With consideration of theories of motor development, critically analyse the role of physical competence in the development of physical literacy.

This essay covers four key points. Firstly, I will highlight the important role that physical competence has in early childhood to the development of lifelong physical literacy. Sensory integration, a quality movement vocabulary and a wide basecamp of fundamental motor skills are crucial to motor development. This movement competence will enable children to break through a proficiency barrier in order to acquire transitional skills and lead a life of being physically active. Secondly, using the ecological systems theory and dynamic systems approach, I will explore the importance of being able to adapt, change and respond our movement vocabulary in order to effectively ‘read’ the environment and constraints within and around us. This will give individuals the correct tools and experiences to develop a broad physical competence, both holistic and embodied, in order to manage the task demands of specific activities. Thirdly, I will focus on how a positive ‘perception’ of physical competence is the key to a positive trajectory in physical activity. In young children, their actual and perceived physical competence will encourage perseverance, progress, motivation, self-esteem and enjoyment – a useful set of tools for future participation in physical activity and ultimately being physically literate. I will conclude this essay, by highlighting the concerns if sufficient physical competence is not achieved in the early years - issues relating to overall physical health, obesity, sedentary behaviour, low self-esteem and a negative spiral of disengagement in physical activity. In summary, if physical competence can be acquired in early childhood, both through high-quality, fun, guided instruction as well as free, explorative play, children will then choose to move actively throughout their lives and fulfil the ultimate goals of lifelong physical literacy.

Early childhood has a detrimental effect to motor development in later life, engagement in physical activity and overall health. These critical years are crucial to learn the foundations and fundamentals as children are willing to learn and want to move. They can experience the greatest rate of growth around physical competence. Using the Whiteheadian 2010 definition of physical literacy that embraces physical, cognitive and affective domains, physical competence is one of the underlying core constructs (along with confidence, knowledge, motivation and understanding). Physical competence can be described as movement patterns that make up the foundation of all movement within a wide range of environments (Whitehead, 2010). Motor development is the process through which these movement patterns and skills are acquired across the lifespan. The theories associated with motor development address the potential role of actual and perceived motor competence, physical activity and health-related fitness as well as the importance of fundamental motor skills and adopting a dynamic systems perspective. Individuals are constantly evolving, restructuring and self-organising to adapt to the environment and constraints around us, but young children need effective movement patterns in order to nurture and begin this development. 

Developing physical competence will instil the motivation and confidence to purposefully use complex movement skills into adulthood. It will also give individuals a wide variety of function such as balance, stability and stillness which are not only useful in early years (being able to sit still in a highchair or at the table) but also for later years where balance becomes an essential tool to avoid falls and enable independence. More than motor competence (which relates to fine and gross motor skills, coordination and agility) physical competence can provide a sense of enjoyment, opportunity and inclusion for a wide range of movement experiences – central to physical literacy. If children haven’t acquired physical competence in their early years, there is a critical point when they transition from primary to secondary school and experience a negative spiral of engagement in physical activity. So ‘actual’ physical competence, ‘perceived’ competence and positivity are central to encourage motivation and acquire knowledge and skill so children can understand the intrinsic lifetime value of being physically active. If their competence is poor, perceived competence will become a ‘proficiency’ barrier for them to move and they will ultimately move less and ineffectively in their adult years. 

Physical competence relates to an individual’s ability level to perform a range of motor skills along with the underlying tools needed for performance. Physical competence is a multidimensional concept that includes an extensive movement vocabulary, the accuracy and size of movement memory and refinement in the quality of movement (Whitehead, 2010). High quality movement experiences in the early years lay the foundations for learning and physical activity for life. A mover with a rich bank of established movement responses, learnt through interacting with a wide range of challenging environments is someone who is physically literate. Learning to move intelligently and with knowledge from infancy is a necessary skill underlying physical activity. The foundation of all movement are reflexes and reactions, this is the beginning of neural networking of the brain. Even growing foetus’s shows signs of reflexive movements.  From birth, children start their journey to motor competence in the very early years through the notion of sensory integration. Most of the activity in the first seven years of life is the process of organising the sensations in the nervous system (Ayres, 1979). By organising sensations, the child gains control over his emotions and can organise efficiently, acquiring building blocks for physical development but also for the senses. Infants gradually acquire a movement vocabulary (rolling, clapping, kicking etc) and through repetition and refinement these reflexes and rudimentary activities become established in their movement memory. Through the toddler years and upwards, a child experiences significant growth and development in physical competence and their movement memory is constantly being tested particularly in managing sequencing (Whitehead, 2010). Through physical competence a child can display good movement vocabulary, memory, quality and capacity which will ultimately enhance their physical literacy. 

