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OPERATIONALISING PHYSICAL LITERACY  

WITHIN PHYSICAL EDUCATION TEACHING PRACTICE  

THROUGH PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

E. J. DURDEN-MYERS 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Introduction - Physical literacy has been described as a longed-for concept and has 

gained widespread global interest. This interest has also given rise to calls for 

physical literacy to be operationalised, providing clarity and guidance on 

developing physical literacy informed teaching practice. Operationalising physical 

literacy is crucial in moving the concept forwards by providing substance to the 

claims made by physical literacy advocates. The purpose of this research was to 

explore how physical literacy could be operationalised within physical education 

teaching practice. In particular, this thesis investigates how professional 

development can support physical literacy informed physical education practice. 

 

Methodology - This research utilised professional development sessions alongside 

participatory action research to develop the practice of fourteen teachers of 

physical education in both primary and secondary school contexts. Semi-

structured interviews were used to capture the professional development journey 

of each teacher. This information was supplemented by extensive supporting data 

including field diaries, emails, video recordings, lesson observations, lesson plans 

and lesson reflections. Thematic analysis and narrative representation were used 

to analyse and present the findings of the semi-structured interviews. 

 

Findings - This research proposes that physical literacy professional development 

can be effective in operationalising physical literacy within physical education 

teaching practice. It argues that the factors that mediate the effectiveness of 

professional development include the professional development process, the use 
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of a credible expert, and participant and context engagement. This research also 

argues that as a result of professional development teachers are better able to 

describe the why, what and how of physical literacy and are able to better 

articulate how it informs their teaching practice. Finally, a number of barriers to 

operationalising physical literacy within physical education teaching practice were 

identified and categorised as either leadership and governance, management and 

institutional or individual barriers. Solutions to support the operationalisation of 

physical literacy in physical education teaching practice centred around two key 

themes. Firstly, raising the status and value of physical education and secondly, by 

improving professional development opportunities for teachers. 

 

Conclusion - This research contributes to knowledge firstly, by extending the 

theoretical and conceptual rationale and understanding around unpacking 

physical literacy for use within educational professional development and physical 

education teaching practice. And secondly, in the development of a physical 

literacy professional development framework and intervention. This research 

provides an effective process (action research and professional development 

sessions) alongside a range of supporting tools (lesson planning, observation and 

reflection tools) and resources (website, folder, handouts) that can assist the 

operationalisation of physical literacy. This research recommends that more 

opportunities for meaningful physical literacy professional development, 

including the development of whole school approaches are required. It also argues 

that more needs to be done in order to elevate and align the value, role and 

purpose of physical education across the education profession as a whole. Finally, 

this research argues that in order to scale and create sustainable impact the 

creation of in-situ physical literacy experts or champions are required to sustain 

and advocate the value of and develop physical literacy informed practice more 

widely and sustainably.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

In 2002, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly passed resolution 56/116: 

United Nations Literacy Decade: Education for All. The underpinning foundation 

of this resolution was based upon the collective conviction that:  

 

“literacy is crucial to the acquisition, by every child, youth and adult, of 

essential life skills that enable them to address the challenges they can face 

in life, and represents an essential step in basic education, which is an 

indispensable means for effective participation in the societies and 

economies of the twenty-first century”.  

(United Nations, 2002, p.1)  

 

The UN definition from 2002, and the subsequent description used in the UNESCO 

publication, Education for All: Literacy for Life (2005) identifies literacy not just 

restricted to reading and/or writing, but instead it encompasses a range of 

literacies, all of which are essential in leading a fulfilled and productive life. 

Traditionally literacy was understood to mean: 

 

“the capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of 

communication including spoken language, printed text, broadcast media, 

and digital media” 

(Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2011, p. 8) 

 

However, as illustrated by the UN (2002) and UNESCO (2005) there is a wider use 

of the term with literacy also being used to encompasses and describe a range of 

fundamental competencies and essential life skills. Because of the developing and 

changing definition of ‘literacy’ several concepts have adopted the term in recent 
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years, such as health literacy, computer literacy, food literacy and so on 

(Freedman et al., 2009; Roetert and Jefferies, 2016; Piazza, 1999). The concept of 

physical literacy has also been identified as an indispensable and essential life skill 

(Whitehead, 2010). Physical literacy is defined as: 

 

“the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and 

understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical 

activities for life.” 

 (IPLA, 2017a) 

 

This research proposes that physical literacy is a unique and essential literacy 

required to lead a full and flourishing life. Nurturing physical literacy within 

education and more specifically as the fundamental goal of physical education 

(Whitehead, 2010), is essential in preparing children for adulthood and a life of 

sustained engagement in physical activity. However, physical literacy has yet to be 

operationalised in a number of contexts including physical education teaching 

practice. 

 

Physical education when underpinned by physical literacy has the potential to 

raise the value of physical education as a worthwhile and unique subject worthy 

of an equal status alongside other literacies such as English (literacy) and 

Mathematics (numerical literacy). If this is to be achieved, a careful approach 

needs to be taken to understand the full value of physical literacy including why it 

should be the goal of physical education and why it is an essential educational and 

life literacy. Exploring how physical education teachers can then be guided in 

nurturing physical literacy within their practice is essential to progress physical 

literacy from a theoretical concept, to a concept that informs educational practice. 

This introductory chapter outlines the nature of this research and is presented in 

four sections; the research rationale, the research purpose, the structure of the 

thesis and the chapter summary.  
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1.1 Research rationale 

The value of physical education has been debated for decades and unsurprisingly 

the debate is still on-going. Ennis (2006, p.53) describes how: 

 

“few school administrators or teachers would question the importance of 

physical activity for health and well-being, when pressed, however, most 

would respond that teaching literacy and mathematics is the school’s 

primary mission”.  

 

This statement identifies that education has become primarily an academic 

endeavour, favouring the development of cognitive competencies. Ennis (2006) 

also articulates how physical education often has a relative value, for example 

when considered alone, and not in comparison or in competition with other 

subjects, practitioners freely consider physical education to have tremendous 

intrinsic and educational value. This value, however, diminishes when physical 

education is compared with core subjects, these traditionally being 

mathematics/numeracy, English/literacy, and science (Ennis, 2006). The challenge 

for the physical education community is to elevate the status of physical education 

from a subject with a relative value, to a subject of an equal value, and one that is 

integral in providing a holistic education.  

 

Holt and Talbot (2011) advocate physical education as a legitimate educational 

practice that has the capacity to influence young people’s lifelong engagement in 

physical activity. This view, however, is not shared by all. Kirk (2010, 2012) argues 

that the ability of physical education to enthuse, engage, and promote lifelong 

engagement is frequently disputed, with concerns that, without a radical reform, 

the subject is in danger of becoming extinct. There has been an increasing amount 

of literature that suggests that physical education has troubled times ahead (Stier, 

Klienman and Milchrist, 1994; Penney and Chandler, 2000; Kirk 2010), and this 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION      

  4 

leads to an increased criticality and speculation about the future of physical 

education.  

 

One factor that may have contributed to physical education becoming de-

stabilised could be through the justification of its value in serving as a means to 

achieve other ends. Tinning (2005) among others, has warned that we should be 

more modest in the educational claims made by physical education. Bailey et, al. 

(2009) explored the educational benefits claimed by physical education and school 

sport, and a wide array of physical, social, affective and cognitive benefits were 

reported. This research typifies how much physical education claims to contribute 

towards an individuals’ education, but how verifiable are these educational 

outcomes? The physical education profession must be very careful and clear when 

claiming wider educational benefits as it may detract from its unique contribution. 

This is supported by Bailey et al., (2009) who argues that the physical education 

profession must be clear about what it purports to develop, in order to bear the 

responsibility for delivering specific outcomes and claiming educational benefits.  

 

To regain a secure future for physical education the education profession must re-

define its value as a worthwhile subject and as an end in itself by articulating its 

unique value. One way this can be achieved is by justifying how physical education 

can nurture ‘physical literacy’ which can be considered as an essential literacy 

required in order to live a full and flourishing life. If this relationship can be made 

and operationalised in practice it has the potential to reinforce the importance of 

physical education as an integral part of a holistic education. Bailey et al., (2009) 

suggests that radical changes to pedagogy would be required in order to meet the 

daunting challenges to embed the rhetoric of meeting the individual needs of each 

child. Bailey et al., (2009) further states that if physical educators were serious 

about promoting physical activity then fostering physical literacy would be central 

to their strategies. This view is supported by the growing interest in the concept 
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of physical literacy, which highlights that it is a ‘longed-for’ concept (Lundvall, 

2015).  

 

Lundvall's (2015) research also draws attention to the need to develop physical 

education practitioners’ knowledge and understanding to prepare them for 

authentic planning and the creation of learning outcomes that nurture physical 

literacy. Lundvall (2015) describes that higher education professionals are crucial 

to the next step in developing strategies whereby physical literacy will be socially 

configured, nurtured, and realised in practice. The actual and observable 

development of physical literacy within physical education practice is essential in 

order to substantiate claims that it can indeed be operationalised in practice. If 

physical literacy remains a theoretical concept, that cannot be embodied in 

practice then it will add to the rhetoric of claims made by the physical education 

profession. This will further devalue the subject because it will continue to be 

unable to ‘make good’ on its educational promises. Could physical literacy be the 

‘radical reform’ Kirk (2010) calls for in transforming the fate of physical education? 

 

Physical literacy as a concept has gained significant global interest in recent years 

from academics, policy makers and practitioners alike (Edwards et al., 2016, and 

Spengler, 2015). Physical literacy is however, being interpreted very differently 

across organisations and countries worldwide, with varying definitions and 

recommendations for practice (Edwards et al., 2016). This diverse interpretation 

or misinterpretation, of physical literacy is not surprising considering that practice 

and policy recommendations have been made based on varying degrees of 

understanding of the concept provided by the seminal author and founder of the 

concept, Margaret Whitehead. Not all the contemporary research makes 

recommendations based on and aligned to the philosophical and conceptual 

thinking that provides the essential underpinning of the concept as defined and 

described by Whitehead. As a result, physical literacy is in danger of becoming 

something very different to that which it was originally conceptualised and thus, 
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is in danger of losing the very essence that attracted so many to the concept in the 

first place. Future research needs to be situated in and embrace the philosophical 

and theoretical underpinnings of the concept.  

 

Edwards et al., (2016) also calls for researchers to operationalise physical literacy 

and generate meaningful, measurable differences in practice that will eventually 

be the arbiter of what physical literacy ‘is’ and ‘how’ it ‘works’. This articulates the 

need for research and researchers to firstly understand and embrace the 

theoretical and philosophical underpinning of physical literacy to determine the 

‘what’ physical literacy ‘is’ before it is operationalised, identifying ‘how’ it might 

‘work’ in practice. This operationalisation process also responds to Lawson's 

(1998) and Kirk’s (2010) call for physical education academics to work more closely 

with practitioners and reconnect theory and practice. Through this closer 

collaborative process, the physical education profession may attempt to repair the 

fragmentation that has occurred through the academicisation, scientisation and 

specialisation of physical education and physical activity since the early 1960s 

(Kirk, 2010).  

 

Exploring how practitioner knowledge and understanding of physical literacy can 

be developed through professional development will be invaluable in articulating 

how complex philosophies and concepts can be interpreted and operationalised 

in a way that is meaningful for physical educators, allowing them to embed 

physical literacy within their practice. Jurbala (2015, p.380) states that: 

 

 “in order for the concept of physical literacy to succeed when other efforts 

to promote physical activity have largely failed, there must be substance to 

the claims made by its advocates”.  

 

This research responds to Jurbala’s (2015) call for “empirical support and evidence 

to validate and further [physical literacy’s] merit.” (p.5), by providing a mechanism 
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to operationalise physical literacy within PE teaching practice. The specific aims of 

this research are outlined in the following section, the research purpose. 

 

1.2 Research purpose 

Sustained engagement in physical activity has the potential to not only to establish 

and maintain holistic health but also enrich an individual’s life. This research aims 

to contribute to the promotion of sustained engagement in physical activity by 

nurturing physical literacy within physical education teaching practice. Physical 

education has a significant contribution to developing sustained engagement in 

physical activity due to the strong relationship between childhood engagement in 

physical activity and adulthood engagement (Jones et al., 2013). If good habits and 

behaviours are established early in life there is a greater chance they will ‘carry 

over’ into later life (Jones et al., 2013). Physical education is the ideal setting for 

individuals to develop their engagement in, and attitudes towards physical 

activity. 

 

The purpose of this research is to operationalise physical literacy within physical 

education teaching practice through professional development. This research 

aims to promote and elevate the value of physical education, when underpinned 

by physical literacy, as a legitimate educational practice that has the capacity to 

influence lifelong engagement in physical activity. This research proposes that 

nurturing physical literacy within physical education practice is a valuable 

endeavour in its own right and has both unique and significant educational value. 

Finally, this research connects theory and practice providing effective physical 

literacy professional development that is philosophically and conceptually aligned, 

whilst being meaningful in practice. 

 

1.2.1 Research questions 

The following three research questions are explored throughout this research: 
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• Research Question 1 (RQ1) – How can professional development 

operationalise physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice? 

• Research Question 2 (RQ2) – How can professional development improve 

teacher understanding of the why, what and how of physical literacy 

informed physical education teaching practice? 

• Research Question 3 (RQ3) – What are the barriers and solutions to 

operationalising physical literacy in physical education teaching practice? 

 

In answering these research questions, this research will add to the philosophical 

and theoretical rationale underpinning the concept of physical literacy whilst also 

responding to calls for empirical evidence to support, validate and further the 

merit of physical literacy (Lundvall, 2015; Giblin et al., 2014).  

 

1.3 Structure of the thesis 

Following this introductory chapter there are a further eight chapters. A brief 

overview of each chapter is outlined below:  

 

• Chapter Two: Review of Literature - Chapter two explores and critiques a 

variety of literature related to physical literacy, physical activity and 

physical education. The glossary of terms in Appendix 1 defines and 

describes key terms used throughout this thesis. 

• Chapter Three: Operationalising Physical Literacy - Chapter three explores 

how to operationalise physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice. This chapter further legitimises why physical literacy is a 

worthwhile endeavour and should be the foundation for physical 

education. This chapter also explores how physical literacy can be 

transitioned and operationalised most effectively from a philosophical and 

theoretical concept into physical education teaching practice. This chapter 

extends the theoretical and philosophical conceptual basis of physical 
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literacy unpacking the concept in more detail to begin the 

operationalisation process. 

• Chapter Four: Methodology - Chapter four outlines the research 

methodology used to conduct the primary and secondary school-based 

intervention. This chapter provides details regarding the research 

positioning, method, design, data collection, analysis and representation, 

ethical considerations, trustworthiness and the initial findings from a pilot 

study. 

• Chapter Five: Physical Literacy Professional Development - Chapter five 

discusses research question one:  How can professional development 

operationalise physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice?  

• Chapter Six: Physical Literacy Understanding - Chapter six discusses 

research question two: How can professional development improve 

teacher understanding of the why, what and how of physical literacy 

informed physical education teaching practice 

• Chapter Seven: Physical Literacy Barriers and Solutions - Chapter seven 

discusses research question three:  What are the barriers and solutions to 

operationalising physical literacy in physical education teaching practice?  

• Chapter Eight: The Professional Development Provider – Chapter eight 

explores the insight, observations and journey of the professional 

development provider. 

• Chapter Nine: Conclusion – The final concluding chapter summarises the 

research findings and recommendations, evaluates the research including 

exploration of its limitations, describes the unique contribution this 

research has to new knowledge and finally identifies the next steps to be 

undertaken following this research.  
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1.4 Researcher positioning 

The researcher was first introduced to the concept of physical literacy whilst in her 

final year at the University of Bedfordshire, where she studied a BA(Hons) in 

Physical Education (Secondary) with QTS. Dr Margaret Whitehead introduced the 

concept of physical literacy in a guest lecture. This event was significant for the 

researcher because physical literacy as presented by Dr Whitehead seemed to 

capture the purpose of physical education and chime with the personal beliefs and 

philosophy of the researcher of promoting lifelong engagement in physical 

activity. Later that year Dr Whitehead then became the researcher’s dissertation 

supervisor which was the beginning of a mentoring relationship that has 

continued to this day. After completing University (2010), the researcher went on 

to secure her first physical education teaching job in Wiltshire. This role developed 

over the years with her taking on different roles including School Sports 

Coordinator, Projects Coordinator and Key Stage Three lead. These roles saw the 

researcher work across both secondary, primary and special educational needs 

contexts within physical education promoting engagement and participation.  

 

The researcher also undertook further study whilst teaching and completed a MA 

in Education (Teaching and Learning) at Bath University and a MSc in Psychology 

at The Open University. The researcher then recalled, revisited and reconnected 

with physical literacy as a result of noticing a decline in physical competence in her 

incoming cohort of year seven pupils. In doing so, she had felt as though she had 

lost sight of her personal beliefs and philosophy in promoting lifelong engagement 

in physical activity and wanted to re-position her practice with physical literacy at 

its core. Specifically, the researcher felt as though her attention was not inclusively 

positioned to promote physical activity for all despite her efforts to raise 

participation and engagement, but instead the emphasis on academic attainment 

and sporting performance took precedence. Therefore, she wanted to re-establish 

her practice with a more robust framework and philosophy for promoting lifelong 

engagement in physical activity and help other colleagues do the same in her 
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mentoring and leadership of physical education across the school partnership. 

This desire led to more conversations with Dr Whitehead, becoming involved in 

the International Physical Literacy Association (IPLA) and then starting to explore 

potential ideas for a PhD to investigate operationalising physical literacy within 

physical education practice more widely and beyond the researcher’s own 

practice and school partnership. The researcher began her PhD in 2014 and at the 

same time secured a role in higher education teaching on an undergraduate 

physical education programme. Since then the researcher now teaches across two 

Universities on the postgraduate certificate in education (PGCE) in Physical 

Education course (2019 to present day). Taking this into consideration it is clear to 

say that the researcher has a vested interest and belief in physical literacy having 

been an advocate for the concept since 2010. The researcher discusses this in 

more detail in the methodology Chapter (section 4.1.1) where she discusses the 

role of an insider / outsider and this is again discussed in Chapter 8 the 

professional development provider.   

 

1.5 Chapter summary 

Physical literacy has the potential to revolutionise how physical education can be 

structured and approached to better promote lifelong engagement in physical 

activity. For this to become a reality physical literacy needs to be operationalised 

within physical education teaching practice. Central in achieving this aim is the 

creation of appropriate and effective physical literacy teacher professional 

development. This research responds to calls for empirical research situated in 

practice, working in collaboration with teachers, whilst maintaining fidelity to the 

concept of physical literacy (Edwards et al., 2016; Jurbala, 2015; Lundvall, 2015; 

Giblin et al., 2014). Physical literacy informed physical education has the potential 

to improve lifelong engagement in physical activity and raise the state, status and 

educational value of physical education. Thus, if physical literacy can be 

operationalised in physical education practice it may reform physical education 

itself and its place within the current education system.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

This chapter reviews a range of literature critical to this research. Literature 

related to physical literacy is explored including the philosophical and theoretical 

foundations of the concept. The relationship between physical activity, physical 

education and physical literacy is also discussed. 

 

2.1 The origin of physical literacy 

The International Physical Literacy Association defines physical literacy as: 

 

“the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and 

understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical 

activities for life.” 

 (IPLA, 2017a) 

 

However, the definition of physical literacy according to Cairney et al., (2016) 

varies depending on the source. Both Edwards et al., (2016) and Keegan et al., 

(2013) describe how varying definitions are being adopted by many organisations, 

research groups and governments currently promoting physical literacy around 

the world. Corbin (2016) highlights that many scholars purport physical literacy to 

be a ‘new’ term and has become more widely used in the last few years having 

grown in popularity. However, Corbin (2016) argues that physical literacy is not a 

new term, and instead suggests that references were made to physical literacy as 

early as the 1900s. McCloy (1957a, 1957b) mentions physical literacy in the late 

1950s. But these early uses of the term were being used as an alternative to the 

term physically educated. This is, however, not the contemporary meaning of the 

concept today. To understand the current meaning of physical literacy it is 

necessary to explore the contemporary origin of the concept. 
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The concept of physical literacy was formally launched in 2001, in Whitehead’s 

(2001a) initial paper entitled, ‘The Concept of Physical Literacy’. Although 

Whitehead recognised in this paper that the term physical literacy was something 

that was already being used within the education profession, and more 

specifically, within physical education, for some time previous to this paper. But 

physical literacy had at this point, only been used as an alternative term to being 

physically educated and had also received little attention (Whitehead, 2001a). The 

mention of physical literacy within literature was evident, although sporadic 

leading up to 2001. Whitehead, has, since 2001, campaigned to raise the 

awareness of the concept and develop the theoretical and philosophical 

underpinning of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 

2007b, 2009, 2010, 2013 and 2014).  

