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Developing PL 1.0

This first version 
was one of the 

most popular CS4L 
resources.
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Why update? 

• Developing Physical Literacy 1.0 was one of 
the earliest Sport for Life documents 
produced.

• Since then thinking about Physical Literacy 
has evolved considerably - both in Canada 
and around the world. 
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Sport for Life: Early thinking

Active Start Basic Human Movements

FUNdamentals Fundamental Movement Skills

Learn to Train Foundation Sport Skills

Physical Literacy Achieved
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Two schools of thought

• The Canadian (Sport for Life) thinking

• Highly pragmatic

• The British (Margaret Whitehead) thinking

• More academic and philosophical

• Some tension - but more importantly, 
different purposes.
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The “British” approach

•  A philosophical foundation based on the 
work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(1908-1961)

•  French phenomenological 
philosopher

• Believed the body was the
primary site for knowing
the world (not mind)
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My brain hurts…

• Phenomenology is a broad discipline and 
method of inquiry in philosophy, developed 
largely by German philosophers which is 
based on the premise that reality consists 
of objects and events ("phenomena") as 
they are perceived or understood in the 
human consciousness, and not as anything 
independent of human consciousness.
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Margaret Whitehead

• The work of Merleau-Ponty was taken up 
by Margaret Whitehead (U. Bedford, UK)

• She rejected “dualism” the separation of the 
mind and body, and asserts a “monist” 
perspective - and embodiment as a key 
argument.   

• “We are our bodies”.
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PL – George Morrison (1994)

“To be physically literate, one should be 
creative, imaginative, and clear in 
expressive movement, competent and 
efficient in utilitarian movement and 
inventive, versatile, and skillful in 
objective movement. “

Tuesday, February 7, 17



• Dr. Margaret Whitehead 
(2001, 2007)

(a) moves with poise, economy and confidence in a wide variety of physically challenging situations; and, 
(b) is perceptive in ‘reading’ all aspects of the physical environment, anticipating movement needs or possibilities and responding 
appropriately to these, with intelligence and imagination.

(c) Physical literacy can be described as the ability and motivation to capitalize on our movement potential to make a significant 
contribution to quality of life. 
(d) 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*. (e) An individual who is physically literate moves with poise, economy and 
confidence in a wide variety of physically challenging situations. 	

Definition
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“Canadian” Approach (2005)

• Pragmatic not philosophical

• 30-second sound bite/
elevator pitch

• Purpose was to change the 
Canadian approach to Long-
Term Athlete Development
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Canadian Approach

• Move sports to thinking 
about first developing 
the child as an 
athlete 

• Then refining the athlete 
into a sport specific 
athlete/player

• In part reaction against 
too-early over-
specialization 
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Purposes
• British

• To articulate a life journey

• To adhere to a “monist”  
philosophy

• To create a deeper 
understanding of human 
physical development

• To publish academic 
papers

• Canadian

• To change the sport system

• To put more focus on the 
early stages of physical skills in 
human development

• To create a sound foundation 
for later sport excellence

• To prevent drop-out from 
sport

• To encourage physical activity 
across the life-span

Tuesday, February 7, 17



Fast forward to 2014/2015

• International Consensus statement

• An attempt to “bridge the gap” between 
the Canadian and British views

• An attempt to better articulate and define 
physical literacy – all singing from the same 
hymn book!
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Consensus statement
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Physical Literacy at a glance

It also means taking personal responsibility
for taking part in physical activity regardless of

age or ability

Physical Competence
Means how well a person can do 
any skill or movement. It can be 
thought of as their ABILITY at 
any given point in time.

Confidence
Means how sure a person is that 
they can do a skill or activity. If 
you are competent and confi-
dent, then you will also be 
consistent - you can count on 
being able to do the skill. 

Motivation
Means wanting to take part in 
physical activity without anyone 
else needing to encourage or 
push you.  Motivation comes 
from inside of you.

Knowledge
Means knowing the facts about 
physical activity and health, and 
knowing enough about the 
activities you are doing to keep 
yourself safe.

Understanding
Means more than just knowing 
the facts about physical activity 
and health.  It means appreciat-
ing and acting on the impor-
tance of your knowledge.
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Physical Literacy 2.0

• Currently being written (99% 
completed)

• Different target audience.

• Incorporates latest thinking on PL

• Writing it may cause permanent 
brain damage!
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Biggest changes

• A life-span approach

• Focus on importance of developing 
Executive Function in the early years

• A comprehensive internal document 
from which components can be extracted 
and combined for different audiences. (probably 
will be made available for anyone to download)
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4 Types of Physical Literacy
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• Three 
components

• Working memory

• Cognitive flexibility

• Self regulation: 
Inhibition control

Executive Function
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Executive Function

• My current thinking:

• Many traditional children’s games from around 
the world evolved to develop executive function 
(This morning’s presentation)

• Free play is more important in its development 
than adult organized activities
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Expanded coverage

• Physical Literacy  - what does it mean at 
each of the 7 stages of Long-Term Athlete 
Development
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Overview and can
be used as one-page
information sheets 
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Other issues

• Inclusive Physical Literacy (persons with 
impairment + other populations)
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Persons with a disability

Needs to be 
updated to include 
invisible disabilities.
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Physical Literacy in the work place
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Measuring Physical Literacy?

• CAN it be measured?

• How could you really measure it?

• What tools are available?

• PLAY

• CAPL

• PHE-Canada Passport
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So how can we develop PL

That’s the $64,000 
question - and

I would love to tell you 
that I have the answer
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But there are clues

• We must structure programs 
where there are opportunities

• To engage in developmentally 
appropriate activities

• To try... and fail - without fear of 
judgement

• To be helped if you fall behind

• To be included
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More clues

• Build more “on ramps” to activities and get 
rid of as many “off ramps” as possible:

• For all levels of interest

• For all ages

• For all cultures
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Early on:
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Then...
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Then integrate
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And on to adulthood...

• You CAN teach old dogs new tricks

• In fact, for healthy aging, you MUST teach 
old dogs new tricks.

• There are four things that we know are 
important for healthy aging.
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1. PL and activity critical

• Physical health - 
CV/cancer/

• Mental Health - 
Including a MAJOR 
reduction in 
dementia

• Social engagement
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1. Physical Literacy (cont.)

• Change in emphasis as we age:

• Early: Aerobic activity and weight 
bearing (bones)

• Middle:  Aerobic fitness and weight 
control

• Older: Shift to strength exercises, 
balance and flexibility.

• Very old: Strength and balance - for 
independence

Tuesday, February 7, 17



2. Production of brain cells
• Physical activity is 

a stimulus for 
brain cell 
development.

• But not for 
integrating those 
new brain cells 
into existing 
neural networks

• Just having the 
extra brain cells is 
not enough.
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3. Cognitive activity - thinking!

• Why learning new and different skills - 
developing physical literacy - is critical.

• Physical Literacy integrates newly formed brain 
cells into existing brain networks

• Increases the number of interconnections with 
other brain cells
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4. Periodic fasting

• Really new information.
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4. Periodic fasting

• Being hungry - 
historically - was a 
major stimulus for 
creativity!

• Where/how were you 
going to get your next 
meal

• This stimulates brain 
interconnections

Tuesday, February 7, 17



4. Periodic fasting
• Two days per week with adequate fluid 

intake and around 500 Calories.
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My PL Journey

1948

2016

20151960

I’m now old enough to learn to play golf

FAIL
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Thank you
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