With a Whiteheadian, holistic approach to physical literacy it is crucial to acknowledge that the idea of gaining physical competence is necessary for personal embodiment and to live purposefully in the body as well as being connected in the mind. Our body and mind are not seen as separate entities (with a dualistic, disembodied approach) rather from a monist viewpoint where moving and competence becomes simply a part of who we are. The aim is to gain a certain level of skill and intrinsic motivation where we become less motivated by external assessments of competence (mastery) but more by the social, physical and health benefits from all aspects physical activity to enable us to progress (McCafferty & Ellen, 2013). Whitehead asserts that physical competence “needs to be understood in the context of individuals’ endowment” (Whitehead, 2010). The importance of moving well (in different forms whilst relying on FMS) will enable children to use their skills in everyday situations and objects, read the environment with confidence and capability and make healthy, active choices throughout their lifetime. Ultimately, they won’t have to think about their movement competence or activity, rather live fully in their bodies which are connected to the mind and world (McCafferty & Ellen, 2013). 

But in order to move in effective, refined, quality movement patterns and engage in physical activity, young children must acquire a useful set of fundamental motor skills (FMS) and establish healthy motor development. FMS are made up of locomotor skills (moving through space), object control skills (object manipulation) and balance. They are a quality movement vocabulary that include spatial and body awareness, activities to promote balance, strength and core-strength. Motor development relates to the improvement of these movement abilities which are both direct and indirect building blocks for a variety of lifetime activities. These movements require complex motor skills that develop over a lifetime both naturally and through instruction. But these skills must be established early on to encourage overall physical competence, physical health (high cardiovascular fitness) and enhance their physical literacy journey. If children have competence in FMS in primary school (an established movement vocabulary, memory and quality) in secondary school and in later life, they can make choices about what movement experience they want to do, based on sports they enjoy. Acquiring FMS won’t mean you are physically literate, just one of several components that need to be addressed, but they are a useful set of autonomous skills in starting that journey and can encourage physical, psychological and mental health for the future as well as functional independence later in life. (Barnett et al, 2014). 

The importance of FMS in a child’s physical competence is highlighted in Clark and Metcalfe’s 2002 ‘mountain of motor development’. FMS are the ‘basecamp’ to acquire specific and skilful movement. In order to reach the top of the motor development mountain, children need to apply this FMS skillset to each sport or activity accordingly (Stodden, 2008). In 2010, Whitehead highlights the importance of “exploring a wide terrain rather than following a narrow path up a mountain” and making “progress” instead of just “mastery”. We need a broad experience of movement patterns and activity settings to establish a sound physical competence. If the basic FMS aren’t learnt at key stages from early to middle childhood the ability to move easily and gain motor competence is compromised as is their physical activity participation in the future (Gallahue, 2012). They won’t have the repertoire to respond to different task demands that specific sports or activities require. For example, kicking, throwing and running help develop your balance, a transfer skill, which can be used in other specific sports like yoga or cycling. Seefeldt in 1980 highlights the importance of these structured, fundamental movement experiences in early childhood in order to break through a proficiency barrier to enable participation in all physical activities. There is a critical threshold of motor competence above which children will engage in physical activity and below which they are less likely to. If you don’t have the basic FMS then it’s difficult to learn the transitional skills which will lead to proficiency in certain sports. Children need to experience and practise stability and mobility patterns consistently throughout childhood in positive and challenging environments as well as engage in an element of free play (Brian et al, 2020).

Physical competence and motor development evolve over our lifetime but are ever changing. The study of FMS has its roots in motor development research (Logan et al, 2018). Haywood & Getchell, for example explored motor development from an ecological perspective in the 1980’s. Motor development is seen as a multiple of systems and a life span process. Looking at the growth of motor skills across our life, there are many constraints that exist in the body and outside the body that influence motor development (Haywood & Getchell, 2014). Newell in 1986 through his model brings to light these ‘constraints’ – task, environment and individual. It is from the interaction of these three constraints that can change throughout our life and determine the development or underdevelopment of motor competence. They act as vital limiters to movement and can encourage efficient, successful patterns of movement. The body is able to coordinate movement by accounting for these constraint influences within the individual (structural or functional) environment (physical and sociocultural) and task (Colombo-Dougovito, 2017). Constraints can prevent movement, so it is imperative that young children experience quality instruction and develop age-appropriate movement experiences (Robinson, 2010). As we grow, we are constantly experiencing these changes and constraints – new behaviours emerge, evolve or dissolve and rarely reappear in identical forms (Clark & Phillips, 1993). Likewise, physical literacy is a lifelong process, and the development doesn’t just end (as it does in a maturationists theory) at the end of puberty. The dynamic systems approach within the ecological perspective emphasises how our body is constantly evolving and self-organising itself to adapt to the world (and our constraints) around and within us. Through experimentation, children acquire a movement vocabulary that enables them to adapt, read and respond to different features of their environment. Equally these changes don’t develop at the same rate - for a young child their muscles need to develop to a certain point in order for them to walk, but a physical constraint might prevent them from developing this motor skill (a rate limiter). Similarly, eye maturation is crucial to the success in catching a ball, but the eyes haven’t matured sufficiently until a child is four years old (Whitehead, 2010). Educators and practitioners can adapt these constraints to bring about different motor outputs for children whose motor development is inadequate, for example encouraging them to ‘read’ the environment. This will encourage more mature and efficient movement patterns (Colombo-Dougovito, 2017).

