosophers who adopted a particular perspective
on our embodied dimension. Looking at human life from a monist per-
spective they put forward a strong case for the centrality of our embodied
nature in very many aspects of human existence. Embodiment influenced life
not only as an instrument that can be used for overtly functional purposes
but also as an underlying capability that contributes to, for example,
cognitive and emotional development. Our embodiment therefore could not
be, on their terms, dismissed as a somewhat inferior adjunct to human life.
Taking this view of an essentially embodied existence, it was evident that
there was no adequate word to describe the very broad potential that the
embodied dimension has to contribute to enriching the lives of every
individual throughout the whole of the lifecourse; hence the identification of
the concept of physical literacy as a significant human capability.

Descriptions of effective deployment of our embodied dimension currently
in use include such terms as physically able, strong, able-bodied, skilful, fit,
healthy, good at sport, well coordinated and physically educated. All these
terms focus on the ‘body’ as an object and on the deployment of the ‘body’
as object or instrument in functional situations such as manual work and in
the sports context. None of these descriptions looks beyond our ‘body’ as a
machine and most point to a specific group of talented people with the
inference that others cannot match up to the description. Moreover, these
descriptions seem to implicate that the responsibility for developing our
embodied potential rests purely with practitioners in the fields of physical
education and sports coaching. Attention to this aspect of our personhood
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was, therefore, not of interest to, or the responsibility of, those outside these
professions.

As a result of the terminology used, descriptions of embodied potential
tended to be focused mainly on school-age children, young people and those
with particular talent. That every individual was endowed with a valuable
embodied capability was ignored. Indeed there was a sort of finality about
reaching any of the above goals, such as ‘good at sport’ or ‘physically
educated’. It appeared that these were end states that, if not achieved by a
certain age or stage, were beyond an individual’s reach. In short, most terms
used with reference to our embodied capability were dualistic, focused on
the young, had a finality about them and were, to some extent, elitist. In
contrast to these descriptions physical literacy is described as a capability all
can develop. It is a universal concept applicable to every individual whatever
their age or physical endowment. The short definition of physical literacy in
this text explains:

As appropriate to each individual’s endowment, physical literacy can 
be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence,
knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout
the lifecourse.

Building from the definition above, with the underlying support of some
schools of philosophy and scholars in other fields, the notion of physical
literacy can:

• identify the intrinsic value of physical activity;
• overcome the need to justify physical activity as a means to other ends;
• provide a clear goal to be worked towards in all forms of physical

activity;
• underwrite the importance and value of physical activity in the school

curriculum;
• refute the notion that physical activity is an optional extra of only

recreational value;
• justify the importance of physical activity for all, not just the most able

in this field;
• spell out a case for lifelong participation in physical activity;
• identify the range of significant others who have a part to play in

promoting physical activity.

Is ‘physical literacy’ an appropriate term?

The term ‘physical literacy’ was decided on as being the most appropriate
for a number of reasons. First, there was nothing exclusive about the term.
Every individual has, by nature, a physical or embodied dimension. Second,
the notion of ‘literacy’ was also helpful as it is a concept commonly used to
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describe a human characteristic that it is accepted is within the grasp of most
people. Third, the term retained the connection with our physicality but
moved the focus away from a narrow performance base to include a more
interactive flavour. This is very much in line with the philosophical thinking
which argued strongly that we are, as human beings, in constant dialogue
with our surroundings.

It is not surprising, however, that in the melting-pot of lively debate the
concept of physical literacy has been questioned. Both the words ‘physical’
and ‘literacy’ have been contested. ‘Physical’ was seen to be perpetuating the
idea of the ‘body’ as an object, and ‘literacy’ was seen as being too closely
related to the ability to read and perhaps not a term that it was appropriate
to use in relation to our embodied capability.

