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Should Physical Literacy be the main aim of Physical Education?

Whitehead (2010) implies physical literacy is an integral part of everyone’s lives, in which foundational movement skills are taught in the early years and continues to develop throughout ones life (Sport Wales, 2015). Firstly, this essay will discuss how the change in the curriculum in Wales has allowed teachers to focus on the specific children and young people in their classrooms and provide lessons which lay the foundations to allow children and young people to participate in more physical activity within the local and wider community (Welsh Government, 2020; Welsh Government, 2021; Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS), 2008). Secondly, this essay will discuss why a physical literacy aim of Physical Education (PE) may promote the benefits and encourage more children and young people to lead fulfilling active lifestyles (Jurbala, 2015; Whitehead, 2010). Thirdly, health related aims and a whole School approach will be discussed and whether health based aims may offer a wider range of activities and benefits over physical literacy (Jurbala, 2015; Association of Physical Education (AfPE), 2020). Finally, the practical implications of physical literacy and how this could impact the real World will also be discussed, as well as potential ways to overcome these implications (Whitehead, 2010; Vickerman and DePauw, 2010).

The flexible nature of the current Curriculum in Wales allows teachers to design units of work and lesson plans which appropriately challenge and develop the pupils in their class (DCELLS, 2008). Units of work and lessons must cover the four areas of learning, health and well-being, creative activities, adventurous activities and competitive activities, to ensure children develop a wide range of skills (DCELLS, 2008). In turn, pupils can break through the proficiency barrier and participate in more complex sports and activities, possibly leading to a life long passion for physical activity (Clark and Metcalfe, 2002; Whitehead, 2010). Furthermore, lessons must develop skills across the curriculum including thinking, communication, ICT and number, this can allow pupils to make links from other subjects and find a value in what they are learning in all subjects and specifically PE (DCELLS, 2008). Therefore, teachers should base their aim around the curriculum and although this is broad should not lose sight of the fact that lessons need to be inclusive (DCELLS, 2008, Whitehead, 2010; Vickerman and DePauw, 2010a). Although teachers own aims of PE could come from their hobbies, experiences and expertise, DCELLS (2008) highlight that all lessons should include every learner, regardless of ability. Having said this, teachers aims of PE could differ, even within the same School, and may have an impact on the quality of education pupils receive (AfPE, 2021). 

The 2022 curriculum in Wales allows Schools to design their own curriculum depending on the ability and environment the School is in, for example, if a School is near a beach, they are able to use this to their advantage for physical activities, such as surfing and for cross-curricular learning, such as numeracy and literacy (Welsh Government, 2021). Using resources in local areas for learning can further enhance pupils applying their knowledge into the real World and become informed, physically literate citizens (Welsh Government, 2021; Jurbala, 2015). However, due to PE not specifically being on the curriculum, this could result in pupils getting very little physical activity (Welsh Government, 2021). Instead, the new curriculum is split into areas of learning, and the Health and Well-being area of learning closely ties in with PE (Welsh Government, 2021). The change in the curriculum comes from the Global shift in priorities to participate in physical activity for the health benefits and, therefore, could be better suited for the next generation to thrive as active members of society (AfPE, 2020). Additionally, within the curriculum there is more freedom to participate in physical activity through cross-curricular activities and lessons. Furthermore, the progression steps within the new curriculum align with becoming physically literate individuals and challenge pupils at the  appropriate levels (Welsh Government, 2021). The changes within the curriculum allows for a more holistic approach which can lay the foundations for children to have an appreciation and lifelong passion for physical activity (Whitehead, 2010; Welsh Government, 2021).

Whitehead (2010) implies physical literacy is about gaining the physical, cognitive social and affective skills in order to participate in physical activity throughout life (Bailey et al., 2009). Although this definition has been used in policies around the World, Whitehead’s (2000) definition focused more on the philosophy of physical literacy, such as existentialism, phenomenology and monism (Whitehead, 2010; Sport Wales, 2015; Keegan, Dudley, and Barnett, 2020). Jurbala (2015) suggests physical literacy is a metaphor which the individual creates their own capacity within an environment. Whilst physical literacy includes one’s own perceptions of the environment and their competence, cognitive, social and affective domains are just as important and suggesting physical literacy is a metaphor could hinder people’s perceptions of the importance of these domains (Whitehead, 2000; Whitehead, 2010; Jurbala, 2015, Bailey et al., 2009). Having said this, physical literacy is a relatively new concept and consequently is difficult to find a description which everyone agrees with (Whitehead, 2000: Jurbala, 2015). Whitehead’s (2010) definition is suggested to be easier to understand and, therefore, used more in policies (Welsh Government, 2020). However, this has perhaps left physical literacy open to interpretation by individuals which may not allow every pupil to receive the same level of physical activity, which is an integral part of education  (Sport Wales, 2015; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 2015); Cale and Harris, 2013; UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 2016). Within this essay the term physical literacy is defined as developing domains of learning in order to achieve a lifelong passion for physical activity (Whitehead, 2010). 

