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Abstract  
 

Physical literacy is a fundamental human skill that can be educationally learned and that includes the 

motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding that determine the practice 

of physical activities over time. It is a fundamental human capability at the basis of a correct individual 

lifestyle and, therefore, it needs a promotion even in formal learning contexts, first and foremost the 

school. How can physical education promote and support this learned competence over time, in order 

to educate active and proactive subjects in the environment? The paper therefore intends to decline 

physical literacy as a factor at the basis of a contemporary capability, through possible pedagogical 

scenarios in support of a well-rounded human education. 

 

L'alfabetizzazione motoria viene definita come una capacità umana fondamentale che può essere 

acquisita educativamente e che comprende la motivazione, la fiducia, la competenza fisica, la 

conoscenza e la comprensione che determinano la pratica continuativa di attività fisiche nel tempo. Si 

tratta di una capability umana fondamentale che è alla base di un corretto stile di vita individuale e, 

pertanto, necessita di una sua promozione anche nei contesti formali dell’apprendimento, in primis la 

scuola. Come può l’educazione fisica promuovere e sostenere nel tempo questa competenza appresa, in 

modo da formare soggetti attivi e proattivi nell’ambiente? Il presente contributo intende allora declinare 

il concetto di alfabetizzazione motoria come fattore alla base di una capability contemporanea, 

attraverso possibili scenari pedagogici a suffragio di una formazione umana a tutto tondo.  
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1. A Basic Premise 

 

Since the end of the Seventies, physical education, physical activities and sport meet a strong 

relaunch on the educational and pedagogical side, already evident in the first indications of the 

International Charter of Physical Education and Sport of UNESCO (1978), which urged the 

different political, sports and educational systems to strengthen the links already existing 

among these activities and the other areas of formal, non-formal and informal education. Motor 
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and sports activities begin to be considered as a fundamental and universal right, which 

required the introduction of new political guidelines to support a change in social strategies, 

even in these fundamental contexts of social life.  

In compliance with the founding principles of the original document, the most recent 

indications (UNESCO, 2015) introduce the achievement of even more ambitious objectives, 

such as promotion of equal opportunities, eliminate gender differences, fight against 

discrimination, social inclusion and the protection of minors, in order to implement best 

practices to foster the universal values of global education through the different learning 

contexts. As is evident from the articles to follow, physical education, physical activity and 

sport are considered a real educational tool, in fact: 

- The practice of physical education, physical activity and sport is a fundamental right 

for all. 

- Physical education, physical activity and sport can yield a wide range of benefits to 

individuals, communities and society at large. 

- All stakeholders must participate in creating a strategic vision, identifying policy 

positions and priorities. 

- Physical education, physical activity and sport programs must inspire lifelong 

participation. 

- All stakeholders must ensure that their activities are economically, socially and 

environmentally sustainable. 

- Research, evidence and evaluation are indispensable components for the development 

of physical education, physical activity and sport. 

- Teaching, coaching and administration of physical education, physical activity and 

sport must be performed by qualified personnel. 

- Adequate and safe spaces, facilities and equipment are essential to quality physical 

education, physical activity and sport. 

- Safety and the management of risk are necessary conditions of quality provision. 

- Protection and promotion of the integrity and ethical values of physical education, 

physical activity and sport must be a constant concern for all.  

- Physical education, physical activity and sport can play an important role in the 

realization of development, peace and post-conflict and post-disaster objectives.  

- International cooperation is a prerequisite for enhancing the scope and impact of 

physical education, physical activity and sport. 

In these twelve brief articles, the revised Charter serves as a universal reference on the 

ethical and quality standards of physical education, physical activity and sport. While 

preserving the initial intention of the 1978 Charter, this new document also represents a 

renewed commitment of the international sports community to actively promote sport as a 

catalyst for peace and development. 

So, in recent years, the formative value of sport in education has seen a consolidated 

scientific dignity. Thanks to a renewed pedagogical perspective, sports, physical education and 

physical activities have finally fully returned to the educational sciences, offering a new 

cultural point of view. From this perspective, these human activities carry an extraordinary 

educational potential, if moved by a true sport pedagogy culture (Isidori, 2017). It can be said 

that sports, physical education and physical activities represents the “third educational agency” 

after family and school. In a historical period in which there is a particularly delicate phase 

experienced by traditional educational agencies, the sports movement cannot be to the 
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advantage of a few, because the aggregative moments that it manages to express often become 

a real lifeline for many young people.   

In fact, studies show how the skills acquired in sports can be effectively transferred to other 

life contexts since early adolescence (Bellantonio, 2014). Sport and play, in addition to being 

able to spread the values of solidarity, loyalty, respect for the person and for the rules, can be 

extraordinary tools for building skills that can be transferred to other life contexts. It all lies in 

understanding the directions of meaning that sport has; however, sport (like education), is not 

a positive phenomenon in itself, but it becomes that way in relation to the aims and values that 

one wants to promote from an educational point of view. 