Alternatives to ‘physical’ are, first, ‘movement’. While it is the case that
movement education has often been suggested as an alternative to physical
education, the term ‘movement’ applies to a myriad of non-human phenom-
ena and thus it has not, generally, been seen as appropriate – although it 
has been used on occasion to describe the physical activity undertaken 
in education in the early years. Other alternatives to ‘physical’ are the philo-
sophical terms ‘embodied’ and ‘motile’. Resultant terms would be either
‘embodied literacy’ or ‘motile literacy’. While these might be acceptable terms
in the context of philosophy, they were seen as inappropriate for general use,
being unfamiliar and somewhat esoteric in nature. Thus, while accepting that
the continued use of the term ‘physical’ has unfortunate associations with
dualism, rather than helping to signal the monist view that as humans we are
a whole, it was seen to be the most acceptable term to describe our embodied
capability.

Suggested alternatives to ‘literacy’ were ‘competence’, ‘ability’ and ‘skill’.
However, ‘physical competence’, ‘physical ability’ and ‘physical skill’ would
seem to leave the concept very much tied to pure physicality and to
perpetuate dualistic attitudes. While physical competence forms a key
element of physical literacy, the above terms would seem to focus very much
on the instrumental use of our embodiment and do not encompass the range
of attributes that make up the concept.

The concept of ‘literacy’ is seen as most appropriate as it:

• moves away from a dualistic approach;
• encompasses doing, interpreting, responding and understanding, thus

aligning with monism;
• has holistic associations that readily absorb aspects of human cognition

and emotion;
• signals an interplay with our surroundings, which is a critical aspect of

the philosophical thinking on which the concept of physical literacy is
based;

• has non-exclusive connotations, indicating that everyone can achieve
this attribute at their own level.
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The concept of literacy is more readily appreciated as relevant to the
individual as an essentially holistic embodied being. Physical literacy shares
some aspects of notions discussed by other writers such as Best (1978: 58)
and Arnold (1979: 17) who refer, respectively, to ‘kinaesthetic intelligence’
and ‘intelligent action’, and is, I believe, a much richer and more far-reaching
concept than physical competence or physical skill.

It is interesting to note that the term ‘physical literacy’ is already being used
by a range of groups. One of the reasons behind the production of this book
is to set out the full definition of the concept in order to clarify its nature. 
In some cases the term is being used to pick out a particular aspect of the
concept. For example, there are instances where physical literacy is being used
as a term to describe fundamental movement skills or physical fitness. Another
use of the concept focuses on the ability to ‘read a game’, and yet another use
highlights the ability to talk about, describe and write about movement. Each
of these interpretations of physical literacy is of value in that each picks out an
element of the concept; however, none encompasses the totality of the meaning
of being physically literate. As will be seen in Chapter 2, these aspects of
physical literacy are included, respectively, in sections B, C and F of the full
definition. In another adoption of the concept it has been used to describe a
goal for children from 0 to 12 years of age to achieve, rather than an attribute
that is pertinent to the full lifecourse. While experiences at this early age are
particularly important, the nature of physical literacy means that this capability
should be nurtured beyond the earlier years, through maturity and old age.

Questions have also been asked as to how physical illiteracy could be
described. From one perspective every human is a physical being and exists
only because each is, by nature, embodied. In this context everyone, by
definition, has and employs physical competence. However, physical literacy
only develops when this dimension is deployed beyond what might be called
subsistence level. Physically illiterate individuals will avoid any involvement
in physical activity in all situations wherever alternatives are possible. This
could include not walking short distances, avoiding tasks such as house
cleaning and gardening, preferring quick methods of preparing a meal and
always using the remote control to turn on an electrical appliance. Indi-
viduals will not be motivated to take part in structured physical activity and
will therefore not achieve any refinement or development of their physical
competence. They will have no confidence in their ability in the field of
physical activity, anticipating no rewarding feedback from such involvement.
Individuals will have a very low level of self-esteem with respect to this aspect
of their potential and will avoid all inessential physical activity in order to
guard against failure and humiliation.

The structure of the book

The book is designed to introduce readers to the concept of physical literacy
and to make a case for the adoption of this notion as a goal for all to achieve
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and maintain throughout life. The philosophical foundations for the concept
are explained, as well as recent findings from within the scientific field. This
is followed by a consideration of physical literacy in the context of wider
issues such as the development of self-esteem, the problem of obesity and the
challenge of individual differences. Implications for physical activity work
in school and beyond are debated, as are the needs of particular populations.
The authors and co-authors of these chapters are specialists within their own
fields who have found the concept of physical literacy relevant to their work.

