Workshop on Physical Literacy – Exploring the Concept

Canterbury Christchurch University Thursday March 5th 2009

A most valuable workshop took place at Canterbury Christchurch University on Thursday March 5th. Paul Carney kindly organised and hosted  the event. About 20 people gathered to debate issues related to physical literacy. The day started with a short paper from Margaret Whitehead setting out some areas where there is ongoing debate concerning the concept. The delegates then split into discussion groups to consider a range of questions that Paul had drawn up. The key issues were identified under the following headings:- 

· Defining physical literacy

· Understanding physical literacy

· Physical literacy, physical competence and physical illiteracy

· Social and cultural aspects of physical literacy

· Physical education and physical literacy.

Debate continued through a working lunch and the day culminated in a whole group feedback and discussion of the day’s deliberations.

Key areas of discussion centred around four areas.

Firstly it was agreed that all individuals can be physically literate, notwithstanding their physical capacities: that physical literacy is only relevant to those with particular ability in respect of their physical capacities is a misunderstanding. The philosophy underpinning the concept is unequivocal in supporting physical literacy as achievable by all.

Secondly it was asked whether physical literacy was a process, a product or a disposition. Clarification was offered explaining that physical literacy is not a process, nor is it an end product. Physical literacy can be a temporary state, that is ever open to development. The notion of it being a disposition is useful, given the importance of motivation in the concept.

Thirdly there appeared a danger that physical literacy was being seen as only relevant to work in physical education. It was agreed that the concept was relevant to participants from cradle to grave and involved all significant others and practitioners working in the field of physical activity.

Finally there was much debate about the assessment of physical literacy. The notion of charting progress rather than assessing or measuring was supported by the group. Importantly this charting of progress must be ipsative, that is, related to an individual’s own personal journey. In addition the charting should address all attributes that, together, comprise physical literacy. While every individual’s profile in respect of physical literacy will be unique, there was general agreement that there should be clear guidance that clarified the direction that developing physical literacy could or should take. 

Thanks are due to all the delegates for their contributions to a lively, productive and very worthwhile day.

To date there is one further workshop planned at Plymouth University on May 7th. If members are interested to set up a workshop in their area Margaret Whitehead would be pleased to be involved. Contact with her can be made via the physical literacy website:- www.physical-literacy-org.uk.

Margaret Whitehead