 

Whitehead became initially interested in physical literacy, as the concept aligned 

with her previous work relating to philosophy, embodiment0F

1  and physical 

education (Whitehead, 1987 and 1990). Since the formal introduction of the 

contemporary notion of physical literacy in 2001 by Whitehead, the concept has 

developed considerably and as a result has gained global attention in relation to 

its potential to revolutionise how physical activity and physical education are 

perceived, approached and assessed (Bailey et al., 2009; Robinson and Randall, 

2017; Whitehead, 2010).  

 

Whitehead’s initial motivation to develop the concept of physical literacy centred 

on four main principles (Whitehead, 2010). Firstly, her interest in the philosophical 

                                                      
1 “In the context of physical literacy, the term embodiment is used specifically to 

describe the potential individuals have to interact with the environment via 

movement. This covers both embodiment as-lived as well as the embodiment as 

an instrument or object” (Whitehead, 2010, p.202-203) 
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writings of existentialism1F

2 and phenomenology2F

3 gave significant support for the 

centrality of embodiment in human existence, and thus elevated the argument 

towards embodiment as fundamental to human life. Secondly, despite the 

overwhelming evidence including the philosophical writings mentioned above 

regarding the importance of embodiment for human existence, movement 

development was considered secondary to language, numeracy and social 

development within early childhood. Thirdly, physical literacy could be used to 

address the growing drift away from physical activity as part of everyday life, 

particularly in developed countries. Physical literacy could also serve as the means 

to elevate the value that physical activity has in enriching life, throughout the life 

course. Finally, there was a growing concern about the general direction that 

physical education was taking in many developed countries, including the UK, 

which judged by Whitehead placed too much emphasis on high-level 

performance, sport and elitism (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

Through the development of the concept, Whitehead (2010, p.5) argues that 

physical literacy can, inter alia: 

 

• identify the intrinsic value of physical activity 

• overcome the need to justify physical activity as a means to other ends 

• provide a clear goal to be worked towards in all forms of physical activity 

                                                      
2 Existentialism is a philosophy that generally speaking is based on the “principle 

that existence precedes essence. In other words, individuals make themselves as 

they interact with the world” (Whitehead, 2010, p.203). 
3 Phenomenology is a philosophy that generally speaking is based on the 

“principle that we as human beings give meaning to the world as we perceive it. 

Objects in the world have no meaning prior to an individual’s perception of that 

feature. [In other words], objects are what individuals ‘make of them’” 

(Whitehead, 2010, p.204). 
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• underwrite the importance and value of physical activity in the school 

curriculum 

• refute the notion that physical activity is an optional extra of only 

recreational value 

• justify the importance of physical activity for all, not just the most able in 

this field 

• spell out a case for lifelong participation in physical activity 

• identify the range of significant others who have a part to play in promoting 

physical activity 

 

The above is not a definitive list but instead outlines just some of the aims of the 

concept of physical literacy. Not surprisingly with a list such as this, there has been 

a considerable amount of growing interest in the concept, which highlights how 

for many it is a ‘longed-for’ concept (Lundvall, 2015).  

 

The concept of physical literacy has gained prominence in recent years, in many 

different countries, with research papers on the subject increasing from 1 in 1998 

to 29 in 2014 (Edwards et al., 2016). Most recently in England, physical literacy has 

gained further recognition with its inclusion in the HM Government publication, 

‘Sporting Future: A New Strategy for an Active Nation’ (HM Government, 2015). 

The inclusion of the term within this document highlights how as a concept 

physical literacy is now also starting to permeate policy within the UK. 

Nevertheless, it is essential that the concept of physical literacy is translated 

accurately within future policy, practice and literature as momentum continues 

(Robinson and Randall, 2017). Provision and identification of a clear and consistent 

definition of physical literacy is imperative to aid translation and 

operationalisation on a worldwide scale (Edwards et al., 2016; Shearer et al., 

2018). Physical literacy is more than just an initiative to promote engagement in 

physical activity but is instead a concept of much deeper complexity underpinned 

by a range of theoretical and philosophical concepts (Whitehead, 2010). The first 
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step in understanding the complexity of the concept is to explore the meaning and 

definition of physical literacy. 

 

2.2 Defining physical literacy 

Whitehead (2013a) provides an expanded view of UNESCO’s literacy definition, by 

including a description of what is meant by the term ‘physical literacy’, describing 

that it has the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, respond effectively 

and communicate, using the embodied human dimension3F

4, within a wide range of 

situations and contexts. Whitehead also acknowledges the difficulties in 

understanding and misinterpretation of the term physical literacy, stating that the 

‘physical’ was seen to be perpetuating the idea of the ‘body’ as an object, and 

‘literacy’ was seen as being too closely related to the ability to read and perhaps 

not a term that was appropriate to use in relation to the human embodied 

capability. In response to these misconceptions Whitehead (2013a) wrote a 

clarification paper aimed to describe in more detail what was meant by the use of 

the terms ‘physical’ and ‘literacy’.   

 

2.2.1 What is meant by the term ‘physical’ in physical literacy? 

A much more suitable term to describe what is meant by the ‘physical’ in physical 

literacy is the term embodiment or embodied literacy, however this term was 

considered to be inaccessible for many to understand (Whitehead, 2013a). 

Therefore, in pursuit of a more accessible term Whitehead originally explored a 

number of options including physical, movement, embodied and motile4F

5 literacy. 

With embodied literacy and motile literacy being philosophically aligned and 

                                                      
4 “An aspect of human being through which individuals can interact with the 

world and express themselves. Embodiment is one such dimension – hence, 

embodied dimension” (Whitehead, 2010, p.202) 
5 Motile or motility describes the “potential individuals possess to take action in 

relation to the environment via their embodiment” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 203). 
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acceptable terms within the realms of philosophy, Whitehead considered them to 

be inappropriate for general use, being unfamiliar for many and esoteric in nature 

and so they were ruled out (Whitehead, 2013a). The two remaining terms were 

physical or movement literacy. Whitehead acknowledges that whilst the term 

‘physical’ does have unfortunate dualist5F

6 connotations, there is no denying that 

we as humans have a physical dimension, which is part of our human nature. 

However, while it is true that ‘movement’ avoids the dualist connotations of 

‘physical’, the term movement also applies to a myriad of non-human phenomena 

such as transport and the workings of machines. On this account movement has 

not, generally, been seen as an appropriate term for use. Also, the term 

movement puts the spotlight on the actionable/mechanical aspect of 

embodiment and neglects the perceptual contribution made in embodied 

interaction with the world (Whitehead, 2013a). So, while accepting that the 

continued use of the term ‘physical’ has unfortunate associations with dualism, 

Whitehead considered the term to be the closest accessible alternative to 

embodied literacy and aims to combat the dualistic connotations by highlighting 

the monist6F

7 values of embodiment that underpin the concept. As described above 

the use of the term ‘physical’ has proven to be contentious but so too has the term 

‘literacy’. 

 

                                                      
6 “Dualism [is] the view that human beings [are] comprised [of] two very different 

and separable ‘parts’, being the ‘body’ and the ‘mind’” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 

202). 
7 Monism is the view that “humans are an entity, a whole, and not divisible into 

separate ‘parts’, such as the ‘body’ and the ‘mind’. This is also referred to as a 

holistic view or holism, again indicating that humans are an indivisible ‘whole’” 

Whitehead, 2010, p. 203). 
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2.2.2 What is meant by the term ‘literacy’ in physical literacy? 

Roetert and Jefferies (2016) describes the word ‘literacy’ to include components 

of knowledge, understanding, thinking, communication, and application. The term 

literacy is certainly not new to the field of education. In fact, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation’s (UNESCO) released a position 

paper (UNESCO, 2005) that provides a background and definition of the term 

literacy. UNESCO (2005) identifies literacy as being more than just reading and 

writing, defining it more broadly as the ability to identify, understand, interpret, 

create, communicate and compute, in varying contexts. Literacy involves a 

continuum of learning, enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to develop their 

knowledge and potential, and “to participate fully in their community and wider 

society” (UNESCO, 2004, p.13).  

 

Literacy could also be considered as a tool that enables further inquiry and as such 

creates deeper and broader access to the material and ideas that students are 

studying. As a result, literacy is typically viewed as falling somewhere on a 

continuum ranging from a set of skills to a basis for rational and ethical action 

(Bailey, Hunsberger, and Hayden, 1998). For example, Freire and Macedo (1987) 

refer to literacy as the ability to not only read the word but to also read the world. 

As these descriptions suggest, literacy is broader than just the acquisition of 

knowledge and understanding of content. It requires the individual to assume 

both a personal and social responsibility to use the knowledge gained in ethical 

and just ways. Being literate includes the use of critical and creative thinking skills 

and/or processes, conveying information through various forms of 

communication and applying knowledge and skills to make connections within and 

between various contexts. 

 

In considering the above discussion it could be argued that literacy is the ability or 

capacity of an individual, in a given context, to be able to observe, understand, 

interact and respond to their environment effectively. In other words, the life skills 
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that are formed through the lens of literacy provide a critical feature of what it 

means to be literate but must also be relevant and applicable to the individuals’ 

context and/or environment. Whilst these definitions may be useful in 

understanding the term literacy more broadly what is the significance of the 

inclusion of this term in relation to the concept of physical literacy? 

 

Whitehead (2013a) describes how when creating the concept of physical literacy 

alternatives to the term ‘literacy’ were also considered including ‘competence’, 

‘ability’ and ‘skill’. However, Whitehead (2013a) argues that physical competence, 

physical ability and physical skill leave the concept very much tied to pure 

physicality and using such terms may perpetuate dualistic perspectives. While 

physical competence7F

8  forms a key element of physical literacy, the terms 

identified above would seem to place too much focus on the nature of human 

embodiment as a machine, object or an instrument and do not address the 

important role of embodiment as lived. Nor do these terms signal the interactive 

and intentional8F

9  significance of embodiment as highlighted by philosophical 

schools of thought including monism, existentialism and phenomenology which 

form the foundation of the concept. This highlights how Whitehead carefully 

considered terms that support or are most aligned with the philosophical 

foundations of the concept. The definition or definitions of physical literacy have 

taken many different forms since its conception. Multiple definitions, from 

multiple organisations, in multiple countries worldwide have created a chaotic 

situation (Edwards et al., 2016) which has given rise to a call for increased 

definition clarity and consensus. 

                                                      
8 “Physical competence can be described as the sufficiency in movement 

vocabulary, movement capacities and developed movement patterns plus the 

deployment of these in a range of movement forms” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 204).  
9 Intentionality is a term used to describe the innate human urge to relate to and 

be stimulated by the world. It is an inherent part of our consciousness.  
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2.2.3 Developing definition consensus  

As mentioned previously there are currently many definitions of physical literacy 

which has created a confusing situation (Edwards et al., 2016; Shearer et al., 2018). 

To understand the diversity and variation between definitions a number of 

contemporary examples are discussed below. 

 

For many Whitehead is recognised as the leading authority in the field of physical 

literacy (Longmuir and Tremblay, 2016). The need for definition clarity and 

consistency was recognised to be a significant issue by Whitehead and 

professional colleagues, who realised that there was a need to establish an 

organisation to help guide, inform and standardise understanding globally. To 

realise this, The International Physical Literacy Association (IPLA) was established 

in June 2014, to help provide the urgently needed guidance, clarity and 

consistency required, with Whitehead assuming the position of the president of 

the association. The definition provided by the IPLA defines physical literacy as: 

 

“Physical literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical 

competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take 

responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.” 

 (IPLA, 2017a) 

 

The IPLA definition has remained consistent since 2014, with four constant 

elements9F

10 of motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and 

understanding. At the International Physical Literacy Conference (IPLC) in 2015, a 

consensus statement was created that aimed to: 

                                                      
10 The four elements of physical literacy are the means to achieve the ends of 

sustained engagement in physical activity for life and include the motivation, 

confidence, physical competence and knowledge and understanding. 
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• Promote the value of physical literacy and preserve the integrity of the 

concept. 

• Advocate the use of a common definition of physical literacy, as defined by 

the International Physical Literacy Association. 

• Facilitate alignment within and between the multiple sectors in the 

physical literacy community. 

• Improve the consistency and clarity of communications relating to physical 

literacy informing the consistent and co-ordinated development of 

physical literacy tools and resources created by various stakeholders. 

 (Sport for Life, 2015) 

 

This was a major breakthrough in providing some clarity and consistency with 

regards to the definition of physical literacy more widely. Prior to this the 

alternative definitions related to developing fundamental movement skills, or one 

or two elements of the full definition. Since the IPLC conference in 2015 and the 

creation of the consensus statement, the IPLA has also worked with a number of 

organisations including the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS), 

Sport Wales, Sport New-Zealand and Shape America who also now adopt the 

IPLA’s definition or adaptive versions of it. Despite a call for consistency and clarity 

in definition, there remains widespread variety in interpretations globally (Bailey, 

2020; Edwards et al., 2016; Shearer et al., 2018). 

 

2.2.4 International definitions 

Across the UK, and indeed the World, different definitions and interpretations of 

physical literacy are evident. Table 1 below highlights the multiple definitions 

currently being used across the world from leading organisations in the field of 

physical literacy. 
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Table 1: International definitions of physical literacy 

Organisation / 
country 

Reference  
(date of origin) 

Adopted definition of physical literacy 

International 
Physical Literacy 
Association (IPLA)  
 
Country:  
UK 

IPLA (2017a) 
https://www.physi
cal-literacy.org.uk/  

Physical literacy can be described as the 
motivation, confidence, physical 
competence, knowledge and 
understanding to value and take 
responsibility for engagement in physical 
activities for life 

Sport Wales 
 
Country: Wales 
(UK) 

Sport Wales (2014) 
http://physicalliter
acy.sportwales.org.
uk/en/  

Physical Skills + Confidence + Motivation 
+ Lots of opportunities = Physical Literacy 

Physical and Health 
Education (PHE) 
Canada  
 
Country: Canada 
(Montreal) 

PHE Canada (2010) 
http://www.pheca
nada.ca/programs/
physical-
literacy/what-
physical-literacy  

Individuals who are physically literate 
move with competence and confidence in 
a wide variety of physical activities in 
multiple environments that benefit the 
healthy development of the whole 
person 

Canadian Sport for 
Life (CS4L) 
 
Country: Canada 
(Toronto) 

CS4L (2015) 
http://sportforlife.c
a/qualitysport/phy
sical-literacy/ 

Physical literacy is the motivation, 
confidence, physical competence, 
knowledge and understanding to value 
and take responsibility for engagement in 
physical activities for life 

Society of Health 
and Physical 
Educators (SHAPE) 
 
Country: United 
States of America 

Mandigo, Francis, 
Lodewyk and Lopez 
(2012) 
http://www.shape
america.org/events
/physicalliteracy.cf
m  

Physical literacy is the ability to move 
with competence and confidence in a 
wide variety of physical activities in 
multiple environments that benefit the 
healthy development of the whole 
person 

Sport New Zealand 
 
Country:  
New Zealand 

Sport New Zealand 
(2015) 
http://sportnz.org.
nz/about-us/who-
we-are/what-were-
working-
towards/physical-
literacy-approach  

The motivation, confidence, physical 
competence, knowledge and 
understanding required by participants 
that allows them to value and take 
responsibility for engaging in physical 
activity and sport for life 

Australian Sport 
Commission  
 

Australian Sports 
Commission (2017) 

Four defining statements:  
1.Core / process - Physical literacy is 
lifelong holistic learning acquired and 

https://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/
https://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/
http://physicalliteracy.sportwales.org.uk/en/
http://physicalliteracy.sportwales.org.uk/en/
http://physicalliteracy.sportwales.org.uk/en/
mailto:http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy
mailto:http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy
http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy/what-physical-literacy
http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy/what-physical-literacy
http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy/what-physical-literacy
http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy/what-physical-literacy
http://www.phecanada.ca/programs/physical-literacy/what-physical-literacy
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=4&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiygr2xtJrPAhVGzmMKHds7ARQQFggxMAM&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcanadiansportforlife.ca%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fresources%2FPhysical%20Literacy%20Concep
http://sportforlife.ca/qualitysport/physical-literacy/
http://sportforlife.ca/qualitysport/physical-literacy/
http://sportforlife.ca/qualitysport/physical-literacy/
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Country: Australia http://www.auspor
t.gov.au/participati
ng/physical_literac
y 
 

applied in movement and physical activity 
contexts  
2.Components / constructs - It reflects 
ongoing changes integrating physical, 
affective (subsequently renamed 
‘psychological’), cognitive and social 
capabilities  
3.Importance - It is vital in helping us lead 
healthy and fulfilling lives through 
movement and physical activity  
4.Aspiration / product - A physically 
literate person is able to draw on their 
integrated physical, affective, cognitive, 
and social capacities to support health 
promoting and fulfilling movement and 
physical activity - relative to their 
situation and context 

Adapted from Shearer, et al. (2018) 

 

The definition of physical literacy is only a short description of a complex concept 

that aims to unpack what it is to be an embodied being within the world. The 

definition of physical literacy can, therefore, be considered as just the very tip of 

a metaphorical iceberg that explores the human embodied dimension. 

Furthermore, the concept of physical literacy highlights the tremendous intrinsic 

value of movement and seeks to develop a disposition whereby individuals can 

capitalise on their embodied potential as an integral and intricate part of human 

nature (Durden-Myers and Whitehead, 2019; Whitehead, 2010). Some 

organisations are making steps to express the entirety of the concept but more 

needs to be done in order to ensure that the concept is understood, embraced 

and operationalised in its entirety or indeed as Whitehead had intended (Robinson 

and Randall, 2017).   

 

The term physical literacy is by no means perfect. Physical literacy has complex 

philosophical and theoretical foundations, which do not necessarily come through 

when first hearing the term or reading the definition. It is important that the 

http://www.ausport.gov.au/participating/physical_literacy
http://www.ausport.gov.au/participating/physical_literacy
http://www.ausport.gov.au/participating/physical_literacy
http://www.ausport.gov.au/participating/physical_literacy
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concept is defined and operationalised accurately to realise its aims and full 

potential. The concept highlights the importance of the embodied dimension as 

an integral part of human nature (Durden-Myers and Whitehead, 2019). A 

dimension that should receive continued attention starting at birth and continuing 

throughout life (Whitehead, 2010). In other words, physical literacy is not a 

destination that has a definitive end that can be achieved or accomplished, but 

instead is considered as an ongoing journey that can always be developed further 

(Durden-Myers et al., 2018; Green et al., 2018).  

 

There have been a number of interpretations that have moved away from the 

central tenets of physical literacy. For example, in both UK and abroad physical 

literacy has been the name given to programmes that develop fundamental 

movement skills, the building blocks or the ABCs of movement (Shortt et al., 2019). 

While physical competence is one of the interrelated domains of physical literacy 

there is much more to the concept than just skill development (Cairney et al., 

2019). Other interpretations have focused on knowledge and understanding, 

particularly in the context of games (Shearer, et al., 2018). Again, this can be seen 

as one component of physical literacy, but far from the whole story. Some 

developments have presented the concept as if it is only relevant to younger 

learners or only worthy of attention in compulsory education (Shearer, et al., 

2018). Again, this is not the case; physical literacy is valuable and important to all, 

the young, the adult and the older adult. There have been more recent 

interpretations that do embrace each component of physical literacy these being 

the motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and 

understanding, however they are not equally represented, nurtured or developed 

(Shearer, et al., 2018). There is a clear need for physical literacy to be interpreted 

and translated retaining its holistic principles equally nurturing each interrelated 

component of the concept (Randall and Robinson, 2017). 
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2.3 The domains and attributes of physical literacy 

The concept of physical literacy identifies three essential domains10F

11 that need to 

be nurtured equally, in order to promote sustained engagement in physical 

activity (Whitehead, 2010). The domains of physical literacy are all 

interconnected, and in developing one domain another may also be nurtured on 

account of the holistic nature of the concept. The domains of physical literacy 

inform both the definition and the attributes of physical literacy which are 

symptomatic behaviours related to each domain (Table 2 above). Figure 1 overleaf 

outlines how the definition of physical literacy is informed by the three domains. 

 

Figure 1: Physical literacy definition and domains 

 
The affective domain refers to aspects of motivation, confidence, self-esteem, 

self-confidence and a positive sense of self, developed and nurtured in a range of 

environments (Whitehead, 2010). The physical domain refers to the development 

of physical competence, including developing and refining movement skills and 

                                                      
11  Physical literacy domains refer to the interrelated affective, physical and 

cognitive domains that underpin the concept of physical literacy. The behavioural, 

social and environmental domain are also referred to in some literature. 
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acquiring sensitive perception and action in context within in a range of 

environments (Whitehead, 2010). The cognitive domain refers to the knowledge 

and understanding of fitness and health including, exercise, nutrition, sleep and 

lifestyle, as well as the development of intelligent action, an understanding of 

movement, and the application of creativity and imagination in a range of 

environments (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

All domains are equally important. However, current interpretations of the 

concept continue to place too much of an emphasis on the physical domain 

(Hyndman and Pill, 2017). Hyndman and Pill (2017) conducted a study that 

interrogated 49 articles associated with physical literacy and found that the 

strongest relational concepts were from the physical domain. They also found that 

the physical domain was often the dominant feature with the cognitive and 

affective domains often being marginalised within the literature. This was not 

what had been intended by Whitehead (2013c) who states that “While it is the 

case that motivation and confidence arise on account of progress in respect of 

physical competency, this competency on its own does not constitute physical 

literacy” (p.31). Similarly, interpretations of the concept should not place too 

much an emphasis on the cognitive domain. Avoiding this outcome is important 

as physical education is in danger of being considered primarily a cognitive 

endeavour at present especially within secondary school with the increasing focus 

on the academic and theoretical aspect of the subject (Green, 2005 and Thorburn, 

2007), which may negatively affect the development of physical and affective 

domains within physical literacy and physical education.  