Another way which may promote a lifelong passion for physical activity is skill-related aims (Murdoch and Whitehead, 2013; Welsh Government, 2008). Focusing on physical skills during PE lessons can increase the physical competence of pupils by repetition of the skill (Pickup and Price, 2007). However, there may be little development of the social, affective and cognitive domains of learning, and therefore, may not be enjoyable for pupils, potentially leading to a decrease in physical activity when they leave School (Bailey et al., 2009; Whitehead, 2010; Clark and Metcalfe, 2002). Adding to this, Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway (2012) suggest foundational movement skills have to be in place by the time the pupil is seven and if they do not feel competent in their physical, social, affective and cognitive skills by the time they are thirteen, is it unlikely that they will participate in physical activity outside of School and even less likely to participate in physical activity once they leave School. Therefore, teachers must provide pupils with lessons which lay the foundations for pupils to develop into active members of society (Welsh Government, 2021). To achieve this, teachers may decide to use a models based approach to promote and develop the benefits of physical activity whilst educating pupils (Metzler, 2011). 

There are many different models which are used, dependant on the teachers aim of PE, however, the sport education model may be useful to achieve skill related aims (Siedentop, 1994). When implemented correctly this model is inclusive, promotes physical activity, develops physical skills and create good sportsmanship (Metzler, 2011). Although, this can take a lot of planning, once it is in place, it has the possibility to create high-quality PE which engages pupils in their own learning (AfPE, 2021b). Having said this, as it suggests in title, the sport education model is exclusively for sport (Metzler, 2011; Siedentop, 1994). Whilst this is not necessarily a negative thing, the teacher must continue to provide high-quality PE in creative activities, competitive activities and health and wellbeing to allow pupils to continue to thrive in their PE lessons and for the main focus not to be competitive activities, which currently dominates PE (Welsh Government, 2021; Welsh Government, 2008; AfPE, 2021). Furthermore, as the Welsh curriculum is changing in 2022, PE will be known as Health and Well-being, a much more holistic approach, which may be difficult to achieve physical skill-related aims when there is a push for a more rounded approach (Welsh Government, 2008; Welsh Government, 2021). However, Kirk (2018) implies PE has not changed in sixty years, therefore, physical educators will need to change their approach to PE, which they would have grown up with and currently use, requiring more training to understand the new curriculum and change to PE. From this, teachers who focus on physical skill related aims of PE adapting their approach to suit the whole child (Kirk, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021). Therefore, developing physical literacy as an aim of PE, inline with the change in curriculum, could create happy, healthy and active members of society (Welsh Government, 2021). 

The change in curriculum could also result in teachers aims of PE to develop the health of pupils (Cale and Harris, 2013). A health approach towards PE could possibly educate pupils on how to access physical activity, how to participate in physical activity and learning healthy lifestyle choices which will increase their quality of life (Cale and Harris, 2021). Additionally, with overweight and obesity cases increasing within the United Kingdom, especially in children and young people, a health based approach in PE may be one way to tackle this crisis (World Health Organisation, 2018). PE can teach, improve and give confidence to pupils to participate in more physical activity, hopefully creating a higher quality of life for pupils (AfPE, 2020). Having said this, PE is given a very limited amount of time on the curriculum and, therefore, a health based approach, with the hope of tackling the obesity crisis, may be a far bigger issue than PE could ever cope with (AfPE, 2020; Cale and Harris, 2013). Whilst PE could be a part of the way to reduce this issue, including the community and the whole School, will not only encourage a healthier lifestyle, by showing every teacher cares about the health of the pupil and promotes a healthy lifestyle, but also gives the pupils a sense of relatedness which fulfils one of three human basic needs to encourage intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2017; Weare, 2013).

Fostering a whole School approach has the potential to develop pupils mental health as well as their physical health (Glazzard and Bostwick, 2018). Additionally, a whole School approach should aim to eliminate any forms of discrimination through equal opportunities, ensuring pupils have a sense of belonging and collaboration from stakeholders, including the local and wider community (Glazzard and Bostwick, 2018). However, this approach could arise some issues, especially in Schools where everything has been done the same way for years (AfPE, 2021; Ekins and Grimes, 2009). Teachers could be reluctant to adapt their way of teaching as they know what works for their class and, especially in Secondary Schools, are only used to teach their subject, not health (Weare, 2013). Although a whole School approach is likely daunting for teachers who previously have little to no experience in teaching health, the adaptations to their lessons do not have to be major and their perceived quality of lessons not compromised (Glazzard and Bostwick, 2018; Welsh Government, 2020). Adaptations could include taking the lesson outside to promote the effectiveness of green spaces to mental health (Longshore, McAlarnen, Sappington and Hannon, 2019). Although some teachers will still be apprehensive about a whole School approach, ensuring they have the correct and sufficient training can support them in the transition to a whole School approach (Welsh Government, 2020; DCELLS, 2008). Therefore, a health based aim towards PE may not incorporate as much of the curriculum and development as a physical literacy aim can, however, a whole School approach with the emphasis on health could promote a fulfilling and healthy lifestyle (Whitehead, 2010).

