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ABSTRACT

Physical Literacy (PL) is an integrated educational approach that
develops motor skills, motivation, and awareness to foster an active
lifestyle. Self-efficacy (SE), the confidence in one’s physical abilities,
is essential to support motor engagement and skill improvement.
Together, PL and SE create a virtuous cycle of learning and
motivation, promoting positive experiences that encourage
continuous participation and long-term motor development.

La Physical Literacy (PL) € un approccio educativo integrato che
sviluppa abilita motorie, motivazione e consapevolezza per favorire
uno stile di vita attivo. La self-efficacy (SE), ossia la fiducia nelle
proprie capacita fisiche, &€ fondamentale per sostenere I'impegno
motorio e il miglioramento delle competenze. Insieme, PL e SE creano
un ciclo virtuoso di apprendimento e motivazione, promuovendo
esperienze positive che incentivano una partecipazione continua e lo
sviluppo motorio a lungo termine.
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1. Physical Literacy: a multifactorial educational model

In recent years, the concept of physical literacy (PL) has been increasingly discussed
by researchers, professionals, and policymakers (Bailey, 2020). Physical literacy
adopts a holistic approach that integrates various determinants of physical activity,
including physical, affective, cognitive, and sometimes social or spiritual factors,
depending on the definition used (Keegan et al., 2019; Cairney et al., 2019;
Dlugonski et al., 2022).

PL is mentioned in various international documents, such as the World Health
Organization's Global Action Plan on Physical Activity 2018-2030, which
emphasizes its role in promoting awareness of the benefits of physical activity and
improving physical literacy (WHO, 2018). UNESCO’s guidelines for physical
education also highlight the importance of PL in developing life skills and values
(UNESCO, 2015).

According to Whitehead (2010), PL includes four main components: motivation and
self-confidence, motor skills, knowledge and awareness, and commitment to
engaging in physical activity.

Motor skills alone are not sufficient unless accompanied by the motivation to be
active and an understanding of why and how to be active.

Subsequently, the scientific literature has generated numerous definitions and
interpretations of PL (Shearer et al., 2018; Martins et al., 2020). The variety of
definitions highlights not only the plurality of theoretical approaches but also the
importance of considering cultural differences on a global level (Carl et al., 2022;
2024).

Different organizations in various countries, such as the International Physical
Literacy Association (IPLA, Australia) and in Canada, define PL as the motivation,
self-confidence, and motor skills necessary to engage in physical activities for a
lifetime (Tremblay et al., 2018; IPLA, 2017).

The Australian Physical Literacy Framework (APLF) describes it as holistic learning
that reflects changes in physical, psychological, social, and cognitive domains (Sport
Australia, 2019). More recently, China has added that PL involves the integration of
physical, perceptual, and behavioral capacities, promoting an active and healthy
lifestyle (Li et al., 2022), while Sport England has defined PL as the ongoing
relationship individuals have with movement and physical activity throughout life
(Sport England, 2023).

Despite some terminological differences, all definitions of PL reconstruct common
philosophical assumptions, such as monism (the idea that all beings can be traced
back to a single material or spiritual principle), existentialism (the connection with
the environment), and phenomenology (the significance of lived bodily-motor



experiences) (Whitehead, 2013). However, they all highlight a path and an
educational process. PL is distinguished from normative or comparative references
to external standards of motor or sports performance, promoting an individual-
centered approach to inclusive physical activity, contributing to biopsychosocial
well-being, and fostering personal growth regardless of motor abilities, age, or
physical constitution (Pushkarenko et al., 2020; Rudd et al., 2020; Santos et al.,
2022).

The process of designing and implementing physical literacy requires specific skills
among practitioners, particularly physical education teachers and coaches (Houser
et al., 2023; Paponetti et al., 2023; Hogan et al., 2023). Therefore, PL can contribute
to enriching various contexts in which health-oriented physical activity is practiced
(Bailey et al., 2023; Dudley et al., 2017; Petrusevski et al., 2022).