 

It is important to stress that each domain is equally important, and without the 

development of all domains, physical literacy and sustained involvement in 

physical activity throughout life is unlikely to be achieved (Durden-Myers et al., 

2018). The relationship between the domains and the effect on resultant 

behaviour in the absence of one domain is outlined in the Table 2 below: 
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Table 2: Physical literacy domains and resultant outcomes 

Affective domain 
Physical 
domain 

Cognitive 
domain 

 
Resultant 
outcomes 

1 Motivation Confidence 
Physical 

competence 
Knowledge and 
understanding 

= 
Sustained 

engagement 

2  Confidence 
Physical 

competence 
Knowledge and 
understanding 

= 
Apathetic, 

amotivation 

3 Motivation  
Physical 

competence 
Knowledge and 
understanding 

= 
Anxiousness, 

self-
consciousness 

4 Motivation Confidence  
Knowledge and 
understanding 

= 
Frustration, 
avoidance 

5 Motivation Confidence 
Physical 

competence 
 = 

Confusion, 
unawareness 

 

Table 2 describes a number of outcomes that may result in certain behaviours or 

characteristics being exhibited by individuals. Each outcome is described in more 

detail below: 

 

• Outcome 1 - Suggests that when individuals have all domains and elements 

including the motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge 

and understanding in a range of environments, then it is more likely that 

sustained engagement in physical activity will be possible. 

• Outcome 2 - Suggests that if an individual lacks motivation then that 

individual may demonstrate characteristics and behaviours of someone 

who is typically apathetic or amotivated. 

• Outcome 3 - Suggests that if an individual lacks confidence then that 

individual may demonstrate characteristics and behaviours of someone 

who is typically anxious or self-conscious. 

• Outcome 4 - Suggests that if an individual lacks physical competence then 

that individual may demonstrate avoidance and frustration characteristics 

and behaviours.  
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• Outcome 5 - Suggests that if an individual lacks knowledge and 

understanding then that individual may demonstrate characteristics and 

behaviours of someone who is confused or unaware of the benefits of 

physical activity or may not be able to surmount barriers to their 

participation in physical activity.  

 

Nurturing motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and 

understanding in a range of environments will improve likelihood of sustained 

engagement in physical activity for life. The elements are not stable throughout 

life but instead may fluctuate therefore, continual reflection and development is 

required. Through the process of developing physical literacy individuals may also: 

 

• Capitalise on an aspect of human potential 

• Facilitate productive interaction with the world  

• Enable an appreciation of the environment as meaningful  

• Add to personal awareness and knowledge of oneself  

• Contribute to self-confidence, self-efficacy and self-esteem  

• Potentially flourish in other capabilities  

• Enhance the quality of life throughout the life course 

(Whitehead, 2010) 

 

Whitehead (2010) refers to the three domains (affective, physical and cognitive) 

or the four elements (motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge 

and understanding) as integral in nurturing physical literacy and therefore, lifelong 

engagement in physical activity. There is a vast amount of knowledge that 

teachers may be expected to know, understand and apply in order to nurture all 

domains and elements. Whether this is achievable is yet to be found. The elements 

and domains also inform a range of physical literacy attributes.  
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Whitehead (2010, 2013b) and the IPLA (2017b) identify a range of potential 

attributes that that may be exhibited by an individual who is making progress on 

their physical literacy journey. The attributes (Table 3 below) were updated in 

2017 and are used to describe the symptomatic behaviours an individual may 

possess while making progress on their physical literacy journey.  

 

Table 3: Physical literacy attributes 

Attributes 
Individuals who are making progress on their 
unique physical literacy journey will 
demonstrate the following attributes: 

Simplified attributes 
An individual who is making progress 
in respect of physical literacy will 
have the following characteristics: 

A. Motivation to be proactive in taking part 
in physical activity, applying self to 
physical activity tasks with interest and 
enthusiasm and persevering through 
challenging situations in physical activity 
environments 

Wants to take part in physical activity 

B. Confidence in relation to the ability to 
make progress in learning new tasks and 
activities and assurance that these 
experiences will be rewarding 

Has confidence when taking part in 
different physical activities 

C. Movement with poise, economy and 
effectiveness in a wide variety of 
challenging situations 

Moves efficiently and effectively in 
different physical activities  

D. Thoughtful and sensitive perception in 
appreciating all aspects of the physical 
environment, responding as appropriate 
with imagination and creativity 

Has an awareness of movement 
needs and possibilities in different 
physical activities 

E. The ability to work independently and 
with others, in physical activities in both 
co-operative and competitive situations 

Can work independently and with 
others in different physical activities 

F. The ability to identify and articulate the 
essential qualities that influence the 
effectiveness of movement performance 

Knows how to improve performance 
in different physical activities 

G. An understanding of the principles of 
holistic embodied health, in respect of a 
rich and balanced lifestyle 

Knows how physical activity can 
improve well-being 
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H. The self-assurance and self-esteem to take 
responsibility for choosing physical activity 
for life 

Has the self-confidence to plan and 
effect a physically active lifestyle 

(IPLA, 2017b) 

 

The attributes have been revised to simplify and balance the attributes according 

to each domain (affective, physical and cognitive). The attributes are useful in 

describing what dispositions physical literacy aims to nurture. As can be seen from 

the discussion thus far, the definition and attributes of physical literacy are 

continually evolving, which is expected from a relatively ‘new’ concept. However, 

at present the continual updates, revisions, new directions and grand claims do 

give rise to inconsistencies and variabilities which may make physical literacy a 

difficult concept to really get to grips with and clearly understand (Bailey, 2020; 

Robinson and Randall, 2017; Quennerstedt, McCuaig and Mårdh, 2020). As the 

concept continues to develop further calls for consistency and clarity will be 

evident in order to provide clear guidance on what physical literacy is and how it 

can be operationalised and nurtured within practice (Edwards et al., 2016). 

 

2.4 Underpinning philosophy informing physical literacy 

Physical literacy is informed by philosophical concepts that include, embodiment, 

monism, existentialism and phenomenology (Pot, Whitehead and Durden-Myers, 

2018; Whitehead, 2010). The integrity of the concept and perhaps one of the 

underlying reasons why physical literacy has gained such widespread interest is 

because the concept has such a strong rationale as a result of its comprehensive 

roots in philosophical thought and reasoning. The philosophical foundation of 

physical literacy has separated it from other concepts, and this is perhaps why it 

is still relevant several years after Whitehead’s (2001a) introductory paper. This 

section of the review of literature explores how embodiment, monism, 

existentialism and phenomenology all underpin and inform the concept of 

physical literacy. 
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2.4.1 Embodiment and physical literacy 

“Who we are, how we look and feel, what we do, our relations with others, 

our hurdles, struggles and aspirations, the organisations we belong to, and 

our understanding of the social world, are all features of the politics of the 

body. In other words, we are embodied in every aspect of our everyday 

experiences.” 

Hargreaves and Vertinsky (2007, p.8) 

 

In order to appreciate and value the concept of physical literacy, a realignment 

and a rethinking surrounding our embodied dimension and the development of a 

new perspective on this aspect of human nature is required (Whitehead, 2010). 

Physical literacy aims to change how we view our embodied nature and highlight 

how embodiment is a dimension of human nature that is often taken-for-granted, 

operating, unnoticed, unattended, unappreciated and underdeveloped. 

 

Giummarra et al., (2008) describes embodiment as a complex phenomenon that 

extends from self-embodiment to the normal area of influence of body parts. 

Embodiment also includes the different ways in which we understand and 

experience temporal-spatial access (or lack thereof) to the world (Merleau-Ponty, 

1996; and Polanyi, 1964). Taylor, Lord, and Bond (2009) state that the effects of 

embodiment are evidenced in how individuals move and position their bodies in 

space and time and how they utilise, approach and demonstrate avoidance 

behaviours. The concept of embodiment is grounded in the philosophical works of 

Merleau-Ponty (1996), Patocka (1998), Polanyi (1964), and was expanded by 

Hawkins (2010) and Hopsicker (2009) among others (Block and Weatherford, 

2013). Gill (2000) describes embodiment as the axis of all tacit knowing, which in 

turn is the matrix of all explicit knowing. What Gill is describing is the significance 

of our motile capability as the very vehicle through which individuals observe, 

interact with and respond to, the world around them. Therefore, developing an 



CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE      

  32 

embodied sense of self will also engender a richness to the perception, 

observation, interaction and individual expression within the world. 

 

Monism, which is explored further in the next section, describes an inseparable 

connectivity between the mind, body and the environment in which we live 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1996). By definition, a monist perspective is to be embodied, and 

experience the world through embodied interaction. It is important to note that 

the body is not just the vehicle through which the world is experienced but it is 

the very medium through which all experience is perceived and interpreted or 

indeed possible (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). Embodiment also embraces and 

maximises the body as lived, and the living body which utilises our motile 

capability to express and connect with our own environment and with others, in 

human life (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). To that end, developing an appreciation 

of the intrinsic value of physical activity and an understanding of why this is central 

to human life as a component of our human capability is essential in fully 

experiencing life as we know it (Durden-Myers and Whitehead, 2019). 

 

Western culture, however, has typically viewed the body as an object or as an 

instrument designed to enable us to go about everyday life, with the value of 

physical activity being predominantly in “manual work, participation in culturally 

designed specific physical activity settings, usually at a high level, and as 

contributing to physical fitness” (Whitehead, 2010. p.10). Unsurprisingly, this 

focus is also evident in western education, with physical education having two 

main dominant objectives, to develop elite sporting performance and/or for 

health maintenance, with any other deployment of our embodiment viewed as 

insignificant or unimportant (Whitehead, 2010). This is particularly evident when 

considering the sport technique-based approach that physical education has 

traditionally taken (Kirk, 2010), and the reluctance of the physical education 

profession to move towards a more inclusive movement based and physical 

activity curriculum. Physical literacy aims to change how we perceive our body 
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moving from a body as object perspective to a body as lived perspective. Physical 

literacy is a concept through which our human potential may be developed as a 

direct result of the nature of humans being, embodied-beings (Durden-Myers et 

al., 2020). Thus, physical literacy calls for a more holistic approach to valuing and 

developing our embodied dimension, as an integral part of the expression of 

human life as we know it (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

Developing a strong sense of embodiment enables individuals to not only make 

sense of the world around them and interact more sophisticatedly with the world 

but also enables individuals to make sense of themselves (Durden-Myers et al., 

2020). An appreciation of embodiment enables individuals to experience the joy 

of movement and the intrinsic value that physical activity can ignite. Embodiment 

is crucial in creating a sense of self, as it is a unique form of interaction with the 

world around us and essential in creating meaningful and wide-ranging existential 

experiences (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). Embodiment is very closely linked with 

the philosophy of monism, existentialism and phenomenology. These concepts 

are further explored in the following sections. 

 

2.4.2 Monism and physical literacy 

Over the last four decades, an expansion of the definition of cognition has been 

observed (Gentner, 2010). While the dominant view until the 1980s considered 

cognition as a separate entity from the body (and for some it still is), this view is 

declining as growing evidence indicates that cognition cannot be separated easily, 

or for some, not at all, from the body (Maouene and Ionescu, 2011). Put simply, 

previous to the 1980’s the mind and body whilst connected were also considered 

as separate entities, this view is being challenged in light of monism, with the mind 

and body now being considered as inseparable, intertwined and interconnected 

(Whitehead, 2010). Merleau-Ponty (1996) argues for the inseparability between 

an individual and their consciousness by suggesting that they are interconnected 

through the use of “space, time and the world as we ‘live’ them” (p. vii). Claxton, 
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Lucas, and Webster (2010) also challenge centuries of assumption that the mind 

and body are somehow separate, stating that the human body is not an 

instrument to be used and exercised as a realm of one’s dualist being, through the 

separation of mind and body. Instead, the human body is to be considered with 

monist principles that embrace the whole human being as one. Monism describes 

an inseparable connectivity between the mind, body and the environment in 

which we live, as we are through and through compounded of relationships with 

the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1996).  

 

Monism opposes dualism, which describes that a person is comprised of two 

separable parts, the mind and the body, with the mind being far superior to the 

body (Whitehead, 2010). This view is principally associated with Descartes (1968) 

who famously said ‘I think, therefore I am.’ In opposition to this Sartre (1957) 

asserts ‘for human reality, to be, is to act’ and Burkitt (1999) asserts ‘prior to an, I 

think, there is an, I can’. Modell (2006) writes that nowadays there are practically 

no neurobiologists who believe in a Cartesian dualism. What is overlooked is the 

fact that there is more than one way in which our embodiment contributes to our 

human nature. While we can view this dimension of ourselves as the body as 

object, the most significant and all-pervading contribution that our embodiment 

makes is in the mode of the lived-embodiment. In this mode, our embodiment is 

taken for granted and is part of our being and doing, for example, cooking, 

gardening and driving. Lived-embodiment plays a significant part in life but is often 

overlooked, undervalued and neglected, with more focus being placed on the 

body as a machine and object for health, a vehicle to experience life rather than 

the very medium through which life is experienced.  

 

Williams and Bendelow (1998) suggest that duality is a stage, albeit an analytically 

important one, in the development of human consciousness. This is a dangerous 

form of the natural human desire to make sense of the world; dualism seeks to 

define what is, from what is not. This desire for categorisation into distinct 
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dichotomous elements sets in motion ideological separation on a vast scale; mind 

from body, nature from culture, reason from emotion, public from private and so 

on. Thus, even when we accept mind and body from a monist perspective, 

dualistic reasoning often creeps back into our exploration of what is, from what is 

not. Here is the challenge for academics within physical literacy, because how do 

you describe a holistic concept without fragmenting elements into 

understandable dualistic chunks. It may be a necessary evil in the development of 

human consciousness surrounding physical literacy, but what is important is that 

deductive reasoning is re-constructed back into its holistic picture. 

 

Western society as mentioned previously has been traditionally obsessed with the 

body as a disposable tool and not as the body as lived; there are numerous 

examples of this neglect from both the present day and throughout history 

(Williams and Bendelow, 1998; Whitehead, 2010). Physical literacy looks to move 

beyond the view that our body is just a disposable tool but instead is the very 

fabric through which we experience the world. The Western dualist legacies of our 

past continue to divorce mind from body, nature from culture and reason from 

emotion (Williams and Bendelow, 1998). The question of human embodiment has 

therefore; been difficult to approach as a direct result of these forced dualistic 

dichotomies. In this respect, a better understanding of human embodiment 

requires a more integrated and monist approach. Understanding and initialising 

this shift from dualistic to monist philosophical thinking is integral if the full 

realisation of human embodied potential is to be achieved. 

 

As Hagel states, truth is the whole. The whole, however, is merely the essential 

nature reaching its completeness through the process of its own development 

(Hagel cited in, Hyppolite, 1969). Physical literacy aims to create this ‘whole’ 

approach to physical activity and physical education, and in doing so reveal and 

articulate the true nature of human beings as monist beings, with embodiment as 

a central element of our human nature.  
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2.4.3 Existentialism and physical literacy 

One of the principal tenets of existentialism is the notion that existence precedes 

essence (Whitehead, 2010). Sartre (2007) states: 

 

“that man first exists; he materialises in the world, encounters himself, and 

only afterwards defines himself. If man as the existentialists conceive of 

him cannot be defined, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not 

be anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself”  

(Sartre, 2007. p.22) 

 

Merleau-Ponty (1996) describes that “We are through and through compounded 

of relationships with the world” (p.166), and these relationships are unique to each 

individual as a complex product of lived experience, ergo the perception of the 

world is also unique to each individual. Put simply, this means that the 

accumulating experiences we have in interacting with the world around us are 

responsible for and create the person we become (Whitehead, 2014).  In essence, 

each and every individual can be considered to be on a unique journey informed 

by previous lived experience and these experiences then shape the past, present 

and future person they may become. Therefore, it is important that positive 

experiences within physical activity are created as we navigate through life if 

individuals are to maintain a desire to be physically active. The experiences we 

have throughout life are only as rich as our ability to experience them. Therefore, 

by developing our embodied nature we will also develop how we perceive, 

observe, interact and express ourselves during these experiences, thus enhancing 

the quality and richness of these experiences (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). This 

crucially highlights important avenues for the interrelationships between physical 

activity engagement and the development of embodied potential which should be 

nurtured if we are to realise our individual potential. 
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The second significant aspect of existentialism is that although we are a product 

of our past experiences we also have a choice with what we chose to do, or pursue 

next within our lives, this is the idea that the future can be shaped through one’s 

own free choice (Sartre, 1966). The gravity of individual choice, the struggle for 

significance, and the importance of passion are common threads of existentialism 

(Chimowitz, et al., 2015). Existentialism underpins the significance of the 

embodied dimension and physical literacy by highlighting the intricate nature and 

importance of meaningful interaction with the world as being a central aspect of 

human development and existence. The embodied dimension has a significant 

role to play in this interaction. 

  

2.4.4 Phenomenology and physical literacy 

Phenomenology is the study of lived experience or the life world (Van Manen, 

1997). It is concerned with understanding that individuals will perceive the world 

from the unique perspective of their previous experiences (Whitehead 2010). 

Phenomenology builds from existentialism in highlighting the importance of 

interaction with the world but focuses particularly on perception. This desire to 

interact with the world is known as intentionality (Vagle, 2014). Phenomenologists 

propose that we each perceive the world from the backdrop of our previous 

perceptions and experiences. Because each individual has a unique history, 

perception of the world is also therefore unique to each individual. It follows that 

each individual needs to be understood as a unique being. It is argued that the 

lived embodiment is a highly influential and powerful player in perception. Indeed, 

we only know the world from the unique perspective of our own embodied being.  

 

Phenomenology emphasises the world as lived by a person, not the world or 

reality as something separate from the person (Valle et al., 1989). Polkinghorne 

(1983) identified this focus as trying to understand or comprehend meanings of 

human experience as it is lived. Husserl (1970) describes the ‘life world’ as what 

we experience pre-reflectively, without resorting to categorisation or 
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conceptualisation, and quite often includes what is taken for granted or those 

things that are common sense. The study of these phenomena intends to return 

and re-examine these taken for granted experiences and uncover new and/or 

forgotten meanings (Laverty, 2003). Phenomenology however was not always 

defined in this way. The description of phenomenology changed with the changing 

views of Edmund Hursserl. 

 

Often referred to as the father of phenomenology (Cohen, 1987; Koch, 1996; 

Polkinghorne, 1983; Scruton, 1995, Laverty, 2003), Husserl’s (1859-1938) initial 

work was mathematically focussed and his research interests explored the 

calculus of variations. His initial work was positivist in nature applying natural 

science methods to solve logical, conceptual and cognitive problems. However, 

Husserl’s work changed over time, moving his attention from mathematics to 

seeing phenomenology as equally objective and subjective, and finally having 

subjectivity dominate his research (Cohen; Reeder, 1987). This progression 

culminated in his interest in ‘pure phenomenology’ or working to find a universal 

foundation of philosophy and science (Laverty, 2003).  

 

Husserl’s findings were further developed by later figures such as Heidegger 

(1962) and Merleau-Ponty (1996, 2014). Husserl’s main focus is epistemological, 

and for him, lived embodiment is not only a means of practical action, but also an 

essential part of the deep structure of all knowing. Physical literacy identifies with 

Husserl’s later works with regards to the subjective nature of the exploration of 

the phenomena, the lifeworld and lived experience.  

 

Embodiment also plays a significant role in the phenomenology of perception. As 

Merleau-Ponty explains (2014, p.214) “Objective thought is unaware of subjective 

perception. This is because it takes the world as ready-made or as the milieu of 

every possible event and treats perception as one of these events”. But of course, 

the world is not ready-made, nor can an individual objectively suspend time in 
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space and objectively observe it. Instead, the world and time are in a constant 

relationship between the past, present and the possible realities of the future. This 

is also true for the embodied dimension. All bodily movements are informed by 

past experiences, each movement and interaction with the world leaves an 

imprint as an embodied experience (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). These 

experiences then shape observation, perception and then action that takes place 

in the present and future. To be clear, the embodied dimension is the very medium 

through which humans explore, examine, make sense of and interact with the 

world. Exploration of the world would not be possible without the embodied 

dimension, and thus embodiment is at the very heart of making sense of the 

world. In other words, embodiment is not only a means of practical action, but an 

essential part of the deep structure of all perceiving and knowing (Gill, 2000). This 

is an incredibly sophisticated human capability, which has yet to be fully 

understood and has not been able to be replicated by any artificial intelligence. 