One area of the curriculum which cannot be compromised and physical literacy may struggle to achieve is the inclusion element (Welsh Government, 2020). Whilst the concept of physical literacy thinks of the whole child and wants to allow every child to lead fulfilling lives, the teachers approach to physical literacy could hinder this (Vickerman and DePauw, 2010b). Teachers expectations of children and young people with physical disabilities may be lower than those without physical disabilities and, although this may not be intentional, puts children and young people with physical disabilities at a disadvantage (Vickerman and DePauw, 2010b).  To overcome this issue it is essential teachers consider the needs of every child and young person in their class and unless everyone can actively participate in an activity or lesson, it should not be included in their lesson plan (Vickerman and DePauw, 2010a). Notwithstanding the challenges of creating inclusive lessons,  teachers must think of innovative ways to develop the physical literacy of pupils and, if they feel unable to, are comfortable in working collaboratively with their team and parents to appropriately challenge children and young people (Vickerman and DePauw, 2010a; Vickerman and DePauw, 2010b; Welsh Government, 2021; DCELLS, 2008). An example of inclusion which allows people to thrive is Rose and Giovanni on Strictly Come Dancing (2021), Rose is deaf, yet week after week they achieve beautiful dances and are near the top of the leader board. In their most recent dance an element of the dance had no music at all, showing the public what she hears when she dances and that being deaf is not a disadvantage (Strictly Come Dancing, 2021). When assessing physical literacy, which has been proved difficult even without varying abilities in one class, assessments must be differentiated to individuals (Vickerman and DePauw, 2010a).

With the pressure from the Welsh Government (2020) to provide evidence of learning and grades, which is already challenging within PE, physical literacy is even more demanding. Whilst filming pupils performing certain physical skills could evidence they are physically competent, physical literacy is about the whole child which suggests more evidence is needed for the cognitive, social and affective learning (Bailey et al., 2009; Whitehead, 2010). These domains of learning could be evidenced via a written learning journal where pupils explain why, how, when and with who they exercise, from this, teachers can plan their future lessons more effectively to challenge every pupil to fulfil their potential and also maintain physical literacy as the aim of PE (Welsh Government, 2020; Whitehead, 2010). Another way to possibly assess physical literacy is for pupils to identify their intrinsic motivation towards physical activity and their perceived physical competence (Whitehead, 2010; Ryan and Deci, 2017). With this type of assessment, pupils are able to apply their knowledge into the real World and once they leave School continue in more physical activity, leading to a physically literate life (Whitehead, 2010). Whilst extrinsic motivation is not completely negative, allowing pupils to discover what activities they like and identify why they like participating in certain types of physical activities and dislike others, increases the quality of lesson and may encourage pupils to participate in more physical activity (Whitehead, 2010; AfPE, 2021). To achieve this, is it vital teachers are aware of what physical literacy is and how to effectively teach PE (Welsh Government, 2021). However, similar to PE on the Schools timetable, PE on Primary teacher training is limited and may impact the quality of PE teachers are able to provide (Welsh Government, 2021). 

As PE has a limited time on the Primary PGCE timetable, it is essential the lectures are of high quality (Welsh Government, 2019). However, even with extremely high quality PE lectures on the PGCE, it may still be difficult to cover all elements of PE in detail (Sport Wales, 2015; Welsh Government, 2019). Sport Wales (2015) highlight that foundational movement skills, running, jumping, hopping throwing and catching, need to be in place by the time the child turns seven years old in order for them to participate in more complex activities and to feel competent. Therefore it may be necessary for PE on the PGCE to go into more detail through a longer period of time (Welsh Government, 2019; Sport Wales, 2015).


To conclude, physical literacy is a vital element of everyone’s lives, especially children and young people  (Jurbala, 2015). Through the change in the curriculum there is potential for more focus on physical literacy, rather than on just physically educating children and young people (Welsh Government, 2021; DCELLS, 2008). Additionally, as there is more flexibility in the new curriculum, teachers are able to focus their lessons on what children and young people have in the community and develop the skills which will allow them to become valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, teachers can include physical elements in cross-curricula activities which can enhance children and young people’s physical literacy (Welsh Government, 2020). Skill based aims of PE have been central for many years, however, if educators want children to have a lifelong passion for physical activity a more holistic approach is needed (Bailey et al., 2009; Whitehead, 2010). Whilst health based aims may provide a more holistic approach, without the help from a whole School approach it could result in the importance of health being lost (Weare, 2013; Glazzard and Bostwick, 2018). No matter the aim of PE it is vital inclusion remains at the forefront and every child and young person is given the opportunity to actively participate and develop during lessons (Welsh Government, 2020; DCELS, 2008). When taught effectively, through meaningful activities, PE, with the emphasis on physical literacy, can develop the whole child and result in the possibility for every child and young person to have healthy and fulfilling lives (Whitehead, 2010; Metzler, 2011).
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