More generally, sport can be an opportunity to privilege creativity and emotional 

investment, because the educational point of view is to support the processes that lead to 

personal and social emancipation, self-esteem, the capacity for initiative, and self-awareness 

on different levels, both physical and emotional. 

 

 

2. Fostering Capabilities Through Education  

 

The sudden contemporary changes require an attitude of care from institutions capable of 

developing social, cultural and human capital, through the promotion of meaningful and 

transformative learning that cross the different stages of lifecycle and the different spheres of 

existence (Nussbaum, 1997). It is desirable that a holistic education allows subjects to become 

active citizens of the world. It concerns an education of the body, for the body and with the 

body that does not focus only on aesthetic or technical components but which, rather, is 

oriented towards an all-round human training. 

Starting from these assumptions, it is necessary that physical education, physical activities 

and sport become the spokesperson for a process of moving away from the logic of profit, in 

order to shift from the criterion of economic development to that of human development. All 

this presupposes that the subject is given the opportunity to adequately experiment in all 

spheres of social life. It becomes necessary to trace a continuum between the ability to act and 

the freedom, which also directly calls into question the processes of construction and 

consolidation of the bodily self.  

Development as freedom (Sen, 1999) refer to the different areas of formal training, as 

fundamental component of authentic human change. From this perspective, educational 

contexts are entrusted with the task of promoting capabilities, namely as the resources that a 

person has (or potentially could have), as well as the ability to be able to use them and act to 

plan one's existence with a view to achieving ever more adequate levels of well-being. Amartya 

Sen summarizes in the same word two basic conditions for a person to be and do: capacity and 

usability. The capabilities are a piece for building an alternative measure of well-being to the 

Gross Domestic Product approach, because freedom, quality of life and justice are added to 

this economic indicator (Ibidem). 

To promote individual and social development, attention is thus shifted from material goods 

and resources to skills and freedoms. This shift is also relevant in relation to other issues such 

as the choice of criteria for establishing the existence of states of deprivation or poverty, that 

is, whether to consider poverty in terms of low income (a shortage of resources) or in terms of 

insufficient freedom to lead adequate lives (a lack of capability). Therefore, the growth of 

goods and the improvement of services are not the ends, but rather the medium that support 

people in the realization of their life-projects and in the pursuit of their values.  

https://doi.org/10.32043/gsd.v6i1%20supp.473


Giornale Italiano di Educazione alla Salute, Sport e Didattica Inclusiva / Italian Journal of Health Education, Sports and 

Inclusive Didactics - Anno 6 n. 1 supplemento - ISSN 2532-3296 ISBN 978-88-6022-410-1 - gennaio – marzo 2022  - CC BY-NC-

ND 3.0 IT- https://doi.org/10.32043/gsd.v6i1%20supp.473 

In order to be effective, interventions to combat educational poverty and social exclusion 

should consider both people's abilities (their possibilities of achieving an objective), and 

usability (the existence of the conditions to make them concrete): it is not enough to be 

potentially able to do something, if the conditions for achieving them do not exist. In short, 

capacity and usability must go together. Any social policy measure, whether it is a monetary 

payment or an organized service, should promote people and not limit itself to satisfying a 

need. 

 

 

 

3. Physical Literacy as Educational Perspective on Capabilities 

 

Declining this concept in the development of the ability to choose and act in the motor and 

sports context, Margaret Whitehead (2013) has recently proposed a broader concept of physical 

literacy than the traditional one (Morrison, 1969). From this perspective, physical literacy is 

defined as the subjective degree of motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge 

and understanding useful to support the ongoing commitment in the practice of motor and 

sports activities throughout the life span. Although many have been the authors who, in recent 

years, have tried to describe this capability – while some have considered almost exclusively 

its physical and motor components (Caput-Jogunica, Lončariž, De Privitellio, 2009; Liebenson, 

2009), others fundamental movement skills (Almond, 2013) and other psycho-pedagogical 

correlates (Edwards et al., 2017) – the most recent interpretation of Margaret Whitehead (2010) 

seems to be rather shared in the literature: she inserts physical literacy within 

phenomenological, existentialist and monist perspectives, which highlight its necessary an 

inter-systemic perspective. 

From this point of view, on the one hand, highlights the complexity of its study, on the other, 

it also requires a critical reflection on the philosophical horizons of placed at its base. On the 

other hand, this capability, in order to be measured, evaluated and promoted, also requires a 

necessary deepening on the empirical side (Dudley et al., 2017), in order to ensure that the 

actions implemented in the training contexts rise best educational practices supported by 

evidence in the motor and sports fields. 

In light of the importance of the development of physical literacy in contemporary 

education, there have been many experiences that have tried to integrate it into educational and 

sports intervention programs (Keegan et al., 2013), which it is to be considered a direct 

consequence of the suggestions of the 2004 UNESCO Position Paper, which provided precisely 

to give a shared theoretical horizon to the broader concept of literacy. In this sense, this is 

understood more than just reading, writing and arithmetic, in the sense that in order to develop 

an adequate literacy it is also necessary to take into account the set of relational modalities 

through which the subject learns and communicates, which also calls into question the theme 

of sport, physical education and physical activities.   