 

Artificial intelligence and robotics’ researchers argue that, contrary to traditional 

assumptions, high-level reasoning requires very little computation, but low-level 

sensorimotor skills require enormous computational resources. This is known as 

‘Moravec’s paradox’. Moravec (cited in Davis and Hart, 2019) makes a very telling 

point when he explains that: 

 

“Encoded in the large, highly evolved sensory and motor portions of the 

human brain is a billion years of experience about the nature of the world 

and how to survive in it. The deliberate process we call reasoning is, I 

believe, the thinnest veneer of human thought, effective only because it is 

supported by this much older and much more powerful, though usually 

unconscious, sensorimotor knowledge. We are all prodigious Olympians in 

perceptual and motor areas, so good that we make the difficult look easy. 

Abstract thought, though, is a new trick, perhaps less than 100 thousand 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reasoning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sensory-motor_coupling
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years old. We have not yet mastered it. It is not all that intrinsically difficult; 

it just seems so when we do it.”  

(Davis, and Hart, 2019, p.216) 

 

This highlights the complexity of the embodied dimension and encourages a re-

conceptualisation of the value of embodiment not just as a mechanism for 

generating movement but instead as a capability that is at the very heart of 

communicating, interacting, learning, understanding and navigating the world.   

 

Phenomenology underpins the significance of the embodied dimension and thus 

physical literacy in that it emphasises individuality and recognises the unique 

perception of the lifeworld that everyone has in relation to their past experiences. 

The embodied dimension has a significant role to play in this perception of the 

world and thus the creation of a person’s unique perspective on this world. 

Monism, existentialism and phenomenology are the three cornerstones that 

underpin the concept of physical literacy. The connections between physical 

literacy and these philosophies are continually evolving as it becomes better 

understood and operationalised. 

 

2.5 Physical literacy critique 

As interest has grown in the concept of physical literacy so too has a range of more 

critical perspectives. Cairney et al., (2019) identifies specifically two areas that are 

problematic in relation to physical literacy. Firstly, Whitehead has positioned 

physical literacy within the specific philosophical traditions of existentialism and 

phenomenology (Whitehead, 2010), this positionality has led to considerable 

debate as to whether the construct can be studied from other 

perspectives/paradigms such as positivism/empiricism (Cairney et al., 2019). 

Debates continue to flow from tension between appropriate paradigms when 

considering whether physical literacy can be measured (is it observable and 

quantifiable) and is physical literacy a predictor (determinant of other behaviours, 
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such as physical activity) of outcomes, such as mental and physical health (Cairney 

et al., 2019). Therefore, while there may be many advantages of adopting a 

Whiteheadian perspective there may also be negative implications in too readily 

rejecting other paradigms and/or may restrict physical literacy being explored 

using a multi-disciplinary approach.  

 

Secondly, there is current contemporary debate that voices concern as to whether 

there is actually anything new to physical literacy at all (Lounsbery and McKenzie, 

2015). As identified by Cairney et al., (2019) the term has been used and discussed 

throughout the 20th century, which on the surface would reinforce this very point. 

However, the conceptualisation and use of physical literacy has changed over time 

and is not synonymous with the modern conceptualisation. Therefore, “it would 

be wrong to conclude that the concept has not evolved (and that it will not 

continue to do so)” (Cairney et al., 2019, p. 82). The main criticism surrounding the 

view that physical literacy is nothing new is often used to support the notion that 

at best, physical literacy is really synonymous with physical education (an example 

of a rose by any other name, Lounsbery and McKenzie, 2015) and at worst, the 

uncritical adoption of the construct is but a fad, and one that potentially harms 

(denigrates or downplays) traditional physical education practice (Cairney et al., 

2019; Roetert and Jefferies, 2016). Conversely, Cairney et al., (2019) describes how 

this argument is weak for building a case for rejecting the construct outright as the 

problem may lie with the interpretation and/or operationalisation of physical 

literacy rather than its definition per se.  

 

Quennerstedt et al., (2020) also presents an interesting discussion in relation to a 

range of discursive logics in research and policy on physical literacy in terms of 

what is claimed in its name. Quennerstedt et al., (2020) highlight the increasing 

beatific narratives of seduction in association with physical literacy and its 

operation as an all-inclusive grand narrative through the hopes and fears that 

policymakers, researchers and other stakeholders attach to the practice of 
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physical literacy. The potential overuse and emphasis on ideological and beatific 

narratives may become problematic if not substantiated by evidence and 

reasonable debate around what physical literacy reasonably can be held 

accountable for. Otherwise “the well-intended beatific narratives risks over-

investment and as a consequence ideological closure” (Quennerstedt et al., 2020, 

p.1).  

 

These perspectives offer an interesting insight into the problems and tensions 

emerging as the concept of physical literacy gains momentum and enters into a 

new phase of operationalisation and enaction in practice. An appreciation of the 

aspirations of physical literacy alongside its current critique is essential in 

understanding how to best proceed in the promotion of physical activity for life 

through the nurturing of physical literacy within physical education practice. 

 

2.6 Physical activity 

The main aim of physical literacy is to promote sustained engagement in physical 

activity throughout life (Whitehead, 2010, 2019). Physical literacy advocates 

physical activity in two main ways. Firstly, physical activity for health promotion 

and secondly, and more importantly as an integral part of human nature with the 

potential to enrich life by developing a strong sense of self as embodied in the 

world. This section unpacks what physical activity is and why it should be included 

in daily life and throughout life. Finally, this section will discuss how physical 

literacy as a concept can promote sustained engagement in physical activity.  

 

Physical activity (PA) can be defined as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal 

muscles that requires energy expenditure” (WHO, 2017, Online). PA is also often 

discussed in relation to exercise, physical inactivity and sedentary behaviour. 

Understanding these terms is essential in order to understand their differences. 

The term exercise is a subcategory of PA and is described as PA that is planned, 

structured, repetitive, and aims to improve or maintain one or more components 
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of physical fitness (WHO, 2016). Physical inactivity, or individuals described as 

being physically inactive are those who do not meet the PA recommendations for 

their age category. The UK government guidelines suggest that children require an 

average of sixty minutes of moderate intensity PA per day (Janssen and LeBlanc, 

2010; Department for Health 2010, NHS, 2015). Whereas, adult guidelines 

recommend thirty to sixty minutes of moderated to vigorous PA five or more days 

a week. Sedentary behaviour is described as any waking behaviour characterised 

by an energy expenditure of less than 1.5 metabolic equivalents (METs) while in a 

sitting, reclining or lying posture (Tremblay et al., 2017). Common sedentary 

behaviours include TV viewing, video game playing, computer use (collectively 

termed ‘screen time’), driving automobiles, and reading. 

 

Globally, the levels of PA in both adults and children are declining, while sedentary 

behaviour and physical inactivity levels are on the increase. This trend has led to 

serious concerns regarding the current and future health and wellbeing of the 

population. With PA being so broadly defined there are many ways to achieve the 

recommended daily PA guidelines beyond traditional activities such as organised 

sport or fitness. To date PA promotion has been typically framed around health 

promotion in relation to increasing energy expenditure, this is exemplified in the 

recommended physical activity guidelines described above and recent initiatives 

such as the ‘The Daily Mile’ (The Daily Mile Foundation, 2017) and the ‘The Golden 

Mile’ (The Golden Mile, 2017). Physical literacy does not aim to promote physical 

activity in relation to exercising the body for energy expenditure for health 

promotion per se. Instead, physical literacy aims to promote lifelong engagement 

in PA as a means to develop and nurture the embodied dimension and in doing so, 

this encourages individuals to flourish, leading a full, enriched and embodied lives. 

Unfortunately, this view continues to be overshadowed by the dualistic health 

benefits of PA rather than the more monist complete picture of holistic health, 

wellbeing and human flourishment. 
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2.6.1 The importance of physical activity 

It is well established that PA is an important factor in the promotion and 

maintenance of a healthy lifestyle (Saunders et al., 2016). In particular, within the 

child population consistent high levels of daily PA are associated with numerous 

health benefits (Janssen and LeBlanc, 2010) including but not limited to improving 

cognitive functions, cardiometabolic health, development of functional 

movement skills and physiological and psychological health and wellbeing (Lubans 

et al., 2008). To achieve such benefits, it is recommended that all children aged 5-

18 years participate in at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous PA per day 

(Department of Health, 2010). However, despite it being well documented that 

being physically active is beneficial, large proportions of the population are not 

sufficiently active (British Heart Foundation, 2015). Figures from the Health Survey 

for England report that only 67% of men and 55% of women achieve the 

recommended 150 minutes of moderate physical activity per week (Public Health 

England, 2017). Even more worryingly, the Health Survey for England (HSE) 

reported that in 2012 only 26% of boys and 16% of girls aged 8-10 years met the 

physical activity guidelines (HSE, 2012). Childhood is a crucial stage for improving 

levels of PA as behaviours learned in childhood are often mirrored in adulthood. 

This also makes educational settings pivotal in promoting lifelong habits and 

behaviours during childhood.  

 

Moderate and vigorous intensity physical activity can contribute to health and 

wellbeing in many ways, but the biggest risk factor to health is sedentary and 

inactive behaviour. According to the World Health Organisation physical inactivity 

is the “fourth leading risk factor for global mortality” (WHO, 2017, Online). And 

more recently the World Health Organisation (2016) listed the following as their 

key facts regarding physical activity:   

 

• Insufficient physical activity is 1 of the 10 leading risk factors for death 

worldwide. 
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• Insufficient physical activity is a key risk factor for non-communicable 

diseases (NCDs) such as cardiovascular diseases, cancer and diabetes. 

• Physical activity has significant health benefits and contributes to prevent 

NCDs. 

• Globally, 1 in 4 adults is not active enough. 

• More than 80% of the world's adolescent population is insufficiently 

physically active. 

• Policies to address insufficient physical activity are operational in 56% of 

WHO Member States. 

 

WHO Member States have agreed to reduce insufficient physical activity by 10% 

by 2025. These statement and statistics from the WHO are not a new 

phenomenon. Regular physical activity has long been regarded as an important 

component of a healthy lifestyle, but despite this, engagement in physical activity 

has been steadily declining for some time. In recent years the importance of 

physical activity has been highlighted with the increase in emphasis on combating 

obesity levels, along with new scientific evidence reinforcing the effects of regular 

physical activity in association with a wide array of physiological and psychological 

health benefits. Despite this evidence and the public’s apparent acceptance of the 

importance of physical activity, millions of adults and children remain inactive and 

sedentary. 

 

PA is favourably associated with physical, psychological and cognitive health 

indicators (Poitras et al., 2016). Despite the well-publicised benefits of PA, studies 

across many different populations have shown that a high proportion of children 

do not meet PA guidelines (Haerens et al., 2011). This and the above research 

indicate the importance of promoting PA and tackling issues relating to physical 

inactivity and sedentary behaviour as our children are facing a “ticking time-

bomb” of health issues (UK Active, 2016, Online). Understanding why some 

individuals are physically active and others are not is a complex phenomenon. 
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Researching engagement in physical activity can be approached by investigating a 

number of personal, environmental and behavioural considerations (Castelli et al., 

2015). Regular and sustained PA has numerous physiological and psychological 

health benefits that will not only impact the quality of life and wellbeing of that 

individual but will also contribute to society as a whole 

 

2.6.2 Physical activity and physical literacy 

As mentioned previously physical literacy aims to promote sustained engagement 

in PA for life, primarily for the enrichment and enhancement of life (Whitehead, 

2010, 2019). Secondary to this and a happy-by-product of the first aim is improving 

the quality of health and wellbeing. Physical literacy offers a more holistic 

approach to PA promotion by not only trying to establish positive PA environments 

and behaviour patterns but also as a vehicle for behaviour change. The elements 

within the definition of physical literacy provides the means through which 

engagement in PA for life is possible. An individual must have the motivation, 

confidence, physical competence and knowledge and understanding in a range of 

environments if they are to engage and sustain in PA for life (Durden-Myers et al., 

2018).  

 

Before physical literacy, physical activity promotion has been approached 

predominantly through increasing energy expenditure, health promotion 

messaging or by addressing only one element at a time. These approaches have 

not significantly improved engagement levels in physical activity. Engagement in 

physical activity is also consistently reported as declining with age (Sallis, 2000), 

despite regular and numerous interventions aimed at reversing or slowing this 

trend. Physical literacy, unlike other initiatives, aims to promote PA more 

holistically and across the lifecourse (Whitehead, 2010). It is believed that a 

holistic approach is more likely to have an impact on PA levels.  
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Physical literacy is also unique because at the heart of the concept is the desire to 

capitalise upon the human embodied dimension. Understanding this dimension 

and how this capability can be nurtured through PA may change how we perceive, 

approach, value and design initiatives to promote PA engagement. A significant 

environment where engagement PA can be promoted, and physical literacy 

nurtured, is within education and more specifically as the underlying goal of 

physical education (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

2.7 Physical education 

In order to understand the relationship between physical education and physical 

literacy first the difference between the two terms must be clarified. Physical 

education is the name of a designated area of learning within the curriculum and 

is the ‘name’ of a subject area. Physical literacy, on the other hand, identifies an 

overarching concept promoting the engagement in physical activity for life. 

Physical education offers the opportunity for learners to have educational 

experiences that may develop their physical literacy, while physical literacy can 

add to the credibility and standing of physical education by providing a clear 

rationale for its inclusion within the National Curriculum. 

 

Physical Literacy is, in itself, not a programme of study, however on account of its 

nature and characteristics it gives direction and purpose to devising and delivering 

physical education in respect to both content and method. Because physical 

literacy is not a programme a teacher does not teach physical literacy, rather a 

teacher may select appropriate content and pedagogical methods that provide the 

opportunity for physical literacy to be developed. Many of the elements of 

physical literacy, such as confidence or motivation, cannot be taught directly, 

instead they are nurtured.  

 

Roetert and Jefferies (2016) articulate concerns that physical literacy might just be 

a fad and may not actually help to elevate the physical education profession. In 
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many UK school’s physical education is a marginalised subject which is plagued by 

inadequate instructional time and considered as a ‘non-core’ subject. Educators 

have a great opportunity and responsibility to create an environment that will 

positively impact children throughout their lives. The experience each child has 

concerning physical activity magnifies over their lifespan, highlighting physical, 

affective and cognitive domain implications either positively or negatively (Castelli 

et al., 2015). 

 

Physical literacy has started to gain momentum in informing physical education, 

physical activity and sports promotion internationally (Giblin et al., 2014) and is 

widely understood to relate to an individual’s capacity for a physically active 

lifestyle (Longmuir and Tremblay, 2016). The relationship between physical 

literacy and physical education is that physical literacy is the underlying aim of 

physical education, to nurture individuals in becoming active for life with the 

motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and understanding 

to do so. Physical literacy, therefore, should underpin all aspects of physical 

education (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

2.7.1 Physical literacy and the physical education teacher 

A wide range of people including inter alia, parents, grandparents, siblings and 

friends can play a part in nurturing the development of physical literacy. However, 

the physical education teacher has a unique opportunity to facilitate the 

development of physical literacy for all learners. School physical education is the 

only guaranteed time when all learners work with experienced and 

knowledgeable practitioners. Teachers can use the concept of physical literacy to 

guide their practice. The tenets of physical literacy could underpin and inform 

teachers’ beliefs and values in respect of the rationale and purpose of physical 

education, which would in turn inform their practice. In fact, physical literacy 

would become the teacher’s philosophy of physical education. A teacher who 

embraces physical literacy as the foundation for physical education would: 
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• value the nurturing of motivation and confidence in the sphere of 

participating in physical activity.  

• ensure the inclusion of all in the promotion of reaching full potential in 

respect of physical competence in a wide variety of environments and 

contexts. 

• be concerned to ensure all appreciate of the value of maintaining physical 

activity throughout life. 

• appreciate the nature of human movement and set tasks to nurture the 

development of a robust and wide-ranging movement vocabulary. 

• strive to provide experiences that are positive for each individual thus 

establishing the foundation for life-long participation. 

• engage all learners in physical activity in such a way that they experience 

the benefits of optimal human functioning in the broadest sense. 

Almond and Whitehead (2012, p.70) 

 

In order to achieve the above physical education teachers also need to be able to 

establish a safe and supportive learning environment. Unfortunately, violence, 

bullying and overall chaos in schools is a regular part of the school day for a 

number of students (Ayers, 2009; Barter, 2012 and Shapiro, 2011). If physical 

literacy is to be nurtured, then combating and eradicating these issues are key to 

providing a conducive learning environment.  

Physical education teachers have a tremendous influence on the current and 

future lives of the students they teach and have the potential to set children on a 

path towards being physically active for life (Castelli, Barcelona, and Bryant, 2015; 

Corbin, 2002; Holt/Hale and Hall, 2016; Roetert, Kriellaars, Ellenbecker and 

Richardson, 2017). This research supports teachers of physical education in 

developing their understanding of physical literacy and their pedagogical 

knowledge in physical education to create meaningful learning experiences 

helping to promote lifelong engagement in physical activity. 
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2.7.2 Current state, status and value of physical education 

At present in the primary context “the relative value of physical activity when 

compared with the unquestioned value of literacy and mathematics, relegates 

physical education to a low status, low demand subject” (Ennis, 2006, p.53). The 

challenge for the physical education community is to elevate the evaluation of 

physical education from a subject with a relative value, to a subject of an equal 

value, that is an integral part of a holistic education. The secondary context is no 

different, in that it has relegated core physical education with its focus on 

promoting engagement in physical activity, in favour of the dominant focus on 

examination PE and attainment grade performance (Green, 2005 and Thorburn, 

2007).  

 

Kirk (2010, 2012) argues that the ability of physical education to enthuse, engage, 

and promote lifelong engagement is frequently disputed, with concerns that, 

without a radical reform, the subject is in danger of becoming extinct. There has 

been an increasing amount of literature that suggests that physical education has 

troubled times ahead (Stier, Klienman and Milchrist, 1994; Penney and Chandler, 

2000; Kirk 2010), and this leads to an increased criticality and speculation about 

the future of physical education. 

 

One factor that may have contributed in physical education becoming de-

stabilised could be through the justification of its value in serving as a means to 

achieve other ends. Tinning (2005) among others, has warned that we should be 

rather more modest in the claims we make for the contributions made by physical 

education. Bailey et al., (2009) explored the educational benefits claimed by 

physical education and school sport, a wide array of physical, social, affective and 

cognitive benefits was purported. This research typifies how much physical 

education claims to develop, but how verifiable are these claims? Whitehead 

(2020) cautions that the physical education community must be careful in 

identifying and communicating the unique educational value of physical 
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education. And not to readily, assume the position that physical education “is 

instrumental in learners attaining broader educational goals. Physical education 

on this justification becomes a means to other ends and not an end in itself.” 

(Whitehead, 2020, p.94). 

 

Fairclough, Stratton and Baldwin (2002) describe how the National Curriculum for 

PE (NCPE) can be restrictive in its nature and can perpetuate traditional biases 

towards; what activities boys and girls should follow, teacher expertise and the 

influence of the media. All of these factors conspire to affect the content and 

future relevance of curricular and extra-curricular programmes. As a result, many 

schools place a significant emphasis on team games, as opposed to lifetime 

activities. This is still the dominant approach taken today, even with the 

introduction of a new, less-restrictive curriculum, physical education seems to be 

stuck in a game, skills-based and sport-techniques structure (Kirk, 2010).  

 

In order to prepare students for a lifetime of participation in physical activity, 

physical educators must recognise which activities have the greatest carry-over 

and value into adult life. Schools, and in particular departmental heads of physical 

education, should aim to provide more opportunities for all students to 

experience lifetime activities, both within and outside curriculum time. This could 

be achieved by reconsidering programme content, and by creating opportunities 

for staff (including non-specialists) to improve their subject knowledge in areas 

that they are less familiar in (Fairclough et al., 2002). Without the re-evaluation of 

what should be taught in physical education, it may continue to fail to achieve its 

objectives and therefore continue to become de-stabilised, with its future unclear. 

 

In order to regain a secure future for physical education it must re-define its value 

as a worthwhile subject and an end in itself. Physical education must look inwards 

to find its value rather than justify its value by serving as a means to other ends. 