However, the adoption of PL presents challenges, such as its limited presence in
national and regional guidelines and the difficulty researchers face in maintaining
consistency with its philosophical principles (Young et al., 2019). Additionally,
practitioners report significant difficulties in applying PL in certain contexts, such as
healthcare (Essiet et al., 2022), and interventions often fail to translate PL into
appropriate content, with a lack of standardized assessments (Barnett et al., 2023;
Young et al., 2020).

Finally, most countries have not yet collected data on the alignment of practices
with PL (Whitehead, 2013).

2. Physical Literacy and Self-Efficacy: a positive interdependence

Physical Literacy, defined as the acquisition of skills, motivations, perceived
competence, and knowledge to participate in various physical activities, includes
perceived self-efficacy, that is, self-confidence in performing specific motor tasks
(Whitehead, 2010; Bandura, 1997).

The scientific literature shows that the perception of self-efficacy in motor tasks
(physical self-efficacy) significantly influences the level of engagement in physical
activities (Bandura, 1997). In fact, individuals with high self-efficacy (SE) tend to
perceive challenges as opportunities rather than obstacles, developing greater
motivation toward exercise and motor activities in general—one of the central
aspects of PL, and crucial for ensuring that individuals can face daily physical
challenges and adopt active lifestyles (Whitehead, 2010).

Motor development in children is closely linked to the concept of physical literacy,
which enables children to acquire a repertoire of motor skills (Cairney et al., 2019).



This process starts with basic motor patterns and develops according to individual
maturation and growth rhythms, also influenced by the opportunities offered by
the environment, such as family, school, and community (Colella & Bonasia, 2019).
In particular, due to changes in socio-environmental conditions, motor literacy has
become one of the main objectives of physical activity. In this context, it can be
considered as a precursor to physical activity itself, a circular process that each
individual develops through numerous physical-motor experiences, both
structured and everyday, leading to an increasing awareness of their own abilities
(Colella, 2018).

Physical literacy represents a fundamental element in teaching and learning motor
skills. It is not limited to the acquisition of motor skills, improvement of
metacognitive abilities, and the creation of interpersonal relationships, but also
includes the development of self-efficacy, expressed in a well-defined context
(Colella & Bonasia, 2019).

Each child accumulates motor experiences through a variety of interconnected
basic skills, which enable them to interact effectively with the surrounding
environment, objects, and others (Colella et al., 2010).

This learning process requires and is continually mediated by executive variables
(spatial, temporal, quantitative, and qualitative), which, through their
interconnections, promote the development of perceptual-coordinative and
conditional factors. These factors are crucial during the developmental years and,
in a continuous circular process, facilitate the acquisition of increasingly complex
and structured motor skills. It is through learning motor skills that the child is able
to communicate, process information, and face problem-solving situations,
interacting with the environment and progressively integrating their motor
repertoire with new responses and adaptations (Gallahue et al., 2012).

Physical literacy can be considered as a pedagogical and methodological framework
that adds value and direction to the education of the body through motor
experiences, and it is also one of its primary goals. It reflects the level of awareness,
autonomy, and responsibility with which an individual chooses, plans, and engages
in motor and sports activities, pursuing an understanding of their own well-being
and self-care (Whitehead, 2013). Therefore, motor literacy is not only relevant to
childhood and adolescence but should extend throughout life, with the aim of
improving quality of life through personalized and enjoyable motor experiences
that help increase the perception of competence, or the belief in one’s ability to
successfully master one or more motor tasks.

Physical literacy is a learning process that enables children to acquire a broad and
complex motor vocabulary, starting with basic motor skills to promote healthy



lifestyles and develop transferable technical and sports skills for both daily life and
sports disciplines. This process is strongly influenced by the learning opportunities
provided by the external environment, as well as by individual maturation
timelines, especially during growth (Whitehead, 2013; Colella, 2018). Additionally,
motor literacy integrates with other forms of disciplinary literacy, contributing to
the overall educational development of the individual. Just as reading and
mathematics develop a literary or numerical vocabulary, motor literacy builds a
vocabulary of movement, composed of basic motor skills, miming gestures, and
increasingly advanced technical and sports abilities (Monacis & Colella, 2019).

