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Attributes of 
Physical Literacy
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(Whitehead, 2010)
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(ICSSPE) International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education
Bulletin No. 65 (2013)



Physical Literacy
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(CS4L, 2014)



Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L, 2014)
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Aspen Institute (2015)
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An effective physical literacy assessment 
instrument should address physical literacy’s 
four elements (holistic approach) : Affective, 
Behavioral, Cognitive, and Physical

(Robinson and Randall, 2017; Whitehead, 2010)
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Attributes of 
Physical Literacy
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(IPLA, 2017;
Robinson, Randall & Barrett, 2018)

• Cognitive• Behavioral

• Physical• Affective

Motivation, 
Confidence

Physical 
Competence

Knowledge and 
understanding

Engagement in 
physical activities



Australian Physical Literacy Standard (2017)
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Guidelines for the Selection of Physical Literacy 
Measures in PE in Australia (Barnett et al., 2019)
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Physical Literacy, Physical Activity and Health: Toward an 
Evidence-Informed Conceptual Model (Cairney et al, 2019)
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Word Cloud – PL worldwide

12



Has the term ‘Physical Literacy’ globally defined? 
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Shearer et al , 2018



Mainland China
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Publication of some PL articles in Chinese

Based in Shanghai 
University of Sport
• Special issue 

(2015) on 
‘physical literacy’ 
with 10 papers 
published by 
Western scholars



PL Conceptualization
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Monism

Phenomenology

Existentialism



Taoist approach of Physical Literacy
– Become a ‘Physical Literacist’
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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. (John 1, 1, Bible)

It matches with the Taoist approach of ‘Way(Tao)’ –
the system for everything operating in the universe.

Taoist work should be taken into consideration 
with current 1.4 billion people’s thoughts.

West 
vs 

East

Gap 
between 
West and 

East



Become a ‘Physical Literacist’ – a mixed with Confucianism
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Internal Self

•Equip oneself 
(修身)

Self-adaptation

•A well-
managed 
family (齊家)

Self-definition

•Run the 
country well      
(治國)

Greater-self

•Bring peace 
to the world     
(平天下)

Equip with 
Skill and 

Knowledge

Take care of 
others and the 

Society

Positive 
Attitude



Getting Up Close with Taoist
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• integration of heaven and humankind (天人合一)

• ‘Wuwei’無為(let things take their own course, follow the flow)
• An athlete, musician, craftsman, artist…etc. being in the 

zone, in the state of flow – Intelligent spontaneity
(Skill competence – autonomous stage) – understand your 
mind and body – loose and relaxed (spirit moves where 
s/he wants)

(Whitehead, 2010)
*Dual process theory (Kahneman, 2011):
• Cold cognition – self-conscious, deliberate, effortful
• Hot cognition – autonomous, spontaneous, effortless (ingrained process – skill 

becomes embodied) – energy diminishes – follow the FLOW!!! – disengaging from 
Cold cognition

Can it be applied to the whole model of PL (whitehead, 2010) ???
Mind-body dualism/holism??? 
Rational mind and irrational body???
Embodiment or Disembodiment???



Getting up close with Taoist
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• the actualization of ‘Qiwu’ (uniformity, 齊物)
• achieve the state of ‘Xiaoyao’ (free and easy wandering, 逍遙)
• the condition of ‘Kih Lo’ (perfect enjoyment, 至樂) 
• included as the content of ‘Xiuyang” (literate, 修養)

The objective to the thought is to achieve ‘Integration of heaven and 
human’ (天人合一), and tune everything in the universe into the natural 
harmony (Yip, 2004), and by the actualization of ‘Qiwu’ (The adjustment 
of Controversies, 齊物) (James Legge, 1966) to achieve the state of 
‘Xiaoyao’ (Untroubled Ease, 逍遙) and being ‘Wuwei’ (Letting things to 
follow their own track, 無為) (Norden, 1996) and ‘Pu’ (simplicity, 樸) 
(D.C. Lau, 2001, P. 26-27), and hence, to behave with ‘Te’ ( the moral 
virtue, 德) (D.C. Lau, 2001, P. 151) and to be close to the idea state of 
Tao (The way, 道) (D.C. Lau, 2001), which the condition of ‘Kih Lo’ 
(Perfect Enjoyment, 至樂) (James Legge, 1966) can be achieved. 
The high level transformation and transcendence on the pursuit of 
absolute happiness, excellence and exquisite nature; the transcendence 
from emotional and human limit, other perception and influences, as 
suggested by Yip (2004) can be put as the more clear content to define 
‘Xiuyang’ (Literate, 修養) (Ji, 2008).

(Barnett et al., 2019)

(Cairney et al, 2019)



Offer insight into a wider 
range of the contemporary 

perceptions of physical 
literacy

Getting up close with Taoist
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Interesting point is that the term ‘physical literacy’ whether it is 
embedded in Chinese philosophy – Taoism traced back to two 
thousand years (i.e. Taichi, Wushu…etc)
• The concept of ‘Xiuyang修養’ contributed a framework for

• i) ‘yangsheng, 養生’ (Health Preservation) (Legge, 1966 ) and  ‘Nurturing of 
life’ (Cook, 1997).

• ii) ‘yangshen’ (Nourish the spirit or Spiritual Cultivation, 養神) (Legge, 1966). 

The whole is greater than the sum of its 
parts – Holism approach (Smuts, 1927)



Challenges -
Taoist–Chinese Perspectives on Physical Literacy
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Holism – derived from the Greek holos, meaning ‘whole’, holism as a 
concept can be track back at least as far as Artistole’s (384-322 BC) 
concerning the inseparability of matter and form.

Holism posits a dynamic, creative, complex and continuity-laden process 
between its parts and they operate and coordinate to give to an 
increasingly synthesized whole. 

Mind-body 
holism

When you 
realize nothing 
is lacking, the 
whole world 

belongs to you 
… 

CONTENTMENT! Act 
spontaneously

Spontaneous 
Physical Activity

(SPA)



Concluding remarks – Taoist approach of PL
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intends to provide an Eastern model (the Taoist approach of physical literacy) and open up 
dialogue for further clarifications and offer insight into a wider range of the contemporary 
perceptions of physical literacy.

The dream of the butterfly



Thanks for Listening

Sport and Society Research Group – SSPE, CUHK
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Accumulate past knowledge
Consider current demands
Teach prospective needs