Bailey et al., (2009) suggests that radical changes to pedagogy would be required 
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in order to meet the daunting challenges to embed the rhetoric of meeting the 

individual needs of each child. Bailey et al., (2009) further state that if physical 

educators were serious about promoting physical activity then physical literacy 

would be central to their strategies. This view is supported by the growing interest 

in the concept of physical literacy (Lundvall, 2015). Lundvall's (2015) research 

draws attention to the need to develop physical education practitioners’ 

knowledge and understanding in order to prepare them for concrete planning and 

the creation of learning outcomes that nurture physical literacy. Lundvall (2015) 

goes further suggesting that higher education professionals are crucial to the next 

step in developing strategies whereby physical literacy will be socially configured, 

nurtured, and embodied in practice. This research also responds to a call for 

empirical support and evidence that is necessary in order to validate and further 

the merit of physical literacy (Lundvall, 2015; Giblin et al., 2014) not just in theory, 

but also achievable and observable in practice. This research aims to contribute in 

restoring the value of physical education, by re-defining its purpose, educational 

validity and uniqueness when underpinned by physical literacy. 

 

This research aims to promote the value of physical education, when underpinned 

by physical literacy, as a legitimate educational practice that has the capacity to 

influence lifelong engagement in physical activity. This research suggests that the 

development of physical literacy within physical education is a valuable endeavour 

in its own right, and that physical education has the capacity to develop our 

embodied capability, which should be an integral part of a holistic education.  

 

2.8 Chapter summary 

The strong philosophical underpinning of physical literacy encourages researchers 

and practitioners to re-examine the value of physical activity in nurturing the 

embodied sense of self. Physical literacy is a complex and multifaceted concept, 

which needs further exploration in order for it to be operationalised fully in 

practice. An awareness and understanding of the entirety of the concept is more 
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likely to promote aligned and more impactful interventions at a practitioner level. 

To operationalise physical literacy the concept needs to be unpacked for 

educators, as well as having an understanding the contemporary context and 

climate of education and more specifically of physical education. 

 

Whitehead (2010) warns that in many schools and other physical activity settings 

there remains a subtle move toward high-level performance as the principal focus 

of the subject. This view is supported by Shilling (2008) who also identifies an 

increased focus on sport performance and described physical education being in 

an era of ‘performative’ sport. Physical literacy can play a leading role in 

transforming the aims, structure and delivery of physical education, shifting the 

focus from a ‘high sports performance’ culture to a more ‘inclusive physical 

activity participation’ focus with the aim of promoting lifelong engagement in 

physical activity.  

 

This chapter has explored just some of the literature that is associated with 

physical literacy, physical activity and physical education. What is clear is that 

physical education has troubled times ahead without radical reform (Kirk, 2010). 

Could physical literacy be the reform required to transform physical education? 

Physical literacy informed physical education will improve, re-align and elevate the 

role, purpose and practice of physical education in pursuit of lifelong engagement 

in physical activity. If this is to be achieved, physical literacy must be 

operationalised in physical education practice. The next chapter ‘Operationalising 

Physical Literacy’ discusses in more detail how physical literacy may be 

operationalised in PE teaching practice.
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CHAPTER THREE: OPERATIONALISING PHYSICAL LITERACY 

 

In order to operationalise physical literacy, the following questions need to be 

considered: 

 

• Why should physical literacy underpin physical education teaching 

practice? 

• What does physical literacy informed physical education teaching 

practice look like? 

• How can professional development be designed in order to 

operationalise physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice? 

• What tools and resources are required in order to support the 

operationalisation of physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice? 

 

This chapter aims to explore these questions. 

 

3.1 Physical literacy as the foundation of physical education 

Educational organisations and researchers around the world have argued that 

physical literacy should be given the same educational value as literacy and 

numeracy (Edwards et al., 2016). Clarification of the educational value of physical 

literacy is required in order to continue to justify its place within education and 

more specifically, as the fundamental goal of physical education (Whitehead, 

2010). Physical education, as discussed in the review of literature, is in desperate 

need of an elevation in perceived value. Physical literacy can assist in the 

transformation of physical education as a subject with relative value to a subject 

of equal value. In order to achieve this, these two things are required. Firstly, 
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physical literacy needs to be positioned as an essential literacy that contributes to 

human flourishing. Secondly, physical education must be proven to nurture 

physical literacy, thus legitimising its unique educational value. Each of these areas 

are discussed in more detail below: 

 

3.1.1 Physical literacy and human flourishing  

Physical literacy has the potential to significantly contribute to human flourishing 

through the development of our human embodied potential. As mentioned in the 

review of literature, physical literacy has strong philosophical routes in 

embodiment, monism, existentialism and phenomenology. An understanding of 

these philosophical principles can make the case for physical literacy being 

considered an essential literacy and human capability that also contributes 

towards human flourishing.  

 

Human flourishing is a term used to describe a disposition whereby individuals are 

considered to be thriving or living optimally. The verb ‘to flourish’ intimates that a 

person is thriving (De Ruyter, 2004). Individuals who flourish or thrive are 

considered to live within an optimal range of human functioning. Fredrickson and 

Losada (2005) describe this optimal range of human functioning as engaging in 

activities that simultaneously connote goodness, generativity, growth, and 

resilience. To flourish is a state of being, not a mere feeling or experience. It is not 

something that is static but is instead found in action. Ontologically considered, 

human flourishing can be described as an activity, an actuality, and an end or 

function (Rasmussen, 1999). Human flourishing values, equally, the means and the 

ends of striving towards and attaining a life that thrives and flourishes.  

 

VanderWeele (2017) argues that regardless of the particulars of different 

understandings of human flourishing, most would concur that flourishing, 

however conceived, would, at the very least, require doing or being well in the 

following five broad domains of human life: 1) happiness and life satisfaction; 2) 
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health, both mental and physical; 3) meaning and purpose; 4) character and virtue; 

and 5) close social relationships. Each of these domains also satisfies the following 

two criteria: each domain is generally viewed as an end in itself and each domain 

is nearly universally desired.  

 

Rasmussen (1999) on the other hand categorises human flourishing into six 

interrelated characteristics. Human flourishing is described as being objectively 

good, inclusive, individualised, agent-dependant, self-directed and socially 

constructed. These characteristics are discussed in more detail in Appendix 2. 

These characteristics can provide guidance on what flourishing is and how it can 

be nurtured. A flourishing life is not necessarily achieved instantaneously. 

Therefore, appreciation of the means (individual goods and virtues), such as 

knowledge and health, are not just mere means to human flourishing but are also 

partial realisations or expressions of it (Rasmussen, 1999).  

 

Human flourishing is a way of living that consists of certain activities. These 

activities and meaningful experiences are those that both express and produce in 

human beings an actualisation of potentialities (Rasmussen, 1999). In other words, 

the realisation of latent or inherent capacity and/or, ability for growth or, 

fulfilment. These activities also contribute to the achievement of a human being's 

natural end, purpose or ‘telos’ (Rasmussen, 1999, p.3). To flourish as humans 

therefore is a desirable endeavour. It can be considered as the ultimate aim of life, 

not just simply to exist, but instead, to flourish in existence. 

 

Physical literacy has the potential to significantly contribute to human flourishing 

through the development and actualisation of our human embodied potential. As 

Hargreaves and Vertinsky observed (2007, p.8): 

 

“Who we are, how we look and feel, what we do, our relations with others, 

our hurdles, struggles and aspirations, the organisations we belong to, and 
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our understanding of the social world, are all features of the politics of the 

body. In other words, we are embodied in every aspect of our everyday 

experiences.” 

 

Human experiences are embodied in nature, meaning that all experiences register 

holistically and collectively. Gill (2000) describes embodiment as the axis of all tacit 

knowing, which in turn is the matrix of all explicit knowing. What Gill is describing 

is the significance of our embodied dimension as the very vehicle through which 

individuals observe, interact with, and respond to the world around them. By 

developing and strengthening an embodied sense of self it will engender a 

richness to the perception, observation, interaction, and individual expression 

within the world. Therefore, by having a strong sense of embodied self it may be 

possible to better obtain the goods and virtues required in order to achieve a 

flourishing life.  

 

Physical literacy aims to promote life-long engagement in physical activity. 

Sustained engagement in physical activity can provide opportunities to develop 

the five broad domains of human life mentioned above: 1) happiness and life 

satisfaction; 2) health, both mental and physical; 3) meaning and purpose; 4) 

character and virtue; and 5) close social relationships (VanderWeele, 2017). 

Partaking in physical activities can also be an end in itself, undertaken for the pure 

joy and satisfaction of the experience. Meaningful physical activity experiences 

can promote flourishing and can also be partial realisations and acts of flourishing 

in themselves. 

 

Experiencing physical activity in a variety of challenging situations (within and 

beyond physical education) will expose individuals to the actualisation of further 

potentialities (Rasmussen, 1999). Therefore, encouraging the realisation of latent 

or inherent capacity not yet discovered or expose wider areas for growth and 

fulfilment. By encouraging individuals to move with poise, economy and 
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confidence within a variety of environments (Whitehead, 2010) it will create 

opportunities for more meaningful experiences that will ultimately contribute to 

one’s ability to flourish. Physical literacy contributes to human flourishing by 

developing and capitalising on our embodied dimension as an integral part of our 

human nature, the development of which is required in order to live a fulfilling 

and flourishing life. 

 

3.1.2 Nurturing physical literacy within physical education 

Physical education is an ideal environment and context to nurture physical 

literacy. Although physical literacy is a lifelong concept that can be developed and 

nurtured at any stage throughout life, physical education offers a unique 

opportunity whereby children and young adults are provided with a regular 

opportunity to be physically active under the supervision of an education 

specialist. Physical education goes some way in nurturing physical literacy, but this 

is currently a ‘happy accident’.  

 

At present there is little research or literature providing a formal framework or 

guidance for physical educators to advise them on how to develop physical literacy 

within physical education. There are some recommendations for physical 

education practice (Whitehead, 2010; Durden-Myers et al., 2018) but guidance 

largely remains in the sphere of academia and has not yet been made readily 

available for educators.  

 

In order to better understand how physical education can nurture physical literacy 

it is essential that we understand what physical literacy informed pedagogy and 

practice is, and how this differs from current approaches. There is a clear need for 

the development of a physical literacy informed physical education conceptual 

framework, to help address this problem.  

 



CHAPTER THREE: OPERATIONALISING PHYSICAL LITERACY      

  59 

3.2 Physical literacy informed physical education 

In order for physical literacy to be operationalised within teaching practice it needs 

to be unpacked for use within physical education. It is difficult to describe in 

totality what physical literacy informed physical education practice looks like, as it 

will be different according to each context and situation. Little empirical research 

has been conducted on capturing what physical literacy informed practice is, but 

some research indicates conceptually what it may look like. Durden-Myers, Green 

and Whitehead (2018) identify seven key principles for physical literacy informed 

practice. Each principle is identified briefly below: 

 

• Key Principle 1: The Individual. The individual should be at the heart of 

physical literacy and therefore at the heart of PE pedagogy (Whitehead, 

2010).  

• Key Principle 2: Promoting Motivation. PE teachers should seek to create 

learning environments that are autonomy-supportive, and mastery 

focused. Practitioners should be enthusiastic and encourage all 

participants to engage in their work and make progress in physical 

activities.  

• Key Principle 3: Confidence. It is essential that participants’ confidence in 

their ability to make progress in an activity is enhanced, through physical 

education. Achievement, progress and effort should be celebrated in order 

to build self-esteem.  

• Key Principle 4: Physical Competence. The development of physical 

competence facilitated through meaningful interaction with a range of 

physical activity environments is essential to encourage effective 

participation. Learners need time to practice and refine what they are 

learning, thus providing the opportunity for real progress, for movement 

patterns to be established and for perceptions of competence to be 

acquired.  
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• Key Principle 5: Developing Knowledge and Understanding. Promoting 

knowledge and understanding is integral to engaging individuals in physical 

activities.  

• Key Principle 6: Devolving Responsibility. By integrating and internalising 

key skills related to ‘taking responsibility’, students develop structure and 

clarity for their lives, values and inner-discipline. The ability for students to 

take responsibility for their participation is essential to establish life-long 

participation in physical activity.  

• Key Principle 7: Using Feedback/Charting Progress as a Motivational Tool. 

Providing positive feedback based on competence (mastery) was shown to 

encourage optimal intrinsic motivation from students in relation to their 

continued engagement in physical activity (Mouratidis et al., 2008). 

Judgements made should therefore be autonomous, criterion referenced 

and ipsative (related to previous judgements) in nature. When possible, 

students should be involved in co-construction of assessment tasks and 

criteria, along with self-assessment and presenting evidence of their own 

learning.  

 

Durden-Myers et al., (2018) highlight that while these principles are relevant 

across the life span specific modifications may be needed at particular stages or 

within specific contexts. For example, approaches for infants, pre-school and early 

years children are best focused on learning through frequent active play both 

indoors and outdoors. Haydn-Davies (2010, pp.168-169) also suggests that 

practitioners consider the following questions in relation to content 

selected/planning, organisation and learning and teaching interaction: 

 

Content selected / planning 

• Has the session been planned with the participant(s) at the heart of the 

experience? 

• Will the content meet the expectations of the participants? 
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• Are the tasks selected appropriate to the participants’ abilities and 

motivation? 

• Will there be regular changes to achieve and succeed? 

 

Organisation 

• Does the structure of the session meet the physical, social and emotional 

needs of the participant(s)? 

• Are timings planned to suit the participants or have they been imposed 

from external factors? 

• Are there a variety of resources, including media, available to support and 

challenge participants? 

• Have the expectations of behaviour been agreed? 

• Are rules and routines negotiated, agreed and well-articulated? 

• Are organisational cues understood? 

• Is the learning environment safe, stimulating and challenging? 

 

Learning / teaching interaction  

• Does the climate promote mutual respect between practitioner and 

participant(s) and between participants? 

• Is feedback given constructively, frequently and positively? 

• Is assessment for learning used to promote progress? 

• Will the participants understand if they are improving? 

• Are both verbal and non-verbal communication used effectively and 

regularly? 

• Is account taken of participants’ responses such that tasks are modified 

appropriately? 

• Are questions used to support learning and progress? 

• Are participants encouraged to ask questions? 
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Arguably, these recommendations might be considered as just ‘good’ physical 

education. The difference is however that the underlying goal, purpose and 

philosophy for physical education, when informed by physical literacy, is to 

promote lifelong engagement in physical activity. Haydn-Davies (2010) goes 

further, suggesting that any practitioner aiming to develop physical literacy will 

aspire to: 

 

• Understand the key principles and philosophies of physical literacy and 

adopt these as central to their values and beliefs; 

• Develop participants’ motivation, confidence, physical competence, 

knowledge and understanding; (a full exploration of domains is included 

in Appendix 3) 

• Be patient, caring and empathic as well as challenging and demanding, 

and set high standards at all times; 

• Understand the implications of their practice on all the attributes of 

physical literacy; 

• Reflect critically and constructively on all aspect of their teaching. 

 

As highlighted above, an understanding the key principles and philosophies of 

physical literacy are key to promoting physical literacy in practice. An 

understanding of the philosophy can also promote the facilitation of meaningful 

physical activity experiences.  

 

3.2.1 Facilitating meaningful physical activity experiences 

In order to facilitate meaningful physical activity experiences, an understanding of 

the underpinning philosophical principles of physical literacy is required. These 

philosophical principles have significance for physical education pedagogy, 

assessment and curriculum. The philosophical concepts of monism, existentialism 

and phenomenology are discussed in more detail below in relation to physical 

education practice.  
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Monism in practice - First and foremost, any practice based on physical literacy 

means that there is a full appreciation of the embodied dimension in human 

development and the human condition. In schools, physical education should 

therefore not be considered a subject that is needed merely to refresh the mind 

for the cognitive subjects, but that developing the embodied potential of students 

has value in its own right (Whitehead, Durden-Myers and Pot, 2018). Ideally, 

physical education should be considered of equal educational value as other 

subjects. If physical education is perceived from the perspective of monism then 

prioritising other educational activities such as assemblies, trips, examination 

space, courses, etc., regularly to the detriment of physical education would be 

considered unacceptable.  

 

Physical education informed by physical literacy would also acknowledge that 

children have different starting points in different activities, in relation to their 

embodied potential and development. Children will differ in their motor and wider 

development, and this means that the activities should be differentiated to 

respond to learners’ needs. What follows from this is that assessment should not 

be based on the attainment of certain norms or compared to other learners. 

Instead, ipsative assessment should be used to compare an individuals’ own 

development over points in time. Physical education would also nurture and 

appreciate equally the interrelated domains and elements of physical literacy, 

adopting a holistic approach. 

 

Existentialism in practice - The central tenet of existentialism is the essentially 

inter-related relationship between embodied actions and the environment (Pot, 

Whitehead and Durden-Myers, 2018). This means that within physical education 

the environment in which the learning takes place should provide a meaningful 

and positive experience to the learner. Meaningful experiences occur when 

individual potential is developed, and learning is tailored to the learners’ needs. 
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Similarly, a meaningful experience is one that taps into the creativity of the child, 

problem solving skills, cooperation, self-regulation and reflection, which may be 

beneficial for nurturing motivation (Zimmerman, 2008), confidence, physical 

competence and knowledge and understanding. There are also physical 

activity/game-based approaches within physical education that aim to 

contextualise learning and make learning more meaningful. Such strategies 

include Teaching Games for Understanding (Thorpe, Bunker and Almond, 1986) 

and Game Sense (Light, 2013). Evidence suggests that the enjoyment and 

motivation of children is higher when skills are learned during games without an 

explicit focus on the skill learning itself, compared to a skill-centred approach 

(Allison and Thorpe, 1997; Harvey and Jarrett, 2014; Perlman, 2012). In other 

words, context-rich approaches to physical education are needed to develop 

physical literacy in an existentialist framework. The context should also 

accommodate children with different abilities (including those with what are 

sometimes referred to as disabilities) to ensure that all have positive experiences 

that enable them to make progress, feel satisfaction and have a rewarding 

experience. 

 

Phenomenology in practice - Phenomenologists suggest that there is no one 

objective way to view the world. This has several important implications for 

physical education practice. An appreciation of unique perceptions means that 

there is no absolute level of proficiency a child should achieve. Therefore, the 

focus in physical education assessment and pedagogy should be on individual 

progress and developing the motivation, confidence, competence and knowledge 

and understanding of being active across a wide range of contexts. Every learner 

from a phenomenological perspective should be recognised as unique and with 

individual abilities, preferences and experiences. This means that activities should 

be designed with different levels of complexity to cater for all learners to match 

their previous experience, physical competence, motivational sources and 

confidence. This could also include physical activity/game-based approaches in 
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which there is room for individual variation. Every learner will be at a different 

place in their physical literacy journey and learning needs to be, as far as possible, 

individualised and student centred.  

 

From a philosophical perspective physical education should also consider the 

totality of its impact on the individual, although it comprises numerous 

interactions of physical activities, lessons, schemes and units of work over a 

number of years. The net result of these interactions and experiences should leave 

the individual with a unique and positive perspective towards physical activity. If 

physical education is approached with an appreciation of the philosophy 

underpinning physical literacy it is more likely that meaningful physical activity 

experiences will be facilitated. 

 

3.2.2 Nurturing the domains and elements of physical literacy 

As Haydn-Davies (2010) suggests a PL informed approach to PE pedagogical 

practice would aim to nurture the physical literacy elements of motivation, 

confidence, physical competence and knowledge and understanding as part of the 

holistic development of the individual. In order to nurture the elements of physical 

literacy an understanding and an unpacking of the domains of physical literacy and 

their associated elements is required. From this exploration recommendations can 

then be made for practice, which will in turn inform and be incorporated within 

the PL PD. A full exploration of the domains of physical literacy, along with 

associated theories and implications for practice are included in Appendix 3. The 

aim of this section is to provide an overview of the domains and associated key 

elements of physical literacy including some brief recommendations for how they 

might be best nurtured within physical education practice.  

 

The affective (psychological) domain 

Sport Australia (ND) identify the following elements within the affective or 

psychological domain: 
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• Engagement & enjoyment - Positive emotions and experiences derived 

from movement and physical activity. 

• Confidence - A belief in self-worth and ability to perform in movement and 

physical activity. 

• Motivation - Reasons for engaging in movement and physical activity in 

response to internal or external factors. 

• Connection to place - Appreciation and connection to the environment, 

both built and natural in relation to movement and physical activity. 

• Self-perception - Understands self in relation to movement and physical 

activity and recognises personal strengths and areas for development. 

• Self-regulation (emotions) - Ability to manage emotions and resulting 

behaviours in relation to movement and physical activity. 

• Self-regulation (physical) - Recognising and managing physical signals such 

as pain, fatigue and exertion. 

(Sport Australia, ND) 

 

While each of these aspects are important and worthy of wider exploration this 

section will only discuss motivation and confidence in more detail as these 

elements are explicitly identified within the IPLA (2017) definition. 

 

Motivation and confidence 

A key psychological process that is fundamental to sustained participation in 

physical activity is motivation. Motivation can be defined as the direction and 

intensity of one’s effort (Weinberg and Gould, 2003).  The direction of effort refers 

to whether an individual seeks out, approaches or is attracted to certain 

situations.  Intensity of effort refers to how much effort a person puts into a 

particular situation. Ryan and Deci (2000a) also describe motivation as being 

moved to do something. It is widely considered that intrinsic motivation should be 

nurtured and developed in order to maximise sustained engagement in physical 
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activity. When individuals are intrinsically motivated, they tend to carry out 

actions for fun, enjoyment and challenge (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Ryan and Deci, 

2000a), and are associated with greater persistence.  