The book is divided into three parts. Part I considers the philosophical
background to the approach taken throughout the book and thus the
rationale behind the concept. Chapter 2 presents and discusses in detail the
concept of physical literacy. Chapter 3 looks in more depth at the philosophy
that underpins the concept, with particular reference to the views of
existentialists and phenomenologists. The role of our embodied dimension in
perception and action is explained. The fundamental view here is that human
embodiment is a defining aspect of being and sets the parameters to many
aspects of existence. Chapter 4 considers the significance of physical literacy
for every individual, whatever their embodied endowment, age or the parent
culture within which they live. Chapter 5 proposes aspects of physical
competence that can be developed as individuals proceed on their physical
literacy journey and then looks at the philosophical arguments that support
the importance of effective relationships with the world. Chapter 6 presents
the philosophical arguments surrounding the view that physical literacy 
plays a central role in the development both of a sense of self and of effective
interpersonal relationships. It also considers the place of propositional
knowledge in the concept.

Part II considers ways that physical literacy connects with issues in a range
of specific contexts. Chapter 7 reflects on physical literacy in relation to 
the physical self. Central here is the attitude individuals have to their
embodiment. Chapter 8 looks at physical literacy and obesity. This discussion
is presented in the context of current lifestyle trends in Western society. The
two following chapters look at, respectively, the importance of physical
literacy to the young child and the older adult population. Chapter 9 sets out
the relationship between physical literacy, the maturation process and
movement development. It also discusses the importance of play as providing
opportunities for physical literacy to be fostered in the early years. Chapter
10 focuses on the older individual. This includes discussion of the importance
of physical literacy to the realisation of lifelong health and well-being. The
problems of inactivity are discussed as well as the values of continuing with
appropriate forms of physical activity throughout the lifecourse. Chapters 11
and 12 focus on particular populations – that is, groups of individuals who
may encounter difficulties in developing and maintaining physical literacy.
Work with people with a disability is discussed in Chapter 11. A range of
cases studies are provided and there is debate about how these individuals 
can be supported within and outside school. Chapter 12 addresses physical
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literacy and issues of diversity: gender, sexual orientation, religion and culture
are considered briefly.

Part III has a more practical focus and contains four chapters. Chapter 13
draws together the principal themes of the book and highlights the role of
all significant others in promoting physical literacy. It then looks specifically
at the relationship of physical literacy to the structured physical activity that
takes place within compulsory education. In the UK these lessons are entitled
physical education; however, the debate is relevant in educational contexts
worldwide – whatever the title of the work in school. At root this argues that
physical literacy is the fundamental goal of school-based physical activity.
Physical literacy is seen to challenge those working in this area to return to
the roots of physical education in promoting confident participation by all,
rather than seeing the subject as principally nurturing the performances of
the most able. It argues that this structured physical activity in compulsory
schooling is the only, and indeed the unique, opportunity available to ensure
that all young people develop physical literacy.

Chapters 14 and 15 build from this chapter and consider, first, learning and
teaching approaches and then content in school-based physical activity
programmes. Chapter 14 looks in detail at the significance of the methods of
teaching adopted by teachers for the development of physical literacy by all
young people. Chapter 15 sets out an overview rationale for the nature of the
content of school-based physical activity programmes in the interests of all
pupils attaining and maintaining physical literacy. This covers curricular 
and extra-curricular work. Readers are encouraged to critically evaluate the
physical activity content currently being delivered in school.

The concluding chapter draws together the philosophical debate in Part I,
the insights of specialists from a variety of different fields presented in 
Part II and the practical implications from Part III. Strategies that need to 
be adopted to promote the acceptance and establishment of physical literacy
as a lifelong goal are suggested, and challenges are set out to different
constituencies in respect of their role in this enterprise.

Recommended reading is suggested for each chapter and possible topics
for discussion points may be found at the back of the book. Further papers
that relate to some chapters in the book may be found on the website
www.physical-literacy.org.uk. Papers will be added to the website as the
concept continues to develop. In addition some of the tables in the book are
available on the website.
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