The interaction between physical literacy and self-efficacy is particularly evident in
educational and sports contexts. According to Whitehead (2013), the ability to be
physically literate involves not only the acquisition of motor skills but also self-
awareness, elements that can enhance a sense of self-efficacy. Individuals who
develop fundamental motor skills from childhood are more likely to engage in
physical activities even in adulthood because they perceive themselves as having
the necessary skills to take on new or more complex activities. Awareness of the
level of development of one's motor skills is an essential factor in sustaining a high
level of perceived self-efficacy (Robinson & Goodway, 2009).

Perceived self-efficacy is therefore influenced by positive experiences in learning
motor skills, as long as these experiences are well-supported methodologically and
experienced in educational contexts (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1 (Physical Literacy and Physical self-efficacy)

Several studies highlight that teaching aimed at promoting success, which
encourages the use of positive feedback and the recognition of individual progress,
strengthens students' self-efficacy, fostering their engagement in future physical



activities (Cairney et al., 2019). Such approaches not only enhance motor skills but
also increase the perception of personal value, laying the foundation for the
positive development of physical literacy (Lundvall, 2015).

It is evident that physical literacy and perceived self-efficacy are interdependent
concepts that, when developed in parallel, can promote active and sustained
participation in physical activities. Encouraging an education that focuses not only
on motor skills but also supports the perception of self-efficacy is essential for
building active and healthy lifestyle habits (Bailey et al., 2013).

The literature suggests that a motor learning process supported by systematic
experiences of success (through methodology) increases the likelihood of long-
term adherence to sports and physical exercise, contributing to the overall positive
development of individuals (Stodden et al., 2008). An essential and inescapable
factor of physical literacy, therefore, is its connection to self-efficacy, or an
individual’s belief in their ability to perform specific tasks, as described by Bandura
(1997).

Physical literacy develops through numerous and varied motor experiences, which
promote awareness of one’s own motor repertoire (Barnett et al., 2009).

The process of acquiring motor skills is influenced by the individual's perception of
their own abilities, and physical self-efficacy plays a key role: greater confidence in
one's motor skills can lead to increased participation in motor activities, generating
a circular process of learning, improvement, and new learning (Colella et al., 2010).

Self-efficacy not only influences motivation and participation but also has a direct
impact on motor performance. Bandura (1997) argues that people with high self-
efficacy tend to set more challenging goals, face difficulties with greater resilience,
and remain motivated even in the face of setbacks. This behavior is particularly
evident in childhood, where confidence in one’s motor abilities can encourage
children to try new skills, thus contributing to balanced and comprehensive motor
development (Rudd et al., 2016).

Self-efficacy, based on Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory, highlights how
personal beliefs significantly influence behavior, guiding not only the level of
engagement in a task but also persistence in the face of challenges.

In the context of motor development, children who believe in their motor abilities
tend to be more motivated, try new activities, and practice with greater intensity
(Feltz & Lirgg, 2001).

The concept of physical literacy, as mentioned earlier, is fundamental in motor
development, involving not only motor skills but also motivations, self-confidence,
and knowledge to engage meaningfully in physical activity throughout life



(Whitehead, 2010). On the other hand, self-efficacy plays a crucial role in
motivating individuals to engage in physical activities. Examining the relationship
between these two constructs and their impact on motor development provides
valuable insights for interventions and educational practices, as physical literacy is
a multidimensional concept that goes beyond learning motor skills, involving the
individual in their entirety.

For example, a child who develops fundamental motor abilities but lacks confidence
in their skills may not be motivated to actively participate in motor activities. They
may tend to avoid motor tasks of varying difficulty, which can have a negative
impact on overall motor development (Giblin et al., 2014).

In fact, research has shown that children and adolescents with a high level of
physical literacy are more likely to engage in regular sports and physical activities,
promoting more harmonious and lasting motor development (Barnett et al., 2016).
Furthermore, the concept of physical literacy also implies a positive feedback loop:
when an individual succeeds in an activity, it boosts their confidence, which in turn
leads to more active participation, further improving motor skills (Stodden et al.,
2008).