 

There is also an increasing amount of literature that highlights the importance of 

confidence in sustained participation in physical activity. Self-confidence has been 

the subject of much research in the sport and physical activity psychology 

literature. The perception of one's own abilities has been frequently cited as a 

mediating construct in achievement strivings and as a psychological factor 

affecting athletic performance and participation in physical activity (Lirgg, 1991). 

Confidence has been operationalised in a number of ways, including: the 

constructs of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), perceived competence (Harter, 1982; 

Nichols, 1984) (this is also discussed in the physical domain section in Appendix 3), 

sport-confidence (Fox and Corbin, 1989; Vealey, 1986), expectancies (Rotter, 

1954), and movement confidence (Griffin and Keough, 1982) all of which have 

been proposed as measuring an individual's perception or confidence of his or her 

abilities. Regardless of the method by which it is measured, self-confidence has 

been shown to be an important variable that influences motor performance and 

engagement in physical activity across the lifespan (Feltz, 1982, McAuley, 1985, 

McAuley, Courneya, and Lettunich 1991; Overdorf, Coker and Kollia, 2016).  

 

The affective domain recommendations for PE practice  

Educators need to be aware of how to create a learning environment where the 

affective domain and their associated elements can be nurtured. Laevers (1994) 

in his theory of Experiential Education explains how deep immersion in learning 

has an affective component. Laevers (1997) suggests that involvement is seen as 

an indication for changes that are defined as “deep level learning” (Laevers, 1997, 

p.2) and in order to gain an insight into high quality learning environments the 

Leuven Involvement and Well-Being Scale was developed (Laevers, 1994). 

Subsequent studies have shown pupils’ involvement is dependent on the 
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“interactions between the context (including the way teachers handle their group) 

and the characteristics of the children” (Laevers, 2000, p.25), which includes 

motivation and confidence. Therefore, one strategy to monitor student 

confidence and motivation is to monitor their involvement and engagement in 

learning tasks and activities. Additionally, reflecting and improving on how the 

teacher manages the lesson, group and context can also contribute in developing 

the affective domain. Teachers are incredibly important in developing student 

motivation and confidence as Ginott (1972, p15-16) articulates eloquently: 

  

“I am the decisive element in the classroom. It is my personal approach that 

creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. As a 

teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or 

joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can 

humiliate or humour, hurt or heal. In all situations it is my response that 

decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child 

humanised or de-humanised”. 

 

Developing strong, supportive and empathetic student / teacher relationships 

therefore is significant in facilitating motivation and confidence. Alongside 

creating autonomy supportive environments (utilising self-determination theory) 

that promote the nurturing of intrinsic motivation and self-confidence.   

 

The physical domain 

Sport Australia (ND) identify the following elements within the physical domain.  

 

• Movement skills - Movement skills that allow a person to move (land, 

water, snow, ice), from one place to another. 

• Moving with equipment - Movement skills used to move on, in or with 

equipment from one place to another. 
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• Object manipulation - Movement skills that use a body part(s) to move or 

manipulate an object. 

• Coordination - Ability to move different body parts in a controlled, smooth 

and efficient manner. 

• Stability/balance - Skills involving balance and weight transfer. 

• Flexibility - Capacity of a joint or muscle to move through its full range of 

motion. 

• Agility - Ability to quickly change body position and/or direction of the 

body. 

• Strength - Ability to carry out work against a resistance. 

• Muscular endurance - Ability of a muscle(s) to repeatedly exert force over 

a sustained period of time. 

• Cardiovascular endurance - Ability of the heart and lungs to deliver oxygen 

to working muscles. 

• Reaction time - Length of time taken to respond to a given stimulus. 

• Speed - Ability to move quickly across the ground, through the water or 

air or move limbs rapidly. 

(Sport Australia, ND) 

 

While each of these aspects are important it is also important to consider these 

elements across a range of physical environments and activities (movement 

forms).  

 

Physical competence and a range of environments 

The physical domain encourages the nurturing of physical competence in a range 

of environments in order to develop a rich and wide-ranging bank of movement 

patterns (Whitehead, 2010). Whitehead (2010) proposes that by developing 

physical competence in a wide variety of environments the likelihood of 

engagement in physical activity throughout life is increased. This view is supported 

by movement and motor competence research, with poor motor proficiency and 
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development being linked to sedentary behaviour and the avoidance of physical 

activity. The lack of proficiency in motor development can act as a barrier to later 

participation in physical activity (Wrotniak et al. 2006; Seedfelt, 1980 and Clarke 

and Metcalf, 2002).  

 

Physical competence can be described as acquiring a diverse movement 

vocabulary, within which a number of movement capacities are developed, these 

capacities are then refined into movement patterns (Whitehead, 2010). This 

process should be undertaken in a wide variety of movement forms and by doing 

so will provide individuals with a strong foundation from which engagement in 

multiple forms of physical activity may be possible throughout life. More dynamic, 

multi-faceted and non-linear physical competency models are required to 

understand how physical competence can be better promoted. Stodden et al., 

(2008) go some way in addressing this by incorporating physical competence, 

confidence, fitness and physical activity within their model of physical activity 

trajectories.   

 

The physical domain recommendations for PE practice  

Significantly higher levels of perceived physical competence are developed when 

a mastery motivational climate is used for motor skill instruction as opposed to a 

low autonomy climate (Logan et al., 2013; Robinson, 2011). Therefore, physical 

education teachers through adopting a task mastery approach within lessons may 

also improve perceived physical competence maximising the likelihood of 

sustained participation in physical activity. This recommendation is supported by 

achievement goal theory (discussed in Appendix 3 within the affective section). It 

is also important for teachers to appreciate the contribution of perceived physical 

competence as well as actual competence in relation to sustained engagement in 

physical activity. Developing physical competence in a range of environments can 

also unlock many cognitive learning opportunities. 
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The cognitive domain 

Sport Australia (ND) identify the following elements within the cognitive domain.  

 

• Content knowledge - Factual knowledge a person can understand and 

convey; often important in recognition, recall and planning. 

• Safety & risk - Understanding of risks, risk-management and safety 

considerations for self and others in movement contexts. 

• Rules - Explicit or understood regulations and principles governing conduct 

or procedure within movement and physical activities. 

• Reasoning - Consciously making sense of things by verifying facts and 

applying logic to construct, change or justify practices and beliefs. 

• Strategy & planning - Strategy and planning describes how set goals will be 

achieved using reflection and resources available. 

• Tactics - Planned and ad hoc decisions and actions, employed in the 

moment for the pursuit of goal/s. 

• Perceptual awareness - Tacit knowledge used to quickly recognise the 

environment and make accurate decisions: based on experiences, 

observations, emotions and intuition. 

(Sport Australia, ND) 

 

Each of these aspects are important but specific consideration should be given to 

the development of tacit knowledge utilising operant intentionality specifically 

linked to the selection of the right response in relation to the environment. 

 

Learning in context 

Learning in relationship with the context and/or environment is also essential in 

promoting knowledge and understanding. Operative intentionality is useful in 

understanding this connection and can be used to understand aspects of 

perception and response in which embodiment plays a key role. The role of our 

embodied dimension in perception arises from our experience of relating to an 
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object or feature through movement. Our embodied interaction with an aspect in 

the world becomes an integral part of our understanding of that aspect. As we 

move in relation to an object or feature of the world, we experience a particular 

embodied relationship with that feature. This relationship then becomes integral 

to our understanding of that feature. In fact, our perception of that feature 

incorporates the way we can relate to it effectively via our embodied dimension. 

Our perception of a flight of stairs incorporates the tacit knowledge of how to 

climb up and down these steps and our perception of a large jug of water 

incorporates the tacit knowledge of how we can lift this heavy object. This 

constant interplay in interaction between oneself and the environment, and how 

we begin to make sense of this interaction cognitively is an essential part of life.   

 

The cognitive domain recommendations for PE practice  

An awareness of learning theories proposed by Vygotsky (1978) and Piaget (1985), 

learning taxonomies such as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956) and Solo 

Taxonomy (Biggs and Collis, 1989), mindset theories such as Mindfulness and the 

Growth Mindset (Dweck, 2006) as well as pedagogical learning tools and strategies 

such as pedagogical models, lesson structure, behaviour management strategies, 

questioning, differentiation and teaching styles are all essential in creating the 

best possible learning and growing conditions for students helping teachers plan 

the scope and sequence of learning and maximise learning uptake, retention and 

recall. 

 

The social and behavioural domains 

Sport Australia (ND) also incorporates a social domain within their 

conceptualisation of physical literacy, they identify the following elements within 

the social domain.  

 

• Relationships - Building and maintaining respectful relationships that 

enable a person to interact effectively with others. 



CHAPTER THREE: OPERATIONALISING PHYSICAL LITERACY      

  73 

• Collaboration - Social skills for successful interaction with others, including 

communication, cooperation, leadership and conflict resolution. 

• Ethics - Moral principles that govern a person’s behaviour relating to 

fairness and justice, inclusion, equity, integrity and respect. 

• Society & culture - Appreciation of cultural values which exist within 

groups, organisations, and communities. 

(Sport Australia, ND) 

 

Sport for Life (ND) also include the behavioural domain within their 

conceptualisation of physical literacy and describe the behavioural domain as 

prioritizing and sustaining involvement in a range of meaningful and personally 

challenging activities, as an integral part of one’s lifestyle. The social (Sport 

Australia, ND; Australian Sports Commission, 2017) and the behavioural (Sport for 

life, ND; CS4L, 2015) domains while acknowledged do not feature heavily in this 

research due to the alignment towards a Whiteheadian three domain (physical, 

affective and cognitive) approach.  

 

3.3 Professional development and physical literacy 

At present, little is known about teacher understanding of physical literacy, and 

even less attention is given to how we can provide effective professional 

development for educators. Research conducted by Stanec and Murray-Orr (2011) 

and Tristani and Fraser-Thomas (2014) suggested that trained PE teachers do not 

fully understand the physical literacy concept. Stanec and Murray-Orr (2011) 

reported that some primary teachers consider themselves as having some 

knowledge of physical literacy, but struggle to incorporate physical literacy into 

physical education routines. Teachers and other educators play a vital role in their 

own and others’ continuing understanding of physical literacy at both the 

instructional and practical levels. Recent research has suggested that teachers are 

not adequately trained (Decorby, Halas, Dixon, Wintrup, and Janzen, 2005) or 

confident (Cothran, Kulinna, and Garn, 2010; Jin, 2013; Morgan and Bourke, 2008) 



CHAPTER THREE: OPERATIONALISING PHYSICAL LITERACY      

  74 

to teach the PE curriculum or, by association, nurture physical literacy. It is clear 

that more needs to be done to (i) raise the awareness of physical literacy within 

the education and physical education community; (ii) improve educator 

understanding of the concept; and (iii) establish physical literacy informed 

practice. These areas are discussed in more detail in this section but first it is 

important to explore and understand what is considered to be best practice within 

educational professional development and more specifically physical education 

professional development. 

 

3.3.1 Professional development 

Professional development is described as the specialised training or advanced 

professional learning intended to help teachers and other educators improve their 

professional knowledge, competence, skill and effectiveness (Abbott, 2014). 

Within education, professional development programmes provide feasible 

opportunities for teachers to develop and refine high-quality teaching practice in 

an ever-changing and multifaceted profession (Edwards, et al., 2019; Phillips, 

2008). Tsangaridou (2005) and Petrie (2010) highlight the importance of 

professional development being relative and specific to the needs of the 

individual. In addition, Ravengo and Dolly (2006) describe how learning is an active 

process wherein individuals construct knowledge and understanding through 

decision making, critical thinking and problem solving.  

 

Often, PE professional development programmes, particularly within primary 

schools, focus on up skilling teachers’ PE content knowledge and offer resource 

materials as a mechanism to support their learning (Armour and Yelling, 2004). 

However, resource-driven PD programmes do not adequately provide teachers 

with an in-depth knowledge base and they are unlikely to be impactful at a 

national level (Atencio, Jess, and Dewar, 2012; Edwards et al., 2019). Instead, PE 

PD programmes should up skill teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical 

practice in PE and ensure that the PD programme is instructionally focused 
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(Durden-Myers and Kegan, 2019; Hunzicker, 2011). Specifically, PD programmes 

in PE can play a considerable role in up skilling content knowledge and reducing 

primary school teachers’ insecurities toward teaching PE (Harris et al., 2012). 

However, most PE PD programmes, have a tendency to be brief, one-day 

workshops that occur off the school site (Jess, McEvilly, and Carse, 2017). Although 

workshop-based training can be useful in relaying large amounts of information in 

short periods of time, it is known that content covered during brief, one-shot 

workshop-based PD programmes are considered to be superficial and less 

effective (Edwards et al., 2019; Hunzicker, 2011).  

 

Teachers also often question the value of the one-off courses and are usually 

passive consumers as opposed to actively engaging with their development 

(Armour and Yelling, 2004). In this context, many workshop-based PE PD 

programmes do not embed the content alongside teachers current 

responsibilities, nor are they supportive and consider teachers individual needs. 

To overcome these shortcomings, O’Sullivan (2002) proposed that initial stages of 

PD programmes should commence with a needs assessment phase. A ‘need’ 

describes “a desire to improve current performance or to correct a deficiency” 

(Barbazette, 2005, p. 5). In turn, the needs assessment phase is crucial as it avoids 

generic learning opportunities, and focuses on teachers growth, and nurtures 

them as learners (Armour, Quennerstedt, Chambers, and Makopolou, 2015). An 

emphasis on teachers growth can be supported by creating a collaborative 

environment and allow opportunities for teachers to work with peers, provide and 

receive feedback and share good practice (Hunzicker, 2011). Armour and Yelling 

(2007, p.177) suggest that in order for this to be achieved “teachers in their 

professional learning communities or networks [need to] play a leading role”. This 

research directly responds to Armour and Yelling’s (2007) recommendation by 

encouraging practitioners to be self-directed in their exploration of physical 

literacy with the guidance of an ‘expert’. 
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This discussion is significant in considering how best to approach the effective 

design and implementation of PL PD for teachers of PE. The complex and non-

linear nature of the concept (Edwards, et al., 2019) alongside the requirement of 

PD flexibility to respond to teachers ‘needs’ will be taken into consideration when 

designing the PL PD within this study. This will respond to Armour et al., (2015) 

who call for more PD programmes to account for the complexity of the learning 

process, understand the context and contemporary theory, and connect theory 

and practice (Armour et al., 2015). This concern is heightened in primary schools 

whereby generalist teachers do not commonly specialise in PE in the UK, hence, 

requiring effective and long-lasting PD opportunities that go beyond one day 

workshops (Edwards et al., 2019).  

 

3.3.2 Raising physical literacy awareness 

If educators are unaware of physical literacy it is impossible for them to 

understand and embed the concept within their practice. As it stands, existing 

written materials and online resources can make the concept of physical literacy 

very difficult to understand for practicing teachers - who are often unfamiliar with 

the philosophical underpinnings of the concept (Durden-Myers and Keegan, 

2019). To date, little research has been published on what teachers think physical 

literacy is, and how they can introduce it into their own PE lessons. This has led to 

calls for PE and physical literacy academics to work more closely with classroom 

teachers and reconnect theory and practice (Lawson, 1998; Kirk, 2010). Through 

this closer collaborative process, the PE profession may attempt to repair the 

fragmentation that has occurred between theory and practice (Kirk, 2010). This 

highlights the following issues relating to the dissemination of physical literacy 

information: (i) physical literacy information to date is largely academic and 

impenetrable for busy educators; (ii) there is a lack of information relating to 

physical literacy informed practice and finally (iii) there is little teacher voice in 

relation to promoting physical literacy. All three of these issues must be resolved 

if physical literacy is to become a mainstream concept. 
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In order to operationalise physical literacy, it is imperative that education 

professionals embrace and value the concept. This is a challenging task within an 

educational landscape that has numerous educational initiatives competing and 

vying for curriculum and pedagogical attention. Generating whole sector ‘buy-in’ 

would be the ideal situation but this might be a little ambitious at this point in 

physical literacy’s development especially considering the lack of empirical 

evidence to date. In an ideal situation the UK government, Ofsted, educational 

policy makers, gatekeepers, school leadership teams, teachers, students and the 

wider education and school community would all embrace, understand and value 

physical literacy. However, for the purpose of this research, a more localised 

approach will be taken in encouraging gatekeeper, school leadership, teachers and 

student buy-in to the research and hopefully as a result, physical literacy. 

 

Interestingly, the key to gaining teacher buy-in may not actually lie with the 

individual but instead with the leadership of the school. Leithwood et al. (1999) 

identified 20 studies providing evidence linking leadership to teacher outcomes. 

Although the results on some measures were mixed, Leithwood et al. (1999) found 

that transformational leadership consistently predicted the willingness of teachers 

to exert extra effort and to change their classroom practices and/or attitudes. The 

most consistent findings link transformational leadership to organisational 

learning, organisational effectiveness, and organisational culture. 

 

One issue with educational research is gaining access to work with teachers and 

children. In schools, gaining access to undertake research with children is often a 

complex and lengthy process (Barker and Weller, 2003). Schools can have a wide 

variety of gatekeepers, including parents, head teachers, school governors and 

local education authorities, who are entrusted with children’s welfare. These 

gatekeepers are often the individuals who make the initial decision whether 

researchers may work with their school’s staff or children. Within each school, 
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there is often hierarchical networks of negotiation, including the school head 

teachers, governors, parents and members of staff (Valentine, 1999). Often these 

individual gatekeepers have different issues and priorities, therefore negotiating 

access is a process requiring researchers to be prepared to address any issues that 

gatekeepers may raise. Negotiating access is something that normally blends a 

perceived value in the research by gatekeepers with a twinned need from the 

school or belief in the research or even in the researchers themselves.  

 

One way in which gatekeepers and the participants themselves may be 

encouraged to participate in the research is if the researcher can articulate the 

value of physical literacy clearly, and the benefits of taking part in the research. 

Exploring the link between human flourishing and a holistic and liberal education, 

as mentioned in the first section of this chapter, may be useful in helping to 

generate buy-in not only to the intervention but also to the concept of physical 

literacy more broadly. Primarily, the credibility of the researcher and the 

relationship between the researcher, the gatekeepers and practitioners will prove 

pivotal generating physical literacy and professional development buy-in. 

 

Robinson, Randall and Barrett (2018) describe how recent physical literacy 

research has been primarily directed towards the exploration and refinement of 

various understandings and interpretations of the concept, the development and 

testing of valid and reliable measures (Longmuir, 2013; Lounsbery and McKenzie, 

2015), and adding to the growing body of researcher commentary (Jurbala, 2015; 

Tremblay and Lloyd, 2010) and critique (McCaffery and Singleton, 2013; Robinson 

and Randall, 2017). In many ways, these efforts have served to fuel a complex and 

controversial discourse, all of which underpin a field of study that is observably in 

its infancy (Longmuir and Tremblay, 2016; Lounsbery and McKenzie, 2015). The 

physical literacy discourse is critically lacking clear guidance on ‘what’ physical 

literacy ‘is’ and ‘how’ it can be operationalised in educational practice (Edwards et 

al., 2016). Therefore, further research providing clarity and consensus is necessary 
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and any educational professional development must also be clear and concise to 

reduce ambiguity and confusion surrounding the concept. 

 

3.3.3 Designing effective physical literacy professional development 

At present there is very little research that has been conducted in the field of 

physical literacy professional development. However, Foulkes (2017, p.147) 

suggests the following recommendations be included when designing future 

intervention(s) aimed at improving PL among children:  

 

• The initial goal of a PL intervention should be to educate staff about the 

concept of PL and to ensure that they understand this concept fully. In 

turn, staff will be able to cascade this concept to other staff and parents.  

• An intervention should be designed in its entirety as a collaboration with 

staff and other stakeholders who have the skills/knowledge to aid in the 

effective design and delivery of the programme.   

• There should be flexibility in the intervention design to allow for variation 

between settings e.g. the physical space available or differing 

targets/priorities between centres.   

• Physical resources should be made available for staff, providing them with 

reference materials and ideas for activities that they can implement within 

their centre e.g. session plans and activity cards.   

 

Similarly, Edwards et al., (2019) embedded the following nine principles of 

effective professional development within their primary school PL PD intervention 

and recommend that future research also consider these principles.  Edwards et 

al., (2019, p. 127) identify the following nine key principles of effective PD in PE 

and PL:  
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1. Begin with an in-depth needs assessment consultancy process to evaluate 

the individual needs of the school and the teachers (Hunzicker, 2011; 

O’Sullivan, 2002).  

2. Consider the complex and nonlinear nature of the development of physical 

literacy (Edwards et al., 2018).  

