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Physical Literacy-The ABCs of Participation in
Physical Activity and Sports
Physical education (PE) has long been
recognized as an important part of the
school curriculum providing children
and youth with the opportunity to
develop the knowledge, skills and
attitudes required to lead physically
active lives(1). In essence, quality PE
programming is instrumental for the
development of physical literacy among
school aged children (2, 3). Physical
literacy is a relatively novel concept
which was founded in the early part of
the 21st century in response to a
growing concern about rising childhood
obesity rates (particularly in developed
countries) (2,3).
 
Physical literacy relates to the ability of
an individual to demonstrate
competence in movement within
different environments (1-3).The ability
to be physically active in varying
environments requires movement skills
and physical fitness as well as
knowledge, motivation and confidence
in one’s abilities; it is hypothesized that
physically literate individuals possess
these traits, thus facilitating long-term
participation in physical activity and
sport (2).
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Generally, PE programs have focused on
the development of fundamental sport
skills as a way of promoting physical
activity among youth (2). The literature,
however, supports the need for PE
programs to include development of
fundamental movement skill development,
physical activity and individual fitness
levels (3). If PE programs are to be
effective in promoting physical activity
among children (i.e., through physical
literacy development), then
comprehensive measures are needed to
quantify physical literacy development (2,
3). To date, no consensus for measures
exist for assessing physical literacy among
children and youth, and among those
available, most focus on sport skill
assessment (2, 3). This edition of the
Research File summarizes the recent
findings of an international study which
reviews the development of physical
literacy (2). This review advocates the use
of foundation movements (i.e., squat,
lunge, push, pull, hinge, brace and rotation)
as a screening tool for preliminary
assessment of physical competence for all
populations (2).
 
The Case for Foundation Movements
 
According to Tompsett and colleagues,
current evaluation practices are
performance-based with the emphasis on
‘how well’ a child completes a skill (focus
on outcome) rather than ‘why’ a child
performs a certain way (focus on process).
Emphasis on movement within the skill is
important for evaluating movement
efficiency and for identifying movement
deficits which may lead to injury (2).
Foundation movements have been
proposed as a more appropriate set of
criteria to assess movement capabilities
and deficiencies in children and youth (2).

Table 1 provides a more detailed
description of the different types of
foundation movements and their
relationship to fundamental sport skills,
sport/play skills and daily activities.
 

 
Physical Literacy in Canada
 
Physical literacy has been recognized as
an important component of PE and for
sport development (3). A number of
groups (both government and
non-government) have expressed interest
in the development of objective
measurements for physical literacy (3).
According to Tremblay and Lloyd,
measurement/assessment results are
important for informing planning of PE
programs, resource allocation, policy
change, and for identifying areas requiring
improvement (3). In response to the need
for objective measurement of physical
literacy, the Canadian Assessment of
Physical Literacy (CAPL) was developed,
and is under progressive evaluation
(https://www.capl-ecsfp.ca/). The CAPL
measurement tool assesses four domains
of physical literacy: daily behaviour,
motivation & confidence, knowledge &
understanding, and physical competence.
The CAPL is being used widely as a
comprehensive, objective measurement
tool for physical literacy among children.
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What have
we learned?
PE programs are important●

opportunities for encouraging
lifelong participation in physical
activity; this may be achieved
through physical literacy
development.
Performance indicators are needed●

to measure physical literacy
achievement and to facilitate
quality PE programming.
Foundation movements have been●

linked to specific sports skills
There is a need for more rigorous●

testing of the efficacy of foundation
movements as a screening tool for
physical literacy.
CAPL has been developed as a●

comprehensive objective
measurement tool for physical
literacy, in Canada.
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