The development of an individual's motor repertoire, through a variety of
experiences in different contexts, fosters perceived self-efficacy through the
expression of one's motor skills (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy plays a crucial role in
regulating learning processes and influencing motor control, accelerating or
slowing down the cognitive, motivational, and emotional processes that underlie
each individual's behavior (Colella & Bonasia, 2019).

A significant example of the interaction between physical literacy and self-efficacy
can be observed in educational programs aimed at improving the latter through
positive motor experiences and social support. It has been shown that providing
children with opportunities for success in structured environments promotes a
sense of personal efficacy, positively influencing their motor behavior and long-
term participation (Di Battista & Vivaldo, 2015). On the other hand, low levels of
self-efficacy can inhibit participation, limiting exposure to a variety of motor
experiences and, consequently, restricting overall development (Colella et al.,,
2010).

The relationship between PL and SE is complex and mutually reinforcing. Motor
skills, components of physical literacy, can directly influence self-efficacy: when
individuals perceive improvements in their skills, their belief in their own
capabilities grows (Robinson et al.,, 2015). Consequently, greater self-efficacy



further motivates engagement in physical activity, creating a virtuous cycle that
enhances motor development (Di Battista & Vivaldo, 2015).

According to the study by Lubans et al. (2008), school programs that emphasize
both motor learning and support for intrinsic motivation can have positive effects
on both constructs. Interventions that integrate fun and challenging physical
activities with opportunities for success improve self-efficacy and, at the same time,
significantly promote physical literacy. This highlights how educational design can
optimize motor development through a balanced approach (Di Battista & Vivaldo,
2015).

The integration of physical literacy and self-efficacy has direct implications for
motor development, especially during childhood and adolescence. Physical
education teachers and coaches must adopt strategies that promote positive
experiences and the multilateral learning of motor skills, stimulating both
motivation and the perception of self-efficacy. Additionally, it is important to create
an environment where mistakes are seen as learning opportunities, helping young
people to develop confidence and persistence (Gallahue & Ozmun, 2006).

The relationship between physical literacy and self-efficacy is interactive: the
acquisition of motor skills helps promote self-efficacy, while strong self-efficacy
encourages further attempts and practice, thereby fueling physical literacy. This
synergy is particularly important during growth phases, where positive motor
experiences can strengthen confidence and stimulate an active lifestyle (Di Battista
& Vivaldo, 2015).

3. Teaching Styles: how to guide motor learning for the development of
perceived self-efficacy

The effects of motor activities on motor learning processes and the understanding
of the meanings underlying motor experiences do not arise solely from practice,
but also from the mediation of teacher behaviors and the intentionality behind the
proposed content (Colella & Bonasia, 2019).

Research on the organizational methods of content should be accompanied by
reflection on the interaction between teacher and students: this implies a review
of educational communication methods, focusing not only on the selection of
content, but also on strategies for effectively transmitting it (not just what to
propose, but how to propose it), in order to ensure quality teaching.



The interactions between the cognitive, motor, emotional, and social dimensions—
varying in degree, intensity, and timing according to individual needs and the
context of application—are influenced by the mediating effects created through
the activities conducted and the relational dynamics between teacher and students
(Colella, 2016).

In physical education, every body-motor experience, along with activities for
assessing motor skills and abilities, contributes to the development of motor self-
efficacy, especially during the developmental years. The relationship between
teaching and motor learning thus acquires an educational and formative function,
influencing the personal growth of the student. In addition to developing motor
skills and knowledge, it provides an opportunity to reflect on the learning process,
assessing progress and intermediate results in achieving educational goals (Colella
et al., 2010).

In the context of movement education, especially at the school level, various
teaching strategies can be adopted to promote an increase in perceived self-
efficacy, including:

a) setting appropriate, challenging but realistic learning objectives;

b) providing gradual experiences of success;

c) gradually reducing the amount of external assistance;

d) offering positive feedback, encouragement, and verbal reinforcement;

e) using peer demonstrations not as a comparison, but to highlight specific motor
aspects to observe;

f) creating a supportive learning environment that fosters acceptance of individual
differences (Bortoli & Robazza, 1993; Di Battista & Vivaldo, 2015).