3. Create a supportive environment and tailor the professional development 

programme to the needs of the teacher, school, and local authority goals 

(Hunzicker, 2011; O’Sullivan, 2002).  

4. Embed the content of the professional development programme alongside 

the teacher’s current job duties and responsibilities and encourage them 

to reflect continually on the learning process (Hunzicker, 2011).  

5. Up skill teachers on content knowledge and pedagogical practice in PE to 

ensure the professional development programme is instructional focused 

(Hunzicker, 2011).  

6. Focus on teacher growth and nurture them as learners and bridge the 

theory–practice gap (Armour et al., 2015).  

7. Create a collaborative environment (Hunzicker, 2011).  

8. Place an emphasis on sustainability and avoid one-off training 

opportunities such as workshops (Atencio et al., 2012; Hunzicker, 2011).  

9. Do not rely solely on resource material as resource-driven professional 

development programmes do not adequately provide teachers with an in-

depth knowledge base and they are unlikely to be impactful at a national 

level (Atencio et al., 2012).  

 

The recommendations proposed by Edwards et al., (2019) and Foulkes (2017) will 

be taken into consideration to maximise the effectiveness of the PLPD. PD may 

prove effective in improving PL understanding and PL informed practice as long as 

it is clear, unambiguous, meaningful and valued by the participants. Due to the 

complexity and nature of the concept, reflective and reflexive practice would also 

be a central aspect of any PLPD. 
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3.3.4 Reflective and reflexive practice 

Loughran (1996) describes reflection as the purposeful and deliberate act of 

thinking about ways in which to respond to problematic situations within teaching 

and learning. Being a reflective practitioner is an important aspect of being an 

effective teacher (Mauri et al., 2016). This view is supported by Savage (2015) who 

states that evaluation through reflection is vital to becoming a skilful and 

competent teacher. However, Van Manen (2015) argues that educators rarely 

reflect on the fact that meaningful experiences are always infected with the 

relational and situational particulars of the moment in which learning is taking 

place. Despite this, Van Manen (2015) also highlights that effective practitioners 

need to develop an intuitive or phenomenological reflexivity that helps them 

understand the lived meanings of phenomena or experiences in a child or young 

person’s life. To address this, the use of reflective models might prove useful in 

encouraging critical reflection and create a more robust structure from which 

critical reflection is more likely. There are a number of reflective models including: 

Gibbs (1998), Kolb (1984), Rolfe et al. (2001), and Schon (1993). The intervention 

will provide professional development to improve teacher understanding, but a 

reflective mechanism or model is also required to support their understanding 

being embedded and applied within their teaching practice. In order to support 

the intervention a conceptual framework was designed to guide the professional 

development and reflective components.  

 

3.4 Physical literacy conceptual framework  

Creating a conceptual framework to help support the nurturing of physical literacy 

within physical education teaching practice is an essential tool to aid the 

operationalisation of PL. A framework would support the expert and the 

practitioners in guiding and informing their understanding and practice. A 

conceptual framework would be able to synthesise the most relevant information 

covered in chapters 2 and 3 to support the expert and teachers during the 
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intervention phase of this research. A conceptual framework therefore would 

need to include: 

 

• An overview of physical literacy including the IPLA definition 

• Explanation of the domains of physical literacy 

• Identification of the attributes and elements of physical literacy 

• Philosophical principles underpinning physical literacy 

• Recommendations for practice including pedagogical strategies, 

curriculum design and assessment (charting progress) recommendations. 

• Tools to support the effective planning, reflection and reflexivity of 

practitioners.  

 

A physical literacy professional development conceptual framework was 

developed in light of the above. Thus, the physical literacy professional 

development (PLPD) resource was created (Appendix 4). This was also 

accompanied by a professional development programme (Appendix 5). 

 

3.5 Chapter summary 

In summary, this chapter has sought to ascertain the answers to the following 

questions: 

 

• Why should physical literacy underpin physical education teaching 

practice? Physical literacy, as the underlying goal of physical education, can 

elevate the value of physical education and reposition its unique 

contribution and place within education. It also offers a more holistic, 

inclusive and effective approach to promoting physical activity 

engagement for life.   

• What does physical literacy informed physical education teaching practice 

look like? Physical literacy informed physical education teaching practice 

nurtures the motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge 
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and understanding of individuals in a range of physical activity contexts. It 

also embraces the philosophical principles of monism, existentialism and 

phenomenology and in doing so promotes positive, meaningful physical 

activity experiences. 

• How can professional development be designed in order to operationalise 

physical literacy within physical education teaching practice? Professional 

development needs to be meaningful in practice as well as remaining 

aligned to the concept. It should be flexible and encourage teachers to be 

at the heart of the professional development process.   

• What tools and resources are required in order to support the 

operationalisation of physical literacy within physical education teaching 

practice? A conceptual framework will help in the facilitation of physical 

literacy informed practice and should include; the definition, an 

explanation of the domains and attributes, overview of the philosophy, 

recommendations for practice and a range of tools to assist planning and 

reflection.  

 

This chapter has begun to unpack what is needed in order to operationalise 

physical literacy in practice. The information contained within this chapter and the 

review of literature has served three purposes. Firstly, it has informed the 

researcher/expert providing a deeper understanding of the concept and how 

physical literacy may be operationalised in practice. Secondly, it has been used to 

create the conceptual framework, including a range of resources and tools that 

aid the operationalisation of physical literacy. Finally, this information has 

informed the intervention methodology, including the design of the professional 

development that will serve as the mechanism to operationalise physical literacy 

within physical education practice. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 

 

In the previous chapters the theoretical and philosophical considerations of 

physical literacy have been discussed in detail. This chapter addresses the 

methodological framework and methods used to examine how physical literacy 

can been operationalised in teaching practice. Due to the strong philosophical 

discussions taking place throughout this research it is essential that the research 

methodology and methods are ontologically and epistemologically positioned to 

align with the philosophical underpinnings of physical literacy. Methodological 

alignment is essential in order to ensure research integrity and fidelity to the 

concept. The careful consideration of methodological alignment responds to a 

direct call from Overton (2015) to take the conceptual component of research as 

seriously the empirical component. 

 

This research makes use of a qualitative approach within a constructivist and 

interpretivist research paradigm to examine how physical literacy can be 

operationalised in physical education teaching practice. A qualitative approach 

was chosen utilising professional development sessions, action research and semi-

structured interviews. 14 participants in total from both primary and secondary 

school contexts undertook a professional development programme consisting of 

lesson observations, reflections and professional development sessions to 

improve their understanding and practical application of physical literacy. The 

data was collected using a variety of data collection tools including interview 

transcripts, lesson observations and planning material that was used in the 

intervention period. This data was then thematically analysed to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the intervention. Narrative representation was also used to 

exemplify the voices/experiences of the participant teachers. More detailed 



CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY     

  85 

information regarding the research methodology and process is given in the 

remainder of this chapter. 

 

4.1 A Constructivist / interpretivist approach 

This research adopted the ontological11F

12 position of constructivism. Constructivism 

asserts that the social phenomena and their meanings are continually being 

accomplished by social actors (Bryman, 2008). A constructivist approach 

acknowledges the interconnected nature of the social phenomena and social 

actors. As Kemmis and MacTaggart (2008, p.277) highlight “if practices are 

constituted in social interaction with people, then changing practice is also a social 

process”. Throughout this research social interaction took place with various social 

actors including: interaction between and among teachers, students and the 

researcher therefore, constructivism was adopted as the most suitably aligned 

ontological position.  

 

Constructivism aligns with existentialism as it argues that we are in constant 

interaction with our surroundings, including the social phenomena and the social 

actors therein. Phenomenology would further support the use of a constructivist 

paradigm on the grounds that social phenomena cannot be disentangled from 

social actors, as individuals perceive the world from the unique backdrop of their 

previous perceptions and experiences. Therefore, not only will social actors and 

social phenomena be interconnected, intertwined and inseparable but also that 

the phenomena will appear differently according to different actors. Finally, from 

a monist perspective, it would be implausible to be able to separate the social 

phenomena from social actors on account of our holistic nature. 

 

A possible limitation of adopting a constructivist approach is the lack of large-scale 

generalisability from the findings. Adopting a constructivist research approach will 

                                                      
12 Ontology is the theory of the nature of social entities (Bryman, 2008). 
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only provide detailed information in relation to the individual participant and their 

situated context. 

 

This research also adopted the epistemological12F

13  position of interpretivism. 

Interpretivism requires social scientists to grasp the subjective meaning of social 

action (Bryman, 2008). Interpretivism emerged as a result of a growing conflict 

between positivism and hermeneutics, and as such interpretivism owes its 

intellectual heritage to the hermeneutic13F

14 phenomenological tradition (Bryman, 

2008). An interpretivist approach is well aligned to physical literacy given its 

existential and phenomenological philosophical foundations discussed previously. 

This is because interpretivism, existentialism and phenomenology all recognise 

the importance and emphasis on the world as lived by a person, not the world or 

reality as something separate from the person (Valle et al., 1989). An interpretivist 

approach allows for the researcher to work more closely with participants in the 

professional development process (Kirk, 2010; Armour and Yelling, 2007). 

Interpretivism considers the existence of multiple realities and is relevant to this 

study as the participant teachers are actively involved and their ‘reality’ is key to 

operationalising physical literacy. This approach supports the exploration of social 

phenomena by investigating reality from the perspectives of the beings living, 

acting and thinking within it (Schultz, 1962). 

 

4.1.1 Insider, outsider and the space in-between 

There is extensive debate regarding the benefits and drawbacks of researchers 

being from the communities they study (Kerstetter, 2012). This debate has been 

                                                      
13 Epistemology can be defined as the theory of knowledge, and it is used to refer 

to what can be considered as acceptable or credible knowledge (Bryman, 2008). 
14 A phenomenological approach that seeks to combine theory, reflection and 

practice (Friesen, Hendriksson and Saevi, 2012). 
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longstanding. Merton (1972) describes the characteristics of an outsider verses an 

insider perspective as follows. The outsider perspective values researchers who 

are not from the communities that they study as neutral, detached observers. The 

outsider perspective challenges the ability of an insider to analyse clearly and 

maintain objectivity. Conversely, the insider considers that the outsider 

perspective will never truly understand a culture or situation if they have not 

experienced it for themselves. The insider perspective further argues that they are 

uniquely positioned to understand the experiences of groups of which they are 

members. This view is supported by Guba and Lincoln (1981) who argue that 

researchers can become a large part of the research process. Researchers are 

rarely considered as pure insiders or outsiders and instead researcher identities 

are often relative, and change depending on where the research is conducted, the 

personalities of the researcher and individual research participants, and the topic 

of the research (Mercer, 2007).  

 

The notion of the researcher operating as an insider, outsider or indeed operating 

somewhere in the space in between these two perspectives, is especially pertinent 

to this research. The researcher belongs to a number of communities including the 

teaching, physical literacy and academic research communities. This means that 

at times during the study the researcher will shift between aspects of an outsider 

and insider, depending on the situation, influence from the communities they 

belong and their personal identity. The insider/outsider dynamic also supports the 

adoption of constructionist and interpretivist ontology and epistemology due to 

the inseparability of the researcher from the research. This is important to 

consider as this will also influence researcher bias. Further information on how the 

researcher acknowledges bias and influence can be found later in this chapter in 

the trustworthiness section (Chapter 4, Section 4.5).  
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4.2 A Qualitative research method 

This study, as a qualitative study, makes use of techniques designed to gain a 

deeper insight into participants’ views as opposed to acquiring statistical 

information (Breckon and Capel, 2004). The purpose of qualitative research is to 

understand the meaning attributed to experiences in the social world within a 

specific context or situation (Angen, 2000; Denzin and Lincoln, 2003; Chetty, 

2013). The underlying philosophical assumption of qualitative research is that 

truth and reality are not absolute (Jones et al., 2006). Qualitative research does 

not seek to describe a particular norm, but rather to discover the richness and 

complexity of a situation which may be different from the norm resulting in 

contextually framed perspectives (Manning, 1992). Qualitative research methods 

also align more readily with constructionist and interpretivist research approaches 

due to the aim to gain insight from phenomenological observations.  

 

The qualitative research methods used to collect and analyse the data were 

aligned with the ontological and epistemological framework of this study, together 

with the philosophical underpinnings of the concept of physical literacy. This study 

used the qualitative methods of semi-structured interviews and action research. 

Additionally, the use of field notes, supplementary resources and participant 

correspondences were collected to inform the data analysis.  

 

4.2.1 Semi-structured interviews 

The opening (pre-intervention), closing (post-intervention) and final (follow up) 

semi-structured interviews were used to identify whether a progression in teacher 

knowledge and understanding was evident as a result of the action research and 

PD intervention. The interviews used a semi-structured approach. The use of semi-

structured interviews can be flexible with open-ended questions and enable the 

researcher to explore issues that arise spontaneously (Ryan, Coughlan and Cronin, 

2009). The semi-structured interview script also enabled the identification of 

priori themes. This ensured that a good coverage of topics was explored within 
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the interviews. Thematic analysis was then used to identify the inductive themes, 

this process is described in more detail in the next section of the methodology. A 

copy of the opening, closing and final interview scripts can be found in Appendix 

6, 7 and 8 respectively.  

 

4.2.2 Participatory action research 

Action research, which is also known as participatory action research (PAR), 

community-based study and co-operative enquiry is an approach commonly used 

for improving conditions and practices in a range of environments (Lingard et al., 

2008 and Whitelaw et al., 2003). There are numerous descriptions of what 

participatory action research is. Reason and Bradbury (2006) describe action 

research as an approach which is used in designing studies which seek both to 

inform and influence practice. Action research is also described as a process of 

systematic inquiry that enables people to find effective solutions to real problems 

encountered in daily life (Ferrance, 2000 and Stringer, 2008).  

 

Action research provides the means by which professional people may increase 

the effectiveness of the work in which they are engaged (Mills, 2011; Lingard et 

al., 2008; Stringer, 2008). By focussing on generating specific solutions to practical, 

localised problems, action research empowers practitioners by getting them to 

engage with research and the subsequent development or implementation 

activities (Meyer, 2000). Action research enables researchers to develop a 

systematic, inquiring approach toward their own practices (Frabutt et al., 2008, 

Hopkins, 2002) oriented towards effecting positive change in this practice (Holter 

and Frabutt, 2012; McKernan, 1996) or within a broader community (Mills, 2011). 

Through repeated cycles of planning, observing, and reflecting, individuals and 

groups engaged in action research can implement changes required for 

improvement (Hine, 2013). 
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Meyer (2000) states that action research’s strength lies in its focus on generating 

solutions to practical problems and its ability to empower practitioners, by getting 

them to engage with research and the subsequent development or 

implementation activities. Practitioners can also choose to research their own 

practice, or an outside researcher can be engaged to help to identify any 

problems, seek and implement practical solutions, and systematically monitor and 

reflect on the process and outcomes of change. In other words, action research is 

cyclical in nature, processing one aspect at a time and then using the knowledge 

gained to inform the next cycle.  

 

Figure 2 below illustrates Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2000) spiral model of action 

research, although the authors do not recommend that this is used as a rigid 

structure for action research but instead an illustrative figure that can be adapted. 

They maintain that in reality the process may not be as neat as the spiral of self-

contained cycles of planning, acting and observing, and reflecting that it suggests. 

These stages are anticipated to overlap, and initial plans will quickly become 

obsolete in the light of learning from the evolving process and experience. In 

reality, the process is likely to be more fluid, open, and responsive.  
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Figure 2: Spiral model of action research 

 

Kemmis and McTaggart (2000, p.564) 

 

As illustrated in the above figure participatory action research has three distinct 

phases that are key to its success, these being planning, acting and/or observing 

and reflecting and revising. Each phase is discussed in more detail below: 

 

Planning - As Chevalier and Buckles (2013) describe, to navigate perilous times we 

must learn the rules of navigation, plan our journey, prepare ourselves to cope 

with the uncertainty and tame the unknown. Failing to plan the process equals 

planning to fail in the process. Anticipating the future is all the more important 

when a clear link between actions and their effects can be established and trusted. 

The teachers in the intervention were encouraged to plan their lessons in light of 

new learning from professional development sessions and learning taken upon 

reflection of their previous lesson. Their planning responded to issues that arose 
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in their practice whilst aiming to navigate their lessons towards a PL informed 

approach.  

 

Acting and/or Observing - Robson (2002) identifies two main types of observation, 

participant and structured observation. However, these are not mutually exclusive 

and there are many examples in-between. Participant observation is observation 

that takes place when the observer has a role within the observed group for 

example the teacher. Structured observation is observation that takes place by a 

detached observer for example the researcher without a specific role in the lesson. 

Both participant observation (teacher) and structured observation (researcher) 

took place during the lesson observations. The lessons were captured using a high 

definition video recorder and the audio of the teacher was captured using a radio 

microphone. This data was collected as it was used to inform critical reflections on 

aspects within the lesson. 

 

Reflecting and Revising - The use of a reflective model was used to support 

teachers and the researcher in conducting critical reflections that aim to 

understand in detail the previous lesson and thus make informed choices about 

the revisions planned to be implemented for the next lesson. The conceptual 

framework was used to reflect upon how the lesson supports or hinders the 

development of physical literacy. Both the researcher and teacher were involved 

in the reflection process co-constructing the recommendations for future practice. 

The use of participatory action research allowed for the systematic review of 

practice in conjunction with a conceptual framework aimed at developing physical 

literacy within physical education practice. A lesson observation form was used to 

guide reflective interviews (Appendix 4). 

 

4.2.3 Other data 

Throughout the research intervention there was a range of additional data 

captured from the professional development sessions, researcher’s field journal, 
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email correspondences, resource engagement and when teachers created or 

engaged in other materials. The researcher collected all of this data as it was useful 

in commenting on the narrative behind the interview themes.   

 

The professional development sessions were recorded for quality purposes, but 

also as a means of cross checking whether a topic was covered in enough detail. 

An attendance record also captured the information each teacher had received. 

The videos were also uploaded to the teacher portal (website) as a resource to 

refer back to. 

 

If participants had used the lesson planning proforma supplied, then this was also 

collected as a form at data gathering. It was anticipated that not all participants 

would use the lesson plan form due to existing practices and this was the case for 

some teachers. The researcher completed a lesson observation sheet for each 

lesson observed. The lessons themselves were recorded using a video camera. 

Lesson reflections were audio recorded between the teacher and the research to 

document the journey each participant underwent within the action research 

cycles. There was also a lesson reflection form that the participants could also use 

to guide their reflections. The number of teaching cycles varied depending upon 

the time committed by teachers. This data was collected to aid the description of 

the teacher’s journey and was used to understand how the action research has 

influenced their responses in the interviews, and ultimately their understanding 

and application of physical literacy in practice. The teachers also had access to 

their own videos and reflections via a website (http://www.physlit.co.uk/).  

 

4.3 The research process 

The main study was conducted over a six-month period, from April 2016 until 

September 2016 as outlined in the Table 4 below: 
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Table 4: Research timescales 

Phase and schools involved 
 

Date 

Phase 1 Pilot Study 
1 x Primary School (PS) 

July 2015 

Phase 2 Main Study Data Collection (Stages 1-4) 
Primary School (P1) 
Secondary School (S1) 

April – June 2016 

Phase 3 Additional Data Collection (Stages 1-4) 
Secondary School (S2) 

June – July 2016 

Phase 4 Final (Follow Up) Data Collection (Stage 5) 
Primary School (P1) 
Secondary Schools (S1 and S2) 

July 2016 and 
September 2016 

 

The research process was complex, with a range of stages of development. There 

were six stages in total, which have all be represented diagrammatically in Figure 

3 overleaf.  Each of these stages and their relationship to the research process is 

discussed in turn: 
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Figure 3: Diagram to show the research process 

 
  

Stage 2 

Stage 5 

Stage 4 

Stage 1 

Stage 3 

Stage 6 
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4.3.1 Research stages 

The six key stages identified in this process are: 

1) Opening Interview (Pre-Intervention Interview) 

2) Participatory Action Research Cycles 

3) Professional Development Programme 

4) Closing Interview (Post-Intervention interview) 

5) Final Interview (Follow-Up interview) 

6) Community of Practice  

 

4.3.1.1 Opening interview (Pre-intervention interview) 

The opening interview (red section in Figure 3) was designed to explore what the 

participant’s prior understanding of physical literacy was, as well as how they 

apply physical literacy within their practice. This interview included a discussion 

regarding the participants own perception of the role and value of physical 

education and potential barriers to nurturing physical literacy within their 

practice.  

 

4.3.1.2 Participatory action research cycles 

The participatory action research cycles (green section in Figure 3) were used as a 

mechanism to enable teachers to embed physical literacy within their practice. 

Participatory action research involves several cycles whereby teachers planned, 

delivered and reflected on their physical education lessons in relation to physical 

literacy with the support of the researcher. The action research process was 

conducted alongside the professional development programme. 