Physical competence is at the heart of Stodden’s 2008 model and how the child develops their motor development and physical activity. Of particular interest is the relationship between the two (as well as health-related fitness and weight status). If children have active experiences early, they will develop motor competence, over time, with sufficient motor competence they will choose to be active. Equally, if they don’t develop motor competence, when they are given the chance to move, they won’t and will likely lead a more sedentary life. According to Stodden, motor competence can either promote a positive or negative trajectory. It is clear there is a positive relationship that exists between motor competence and physical activity across childhood. But this relationship needs to be established in the early years to develop physical literacy and prevent the barriers leading to negative spirals of disengagement. It is not just about running around; children need to develop movement competence (actual and perceived) to a good level, through both guided instruction and free-play, in order to support physical activity so they can choose to move across their lifespan.

Aligned with physical competence are the ‘perceptions’ relating to ‘general’ physical perceptions, a key aspect being a child’s perception of his/her motor competence. Developing motor skill competence in children can encourage a positive attitude (confidence) to physical activity throughout their lifetime, but it’s an evolving concept that changes across developmental time (Harter, 1999). A healthy FMS competence in early to middle childhood doesn’t have a significantly negative effect on motor competence, but from middle childhood (around 7 years old) to adolescence the relationship between motor competence and physical activity is stronger because of a higher cognitive development. Children’s perception of competence aligns more with their actual competence and this can cause divides within physical activity (Stodden, 2008). This can be particularly relevant with gender where boys can feel more competent than girls, meaning girls typically opt out of physical activity. So, in the early years, even though perception is not always aligned with reality (young children often think they are great at everything), their inflated perceived competence will be the driving factor to acquiring motor skills as they persevere in activities (Stodden, 2008). Good motor competence when you are young gives you a rich physical activity and the ability to engage in physical activity and maintain your physical literacy to adulthood (Robinson et al, 2009). 

Perception of motor competence can also impact fun and enjoyment. Equally, fun is the focus for the majority of children when considering different physical activity (Gately, 2010). Experiences of enjoyment has a positive influence on physical activity and can play a fundamental role in children’s participation. There is a positive relationship between perceived competence and enjoyment (Harter, 1982). The more children enjoy an activity, the more they will want to participate, practise and thus ultimately become more competent. When children demonstrate competence, their enjoyment increases, and they will choose to continue participating in physical activity, potentially for their lifetime. In agreement with Whitehead’s view of progress and monism when it comes to physical activity and competence, Lloyd and Smith in 2012 speak of the role of emotions and body parts initiating movement and the need to seek joy and exhilaration in movement patterns as opposed to competitive fitness testing. 

Motivation is a concept of physical literacy, but physical competence (actual and perceived) can play a huge role in this. Perceived physical competence and FMS play are crucial in children’s motivation to learn and engagement in future motor skills. Harter’s (1978, 1982) competence motivation model emphasises how children who perceive themselves to be competent will display higher self-esteem, persist longer and put in more effort to master a skill than children who don’t and will not persist and therefore lose interest.  To foster achievement motivation in physical activity and sport, children need to be physically competent which requires movement instruction and opportunities to develop this. Equally, motivational climates can have a positive influence on children’s aims, perceptions, attitude, behaviour and future engagement in activities (Ames, 1992). This will lead to higher motivation, achievement and skill learning, enabling children to become competent and healthy movers. All important aspects of physical literacy. Middle aged children who are overweight and choose to be physically inactive typically lack the actual and perceived physical competence (and ultimately motivation) required to participate fully in activity (Southall et al, 2004). 

Instruction and learning experiences are essential to a child acquiring physical competence but so too is free play. Play not only provides creativity and spontaneity but it also enhances other important aspects of physical literacy – independence, self-confidence, environment engagement, growth and knowledge. Giving children the chance to learn elements of physical competence through experimentation, trial and error, particularly outdoors with guidance (rather than instruction) from an adult, forces them to use their initiation. Combining this style of outdoor, free play with more formal, channelled instruction will give children a rich and rounded physical competence and enable them to improve their cognitive, creative and problem-solving skills essential to their physical literacy. However, the importance of adult direction can be recognised in the evidence that proves object control skills need to be taught and are not acquired ‘naturally’. Equally adult input is essential regarding developmental delays.