In line with the above, the Spectrum Teaching Styles model by Mosston and
Ashworth (2008) serves as a key reference for addressing the complexity of motor
competencies and the dynamics between teacher and class.

The Spectrum represents a methodological framework that integrates both
guantitative aspects (daily physical activity) and qualitative aspects (content,
experiences, and relational dynamics), forming a progressive structure in which
teaching control gradually shifts from the teacher (reproduction styles) to the
student (production styles), fostering students' sense of self-efficacy.

There is no one "best" style; rather, it is the right balance between reproduction
styles and production styles in the educational communication of each lesson and
learning unit that generates meaningful and lasting learning, stimulating different



modes of learning that can be personalized (Goldberger et al., 2012; Monacis et al.,
2023).

The sense of physical self-efficacy is built through direct experiences and by taking
responsibility for one's actions (Di Battista & Vivaldo, 2015); in this context, the
gradual involvement of the student in didactic decisions, as proposed in the
Spectrum, allows students to develop confidence in their decision-making and
motor abilities.

In particular, structured motor activities performed daily, combined with the
opportunity to explore and adapt content and experiences, promote not only the
learning of motor skills but also students' perception that they are capable of
influencing their progress and achieving set goals.

Furthermore, as the student's responsibility increases, this approach strengthens
their confidence in self-regulation and the ability to manage their physical
performance, which are fundamental elements for self-efficacy in the motor
domain (Bandura, 1997; Di Battista & Vivaldo, 2015). The ability to compare oneself
in the motor context primarily concerns the relationship with oneself rather than
with others. Consequently, greater importance is placed on individual progress,
emphasizing a development path based on personal expectations and goals (Colella
et al., 2010).

In particular, the reciprocal and self-checking styles (Table 1) (Mosston & Ashworth,
2008) prove to be particularly effective in promoting educational goals related to
the interconnection between physical literacy and physical self-efficacy (Table 2).
Both styles not only support the development of motor competencies and critical
abilities but also foster autonomy and confidence in one's skills while engaging in
the motor experience. In this case, the student (and the teacher) is one of the
sources of physical self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977).

The reciprocity style is characterized by a collaborative social interaction in which the learning
process takes place between classmates (peer education). Students work in pairs: one performs a
motor task, while the other observes and provides immediate feedback; the teacher supervises.
This feedback is structured based on specific criteria pre-established by the teacher, who takes on
a guiding role rather than a direct evaluator.

The teacher's role in the preparatory and organizational phase is as follows:

1. Present the motor task and objectives, so that students understand what task they need to
perform and the execution methods.

2. Establish evaluation criteria by selecting skills and execution variations that students need to
focus on (for example, posture or rhythm).

3. Organize the activity by forming pairs or groups and defining the operational space.

4. Teach students how to communicate feedback constructively, to improve the partner's
performance and maintain a positive learning environment.

The interaction between students, based on immediate feedback, develops critical observation
skills, communication, and responsibility, as students not only perform the task but also take




responsibility for monitoring and guiding the performance of their peers. This approach promotes
greater awareness of movement and encourages cooperation, while the teacher supervises
(Mosston & Ashworth, 2008; Colella, 2016).

Table 1 (Reciprocity Style Oriented Towards Perceived Self-Efficacy)

The self-check style stimulates the metacognitive process and encourages a more autonomous
form of learning, in which the student reflects on the skills performed and compares the required
performance with the performance actually executed.

In this style, the teacher defines the motor tasks and provides the evaluation criteria, but leaves
the responsibility for assessing their own performance to the student.

Thus, the teacher acts as a guide, but the majority of the evaluation process is conducted by the
student themselves.

Self-assessment occurs through the following phases:

1. Definition of the task and objectives by the teacher, who clearly explains what is expected from
the students and which motor skills or key points of the action should be considered.

2. Communication of the self-assessment criteria, which include specific elements of movement,
technique, or sequence that should be observed.

3. Observation and independent assessment: the student performs the task and critically reflects
on how they executed the various phases, evaluating themselves according to the pre-established
criteria.

4. Reflective feedback: through practice and reflection, the student is encouraged to improve their
performance consciously and independently.