For this reason, the development of physical literacy assumes a particular educational value 

both in the field of physical education (Lundwall, 2015) and in that of physical activity and 

sport (Pot, van Hilvoorde, 2013), where however an appropriate sharing of teaching 

methodologies, methods, techniques and strategies represents the conditions in order to pursue 

an effective educational change in these contexts (Nicolosi, 2015), formal, non-formal or 

informal. Physical literacy has become a key objective of physical activity and, as such, is 

probably an antecedent of the physical activity itself that each individual develops, according 

to a circular process, through numerous and various opportunities for habitual and structured 

physical-motor activities (Colella, 2018). It is, then, a learning process that allows individuals 
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to acquire a linguistic-motor repertoire, starting from the motor patterns, according to 

individual maturation and growth rhythms, as well as the opportunities offered by the 

environment. 

The motor alphabet is related to other alphabets (reading, writing, mathematics, drawing, 

etc.) and the related development stages are interdependent. The physically literate individual 

has his own motor repertoire, consisting of motor patterns and learned executive variants, 

which is structured since school age and increases over time through the integration of the 

opportunities received, both quantitative and qualitative. Through the motor alphabet, the child 

has the ability to communicate, elaborate and solve problem situations, in order to interact with 

the environment, systematically integrating his own motor repertoire with new responses and 

adaptations (Whitehead, 2010, 2013). 

Concerning school, the significant role assumed by physical education in increasing 

physical activity levels has now been established on the scientific side (Stone, McKranti, Welk, 

Booth, 1998), as well as their influence in the development of motor skills and learning of new 

skills (Lonsdale et al., 2013). However, it should not be forgotten that these activities still 

represent the only real possibility of movement for many subjects and, for this reason, it is 

essential that the school continues to leverage the teachers’ training to achieve what is expressly 

declared by programmatic documents and intervention strategies regarding the development of 

physical literacy, also reviewing the nature and quality of the learning-teaching processes put 

in place (Colella, 2018). 

This need is also supported by some evidence that has internationally emerged (Hardman, 

Murphy, Routen, Tones, 2014), which have highlighted a deep gap between the programmatic 

indications on physical education at school and what happens, instead, in daily teaching. In this 

sense, if, on the one hand, these activities are fully recognized within the curriculum, on the 

other hand, there is still no tendency to consider them of equal dignity with respect to the other 

disciplines (Cunti, 2016; Bellantonio, 2016).  

  

 

4. Fostering Physical Literacy at School   

 

Fostering physical literacy at school seems to be essential for some fundamental reasons that 

we will briefly summarize here: 

- the need to improve society through the contribution of physical education, physical 

activity and sport, a need recognized, however, already in 1978 in the UNESCO 

program documents, revisited most recently in 2015.  

- the taking into account of a negative card between European indications and their 

effective implementation in the countries of the Union, as evidenced by the decrease in 

the curricular hours of physical education in the school, a delay/lack of entry into the 

role of teachers with specific motor-sports training, the absence of adequate structures 

and equipment for carrying out the activities, the removal of architectural barriers for 

carrying out sports activities with disabled people. 

- the need to use in curricular teaching methodologies, methods, techniques and strategies 

that refer to embodied theories, through playful-motor activities useful for the 

development of ever more conscious corporeality.  

The promotion of physical literacy at school so can be pursued through enjoyment (Carraro, 

2012), which calls into question the understanding of the motivations underlying the subject's 

involvement in physical, motor and sports activities, with the intent to overcome a prescriptive 
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vision of learning-teaching practices to favor a purely educational one. There is a close link 

between the pleasure of practice and intrinsic motivation (Deci, Ryan, 1985), a relationship that 

makes us think that the pleasure of learning with and through the body and movement is able 

to involve subjects for longer. 

The environment represents, in fact, one of the main determinants of health and well-being 

(Barton & Grant, 2006). Some researches, in fact, have precisely highlighted that learning to 

make choices that are in line with an education of this type is able to favor the persistence of 

such behaviors even in adulthood (Telama et al., 2014), which means that it can play a decisive 

role not only in improving physical activity levels but, first of all, in supporting its commitment 

and continuation over time. It is therefore necessary to intervene in a systemic way, even at 

school, starting from the early stages of the education cycle (Beets et al., 2016), through the use 

of evidence-based practices that involve the different systems that revolve around the subject 

(Messing et al., 2019).  

From this perspective, some evidences (Mosston & Ashworth, 2002) have precisely found 

that the health promotion process requires prevention activities but, even more, the educational 

construction of communities of practice that support of the development of a certain level of 

learned competence, therefore of the empowerment of the subjects. After all, knowledge is no 

longer to be considered as a set of theoretical notions, but the fruit of situated learning, a 

consequence of the active participation of the subject within the environment and with the other 

members (Lave & Wenger, 1999). It is in relation to one's own knowledge and that of others, 

then, that the subject attributes personal and psychological meaning to learning.  
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