Physical competence plays its part in contributing towards overall physical fitness (a key aspect of physical literacy) as highlighted in Stodden’s 2008 model. There is a reasonably positive relationship between motor competence, physical activity and health-related fitness from early childhood to early adulthood (Utesch et al, 2019), but it also strengthens with age. If young children regularly participate in physical activity both their physical competence as well as their physical fitness will improve, and they are more likely to maintain good overall health in the future. Learning motor skills requires repetition, which can enhance both musculoskeletal and cardiorespiratory fitness (Haywood & Getchell, 2014). To acquire FMS, neuromuscular adaptations occur and the development of muscular strength. Children who have limited levels of motor skill competence will be less physically active and will struggle to maintain aspects of health-related fitness throughout their lifetimes (Stodden, 2008). Preventing obesity in early childhood is particularly important and can reduce the risk of a lifetime of health issues and even lifelong obesity. Overweight children struggle to perform motor skills because of their increased overall mass leading to a negative spiral of disengagement and low levels of physical fitness. The degree of motor skill competence is critically important to health, equally a key element of physical literacy is a lifetime of health, so physical competence plays a significant role in also promoting early positive trajectories of health and therefore long-term physical activity engagement. 

If children don’t acquire sufficient physical competence, they will display developmental delays and not have adequate movement tools to effectively ‘read’ the world around them. There is consistent data regarding developmental delays in motor competence and it’s becoming more normal to have a developmental delay, especially for deprived children and those in poorer urban areas who need additional support. It is these children that need to experience the richest movement experiences available. Other issues around physical competence are motor development tests which can also complicate what movement competence encompass and are often used interchangeably. For example, the process-orientated battery test TGMD2 which examines FMS requires a different set of skills to the K2K test which examines non-sport specific gross body coordination in children. Physical competence might not be recorded accurately by just one test battery (Rudd et al, 2016). Equally, low-quality physical education programmes and a greater focus on elite sport programmes and early overspecialisation has reduced the opportunities to teach FMS and develop sufficient physical competence (Roetert et al, 2018). Overspecialisation for children at a young age can limit the broad base of physical competence needed for physical literacy. Specific movement patterns are typically polished, and individuals’ physique is shaped accordingly, leaving a limited breadth and balance of movement experience (Whitehead, 2010). Similarly, cultures develop and refine physical competence differently, in the light of physical literacy, accordingly to the needs in everyday life and their versions of physical activity required in their country or region. But the need for a broad movement vocabulary in early childhood to help nurture movement capacities is universal (Whitehead, 2010).  Equally, as described earlier, low esteem levels of actual and perceived competence can impact a child’s choice to move, skill level, participation in physical activity and ultimately can be harmful to the relationship with their body. Solutions can be found through infant and toddler programmes in community centres, SKIP Cymru programmes in schools and through parents, who can encourage physical competence understanding and facilitate appropriate experiences.

One of the main pillars of physical literacy is physical competence but it can never be the sole constituent of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010). The cognitive and affective domains are considerations too. But what we do know, is that physical competence takes a dominating role and we need to start children on this journey early. Quality movement patterns, a broad basecamp of fundamental motor skills, a positive actual and perceived competence can all lead to a solid future of motor development, physical activity, physical health and therefore physical literacy. This will result in individuals choosing to move, participate in physical activity and engage in lifelong activity. Constraints on our environments, tasks and ourselves will be ever-changing, as our bodies are constantly developing, but in order to embrace physical literacy we need to start off with a rich range of movement competencies in order to successfully read the changing world and task demands. Securing this in early childhood, where children believe in the limitlessness of their movement capacities, will have a significant impact on our psychology of perceived competence, motivation, confidence, enjoyment, knowledge and sense of inclusion towards physical activity. Children will then choose to move actively throughout their lives and fulfil the ultimate goals of physical literacy. However, if physical competence isn’t achieved in early childhood, a negative spiral of disengagement results in a more sedentary, inactive life - potentially obesity. There exists a growing need for regular planned and well-designed movement programmes during the childhood years, through nurseries, schools and even in the home, that promote quality movement patterns, FMS, actual and perceived physical competence. More importantly, if teachers, educators and parents have a better grasp of development of children’s physical competence perceptions and were able to broaden and deepen their movement experiences, they can help develop children’s skills and attitudes and encourage an appreciation of movement (Robinson, 2010). This will ultimately make children lifetime movers where they are intrinsically motivated to keep up their personal movement progress throughout their life.
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