This style promotes learning based on metacognition, which is essential for developing self-
assessment and independent improvement abilities. It allows students to become aware of their
strengths and areas for improvement, increasing their sense of responsibility for their own learning
journey.

(Mosston & Ashworth, 2008; Colella, 2016).

Table 2 (Self-Check Style Oriented Towards Perceived Self-Efficacy)

Through the reciprocity style and peer feedback communication, the teacher not
only facilitates the improvement of motor skills but also contributes to structuring
a system of mutual information that enhances the sources of perceived self-efficacy
(the peers), an essential factor for the growth of self-efficacy itself and the
development of physical literacy.

By taking on the responsibility of observing and assessing a peer according to
established criteria, students develop the ability to recognize and evaluate motor
skills both in themselves and in others, consolidating the awareness and confidence
necessary for self-improvement.

Similarly, the self-check style aligns perfectly with the goal of fostering self-aware
and autonomous students. In this context, self-efficacy is strengthened by the
opportunity to self-assess against defined criteria: students learn to identify their
progress and pinpoint areas for improvement, reinforcing their confidence in
mastering increasingly complex motor skills. This practice promotes greater



awareness, key principles of physical literacy, and enables students to be active
participants in their own growth journey.

Through these styles, Mosston and Ashworth (2008) emphasize the teacher's role
as a facilitator and mediator of learning, who, while setting goals and evaluation
criteria, allows space for students to acquire skills and knowledge and develop
increasing control over their performance.

In this way, students not only refine their motor skills but also build a growth-
oriented mindset and a commitment to continuous improvement—pedagogical
foundations of physical literacy and self-efficacy.

Both styles highlight the responsibility and active engagement of students, but in
different ways:

- In the reciprocity style, assessment is guided by a peer, fostering a collaborative
atmosphere through the recognition of one's own and others' strengths and
limitations.

- In the self-check style, the student fully takes responsibility for their own learning,
with an emphasis on reflection-metacognition and the ability to critically judge their
own performance.

These two approaches allow the teacher to differentiate instruction to respond to
individual students' needs and group dynamics, thereby contributing to the
development of motor and social abilities, as well as critical and reflective abilities
that are essential in the overall educational process of students (Mosston &
Ashworth, 2008).

Conclusions

Physical literacy is a concept that encompasses not only motor skills but also the
motivation required to actively participate in physical activities, within which self-
efficacy can be developed through experiences of success, reflection, and self-
assessment.

This process allows individuals to gain confidence in their abilities, tackle challenges
with greater determination, and adopt active and sustainable lifestyles over the
long term.

Physical literacy and self-efficacy are interconnected and play a crucial role in motor
development. Promoting adequate physical literacy from a young age, alongside
targeted interventions to enhance self-efficacy, can significantly contribute to a
healthy and active future.

The synergy between PL and SE represents a powerful tool for supporting motor
development.



Educators, parents, and policymakers must understand the importance of these
constructs and collaborate to generate educational antecedents and opportunities
that inspire children and young people to remain physically active, promoting a
healthy and fulfilling life.

It would be crucial to standardize the definitions of physical literacy in order to
create international consensus and alignment across different countries, providing
a foundation for sharing methodological guidelines. A shared approach would help
ensure a common understanding of the meaning and interpretation, facilitating the
implementation of consistent educational policies and practices globally, and
promoting the development of motor and physical competencies in a uniform
manner.

Physical literacy is a concept that encompasses not only motor skills but also the
motivation required to actively participate in physical activities, within which self-
efficacy can be developed through experiences of success, reflection, and self-
assessment.

This process allows individuals to gain confidence in their abilities, tackle challenges
with greater determination, and adopt active and sustainable lifestyles over the
long term.

Physical literacy and self-efficacy are interconnected and play a crucial role in motor
development. Promoting adequate physical literacy from a young age, alongside
targeted interventions to enhance self-efficacy, can significantly contribute to a
healthy and active future.

The synergy between PL and SE represents a powerful tool for supporting motor
development.

Educators, parents, and policymakers must understand the importance of these
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that inspire children and young people to remain physically active, promoting a
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