 

4.3.1.3 Professional development programme  

The professional development programme (teal section in Figure 3) consisted of 

six, one-hour sessions. These sessions were aimed at unpacking, explaining and 

exploring the concept of physical literacy with participants as they embarked on 

their participatory action research. These sessions are part of the wider 
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professional development programme of interaction with the expert and peers, 

lesson observations, reflections and professional development sessions.   

 

4.3.1.4 Closing interview (Post-intervention interview)  

The closing interview (purple section in Figure 3) was designed to explore the 

participants’ understanding of what physical literacy is and how it informs their 

practice post the action research and professional development processes.  

 

4.3.1.5 Final interview (Follow-up interview)  

The final interview (blue section in Figure 3) was conducted eight weeks after the 

closing interview. This provides the study with an opportunity to identify if the 

changes between the opening and closing interview had longevity; providing 

information regarding the longer-term impact of the intervention. In addition, this 

part of the process enables a consideration of any attrition in knowledge and 

understanding and the need for follow up sessions or improvements in the action 

research / professional development content or process. It also provided an 

opportunity to identify if the intervention continues to inform the participants’ 

practice. 

 

4.3.1.6 Community of practice  

The community of practice (black section in Figure 3) was included in the design 

to prevent an abrupt end to the research intervention. After all, participants were 

being supported over a period ranging between 6 and 12 weeks and to then 

immediately withdraw support, access to knowledge etc. could negatively impact 

on the participants’ ongoing use and consideration of physical literacy within their 

lessons. A community of practice allows for participants to ‘feel’ there is a 

mechanism in place to provide ongoing support by the researcher and their peers. 
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4.3.2 Physical literacy professional development resources 

In addition to these stages within the research process participants were provided 

with access to resources to support their progression; in particular to support their 

learning in stages 2 (participatory action research cycles) and 3 (professional 

development programme). The resources provided included; a teacher resource 

booklet (Appendix 4), website (http://www.physlit.co.uk/), professional 

development handouts / resources used in sessions and resources to support the 

professional development sessions (Appendix 5). 

 

4.3.3 Research setting: site selection 

Four schools in total were involved in the research. Table 5 below identifies each 

of the four schools, providing more information regarding their location, size, type, 

age range, number of teachers involved and date of involvement. 

 

Table 5: Summary of schools  

 

 Pilot School School P1 School S1 School S2 

School Type Primary School Primary School 
Secondary 

School 
Secondary 

School 

Location 
Luton, 

Bedfordshire 

Manchester, 
Greater 

Manchester 

Manchester, 
Greater 

Manchester 

Bristol, 
Somerset 

School Age 
Range 

4 - 11 4 - 11 11 - 16 11-16 

Number of 
Practitioners 

2 3 6 5 

Date of 
Research 

July 2015 
April - June 

2016 
April - June 

2016 
June – July 

2016 

Research 
Role / 
Purpose 

To trial data 
collection 
methods 

To explore 
operationalising 
physical literacy 
in the primary 
school context. 

To explore operationalising 
physical literacy in the in the 

secondary school context. 

http://www.physlit.co.uk/
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4.3.3.1 Sampling 

Purposeful sampling was used to identify participant schools.  Purposeful sampling 

is a non-random technique that deliberately chooses a participant or context due 

to the features that they possess and their willingness to provide information to 

allow for a more robust exploration of the research objectives (Bryman 2012; 

Kothari, 2004). Schools and teachers were selected with non-bias, aside from their 

willingness to undertake the research. This method of sampling was used because 

the research involves a large commitment from the participants and school in 

order to complete the professional development and action research process.  

 

4.3.4 Research participants: main study 

The research was conducted across two main participant groups (primary and 

secondary) over 3 schools (Table 6 and 7). Pseudonyms have been used to protect 

the anonymity of the participants. The primary school (P1) consisted of 

participants that ranged in experience and additional responsibilities, but they all 

considered themselves to be non-physical education specialists. The primary 

participants and their experience are outlined in Table 6 below:  

 

Table 6: Primary school (P1) teacher summary 

Pseudonym School Role  
Teaching 
Experience 

Education and Training 

Stephen 
Assistant Head 
Teacher and Year 
5/6 Teacher 

15 Years 

BA (Hons) Sport Science, PGCE 
Primary Education. 3 hours Dance, 3 
hours Games. 2 x NGB Qualifications / 
PE Courses (Beginning of Career). 

Amy 
ICT Coordinator 
(EYFS-Yr6) and 
Year 5/6 Teacher 

4 Years 
BA (Hons) Education Studies and 
Special Need, PGCE Primary 
Education - 4 Hours PE training 

Olivia Year 5/6 Teacher 3 Years 

BA (Hons) Primary Education with 
QTS, Science Specialism, Estimated 10 
x 2 Hours of PE training over four 
years (80 Hours) 
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Primary School 1 was chosen because the deputy head expressed an interest in 

being involved in the research at a workshop the researcher was presenting at. 

This wiliness to be involved in a novel and quite intensive professional 

development programme resulted in this school being purposefully sampled, with 

year 5/6 teacher being recruited for the research.  

 

The participants in the secondary schools ranged in experience, with both 

qualified (QTS) and trainee teachers taking part. Many teachers also had 

additional school responsibilities outside of teaching physical education. Two 

schools were used Secondary School 1 (S1) and Secondary School 2 (S2). The 

secondary participants and their experience are outlined in Table 7 below:  

 

Table 7: Secondary school teacher summary  

Pseudonym School  School Role 
Teaching 
Experience 

Education and Training 

Charlie S1 
Head of PE, PE 
Teacher 

6 Years 

BSc Human Sciences, MPhil 
Asymmetric Radiation. PGCE 
Physical Education. X5 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Sarah S1 

Lead Practitioner 
of Health and 
Wellbeing, PE 
Teacher 

6 Years 

BA(Hons) Physical Education, 
PGCE Physical Education. X15 
NGB Qualifications / PE 
Courses. 

Joe S1 
KS3 Lead, PE 
Teacher 

3 Years 

BSc Applied Sport Science, 
Schools Direct Physical 
Education. X9 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Adam S1 PE Teacher 2 Years 
BSc Sport Science, PGCE 
Physical Education. X7 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Jamie S1 
Trainee PE 
Teacher 

1 Year 

Foundation Degree in Sports 
Coaching topped up to BA in 
Sports Coaching and 
Development, Schools Direct 
Physical Education. X3 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 
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Anne-Marie S1 
Trainee PE 
Teacher 

1 Year 

BA Physical Education and 
Sport Pedagogy. School Direct 
Physical Education. X8 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Isla S2 

Director of 
Performance 
Faculty, PE 
Teacher 

10 Years 

BSc in Sport and Exercise 
Science, PGCE in Physical 
Education. X6 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Jodie S2 
Part-Time PE 
Teacher 

7 Years 
BA(Hons) Sport Studies, PGCE 
in Physical Education. X6 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

Dave S2 

Raising 
Standards Leader 
for Year 11, PE 
Teacher 

7 Years 

BA(Hons) Sport Education, 
PGCE in Physical Education. 
X3 NGB Qualifications / PE 
Courses. 

Luke S2 
Raising 
Standards Leader 
of PE, PE Teacher 

5 Years 

BA(Hons) Sport Education, 
PGCE in Physical Education. 
X5 NGB Qualifications / PE 
Courses. 

Andrew S2 

Raising 
Standards Leader 
for Year 10, PE 
Teacher 

4 Years 

BA(Hons) Applied Sports 
Science and Coaching. PGCE 
Physical Education. X5 NGB 
Qualifications / PE Courses. 

 

4.3.5 Ethical research considerations 

This research adheres to the ethical requirements set out by the British 

Psychological Society (2009) and the British Educational Research Association 

(BERA) ethical guidelines for educational research (BERA, 2011). Ethics was 

granted by the University of Bedfordshire on 7th July 2014 (Appendix 9).  

 

The research involved vulnerable participants including children who are unable 

to give their informed consent. Therefore, prior to data collection participant 

consent was sought from gatekeepers and participant teachers. Participant 

anonymity was protected with the omission of identifiable data including full 

names. The researcher also holds a current DBS check to further safeguard 

vulnerable participants. The option to opt out of research at any time without 

question was provided and participants were under no obligation to proceed with 



CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY     

  102 

the research. The school, gatekeepers, practitioners, participants and parents 

were given timely updates on research progress and reminded that they could at 

any point opt out. Permissions from the school, governors, participant teachers 

and parents were sought prior to commencement of research. A copy of the 

research information sheet and research consent form are included in Appendix 

10. 

 

4.4 Data analysis and representation 

Each interview (opening, closing and final) was analysed using thematic analysis. 

Narrative representation was then used to explore the themes exemplifying the 

teachers’ and researcher’s voice and experiences. The procedures used to process 

and verify data is outlined in the following section. 

 

4.4.1 Data processing and verification 

The data analysis framework is described in logical steps and identifies the 

processes undertaken in arranging the data in order to support the credibility of 

the research (Atkinson and Delamont, 2005; Morse et al., 2002; Thorne, 2000). 

The researcher’s ability to follow a disciplined approach reflects the appropriate 

meanings of the data (Atkinson and Delamont, 2005; Walker et al., 2008). Thorne 

(2000, p.68) highlights that if a framework is not discussed then it is left to be 

assumed that the researcher “left the raw data out overnight and awoke to find 

that the data analysis fairies had organised the data into a coherent new structure 

that explained everything!”. The data was processed and verified using the 

following procedure. 

 

Table 8: Data processing and verification procedure 

Data Processing Data Verification 
1. Transfer data from Dictaphone or 

video camera to researcher laptop. 
• Immediately transfer and verify the 

correct data file. 
2. Clearly label data file using a 

consistent system 
• Use labelling method that enables 

each participant to be easily 
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identifiable but without 
compromising anonymity. 

3. Clear Dictaphone or video camera for 
future use 

• Clearing the Dictaphone immediately 
will reduce the error for uploading 
and deleting incorrect files 

4. Input data into NVivo • Check files against participants are 
correct 

5. Transcribe data in NVivo • Check transcripts for accuracy and 
consistency 

6. Analyse data using thematic analysis 
(using consistent coding system). 

• Identify and apply coding system to 
generate themes and sub-themes.  

7. Identify individual, school or 
researcher excerpts for narrative 
representation. 

• Ensure transparency of narrative 
representation. 

8. Discuss themes and narrative 
representation. 

• Check alignment between themes, 
narrative representation. 

9. Discuss findings with participants. • Ensure themes and narrative 
representation align with participant 
perceptions. Respond to any 
comments made by participants. 

 

Processing can be one of the most intellectually creative aspects of what a 

qualitative researcher may do by creating something of value in the data that goes 

beyond the sum of its parts (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015). Processing data can 

transform raw data into a format that can then be analysed. Processing the data 

was incredibly important for this research as there was a large amount of data 

collected which required careful processing in order to improve analysis and 

presentation accuracy. 

 

Verification refers to the mechanisms used during the process of research to 

incrementally contribute to ensuring reliability and validity and, thus, contribute 

towards the rigor of a study. These mechanisms are interwoven into every step of 

the inquiry to construct a solid product (Creswell, 1997; Kvale, 1989) by identifying 

and correcting errors before they subvert the analysis. Verification strategies help 

the researcher identify when to continue, stop or modify the research process in 

order to achieve reliability and validity and ensure rigor. Verification strategies 
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within the conduct of inquiry itself are activities that aim to ensure methodological 

coherence, sampling sufficiency and develop a dynamic relationship between 

sampling, data collection and analysis (Morse et al., 2002). 

 

The process described above was followed when processing and verifying the data 

because “without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction, and loses its utility” 

(Morse et al., 2002, p.14). By identifying the processing and verifying process it 

increased the rigor and consistency of the research. 

 

4.4.2 Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to explore the data captured in the semi-structured 

interviews (opening, closing and final). Analysing this data using thematic analysis 

involved several tasks including, familiarisation with the data, discovering themes 

and sub-themes; reducing themes to a manageable few (i.e., deciding which 

themes are important and which themes are not); building hierarchies of themes; 

and discussing themes with narrative excerpts and in relation to the literature.  

 

This research primarily draws upon the notion that themes can come both from 

the data (an inductive approach) and from the investigator’s prior theoretical 

understanding of the phenomenon under study (a priori approach). The priori 

themes come from the characteristics of the phenomenon being studied; from 

already agreed on professional definitions found in the literature; from local 

common-sense constructs; and from researchers’ values, theoretical orientations, 

and personal experiences (Bulmer 1979; Strauss 1987; Maxwell, 1996). The school 

contexts were thematically analysed collectively, although contexts and individual 

also had their own identities. 

 

4.4.3 Narrative representation 

Narrative inquiry has been influenced by many philosophers, anthropologists, and 

psychotherapists including Dewey, Johnson, Geertz, Bateson, Czarniawska, Coles, 
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and Polkinghorne (Clandinin and Connolly, 2001). The theoretical underpinning of 

narrative inquiry is the belief that “telling a story about oneself [or others] involves 

telling a story about choice and action, which have integrally moral and ethical 

dimensions” (Rice and Ezzy 1999, p.126). This form of research represents a 

change in focus from individual meanings to cultural narratives and their influence 

on people’s lives (Byrne-Armstrong, 2001). The aim of narrative inquiry is 

therefore not to find one generalisable truth but to identify many truths or 

narratives (Byrne-Armstrong, 2001). Narrative representation was used to identify 

the individual narratives within the research. This part of the data representation 

was very powerful in understanding and highlighting the impact of the 

professional development and action research process from the perspectives of 

the participant teachers within the themes identified.  

 

4.5 Trustworthiness 

Guba and Lincoln (1981, 1982) state that all research must have truth, value, 

applicability, consistency, and neutrality in order to be considered worthwhile. For 

quantitative studies, trustworthiness is referred to as validity and reliability. 

However, in qualitative studies, trustworthiness is defined differently. Guba and 

Lincoln (1981, 1982) noted that, within the rationalistic paradigm, the criteria to 

reach the goal of rigor are internal validity, external validity, reliability, and 

objectivity. On the other hand, they proposed that the criteria in the qualitative 

paradigm to ensure ‘trustworthiness’ are credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability (Guba and Lincoln, 1982; Braun and Clarke, 2013). They 

recommended specific strategies be used to attain trustworthiness such as 

negative cases, peer debriefing, prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation, audit trails and member checks (Morse et al., 2002). 

 

When assessing the quality, reliability and replicability of qualitative research, 

Baxter and Eyles (1997) and Bailey et al. (1998) also focus their proposed 

assessment criteria on the process of qualitative research rather than the product, 
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for example the quality of the inquiry process itself rather than the worth of the 

narrative composed and presented in the research report (Reid and Gough, 2000). 

This research drew upon Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Braun and Clarke (2013) 

guidance on ensuring trustworthiness. The following sections outline a range of 

strategies that were implemented within this research to improve and ensure the 

research credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

 

4.5.1 Credibility 

Credibility is concerned with the authentic, transparent and accurate 

representations of experiences and / or data. The table below outlines a range of 

strategies that may be implemented within qualitative research to improve 

credibility. 

 

Table 9: Credibility criteria 

Credibility 
definition 

Assumptions Strategies to satisfy criteria  

Authentic 
representations 
of experience  

• Multiple realities  
• Causes not 

distinguishable from 
effects  

• Empathetic researcher  
• Researcher as instrument 
• Emphasis of the research 

endeavour  

• Purposeful sampling  
• Disciplined subjectivity/ 

bracketing 
• Prolonged engagement 
• Persistent observation  
• Triangulation  
• Peer debriefing  
• Negative case analysis  
• Referential adequacy  
• Member checking  

Baxter and Eyles (1997, p.512), based on Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

 

Credibility was ensured within the main scale research by using a variety of control 

measures including the following. Purposeful sampling was used to select schools, 

practitioners and participants that reflect the real educational landscape. Both 

primary and secondary schools were used within the research to highlight the non-

bias of type of school, which also aligns with the concept of physical literacy as 

applicable throughout all stages of education.  
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Shenton (2004) is among many researchers who recommend prolonged 

engagement between the researcher and the participants in order that both 

parties gain an adequate understanding and to establish a relationship of trust. 

The main scale research was conducted with prolonged engagement over a period 

between at least 6 and 14 weeks which in relation to other forms of professional 

development (1day courses) this is a considerable length of time. 

 

Triangulation was used to ensure credibility. Triangulation advises that data 

should be collected using multiple perspectives (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2006). This was 

achieved by collecting both the researcher and practitioner reflections of the 

lessons ensuring that conclusions were trustworthy and not based on one 

perspective alone. The researcher also asked participants to comment and check 

the established themes to ensure that they believe it to be a true representation 

of their involvement. Through triangulation it is possible to understand the 

different and similar perspectives of the researcher and practitioner, and between 

practitioners this was used to ascertain shared and disparate perspectives.  

 

This research also acknowledged subjectivity. Due to the constructionist and 

interpretivist nature of the research it is very difficult to remove the researcher 

subjectivity from the research given the nature of the research. Identifying and 

accepting the subjective nature of interpretation and potential researcher bias 

allowed the researcher to acknowledge these biases to provide further 

transparency. This is not necessarily seen as a negative aspect of the research as 

the knowledge of the researcher in relation to physical literacy should have a 

positive effect on the observations of experiences although it will be highly 

subjective.  

 

Several researchers (Creswell, 1994; Creswell and Miller, 2000; Lincoln and Guba, 

1985; Merriam, 1998) recommend using peer debriefing to improve the credibility 
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of qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe peer debriefing “as the 

process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an 

analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might 

otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) identify four purposes of peer debriefing. Firstly, debriefings 

encourage the researcher to probe for bias and deeper understanding. Secondly, 

debriefing supports the researcher testing emerging hypotheses in a risk-free 

environment. Third, peer debriefing offers researchers the opportunity to develop 

and test upcoming steps in the research design. Finally, researchers are able to 

express frustration and gain support and encouragement from a peer. This 

research frequently sought opportunities for scrutiny of the project by colleagues, 

peers and academics which all added to the credibility of research. Peers included 

the PhD supervisory team who have a wealth of expertise in this area of research. 

There were also opportunities for peer debriefings within the researcher’s place 

of work, including colleagues with education, physical education, and qualitative 

and professional development expertise.  

 

Negative or deviant case analysis was employed if a negative or deviant case 

appeared within the data. Shenton (2004) argues that if the study includes the 

production of typologies or themes, on completing the initial categories the 

investigator may revisit the data in order to confirm that these constructs do 

indeed account for all instances. This research captured, analysed and discussed 

the negative and deviant cases in the thematic analysis and narrative 

representation.  

 

Onwuegbuzie et al., (2004) state that referential adequacy can pose problems for 

qualitative research due to the difficulty in ensuring that the same referential 

material is representative of the data and that data can be interpreted accurately 

by another researcher who may interpret the data differently. Therefore, 

referential adequacy is more suited to naturalistic data (Onwuegbuzie et al., 
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2004). Although all research data is included in the research write up, it was not 

used to ensure referential adequacy due to the interpretivist and constructionist 

nature of the research and volume of data it was inappropriate to engage another 

researcher. 

 

Member checking was used to ensure that the transcripts and dialogues reflected 

accurately the thoughts of the participants. To ensure that the thoughts and 

opinions of participants were captured accurately all discourse was audio 

recorded and transcriptions checked for accuracy. Shenton (2004) describes that 

the emphasis should be on whether the participant considers that their words 

match what they actually intended, and if a tape recorder has been used, the 

articulations themselves have been accurately captured. Participants were given 

the opportunity to listen back to their audio recordings and were given the 

opportunity to add to their discussions or omit statements that they believe to not 

accurately represent their views. 

 

4.5.2 Transferability 

Transferability is concerned with the possibility of replicating the research in 

differing contexts or settings. This is often difficult with qualitative research as the 

contextual element is often as important at the empirical element. In these cases, 

research can clearly identify transferable elements such as the research process 

and identify the contextual significance of the research that may not be 

transferable. The table below outlines a range of strategies that may be 

implemented within qualitative research to improve transferability. 

 

Table 10: Transferability criteria 

Transferability 
definition 

Assumptions Strategies to satisfy criteria  

Fit within 
contexts 
outside the 
study situation 

• Time and context-bound 
experiences 

• Not responsibility of 
`sending’ researcher  

• Purposeful sampling  
• Thick description 
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• Provision of information 
for `receiving’ researcher 

Baxter and Eyles (1997, p. 512), based on Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

 

Transferability was considered within the main scale research by articulating 

clearly and concisely the research methodology and methods used with clear 

notes on how the research data was observed, coded, analysed and disseminated. 

The transferable element of the research is the design process of the research 

intervention, but content will vary as the intervention is designed to respond to 

the participants needs and experiences. As mentioned earlier, transferability was 

also considered through purposeful sampling of schools, practitioners and 

participants, meaning that this research could be replicated in a number of schools 

globally and will not be restricted per se to school type i.e. primary or secondary. 

Detailed (thick) descriptions were used to document experiences within the use 

of semi-structured interviews and there were numerous opportunities for 

unstructured dialogue during the lesson reflections throughout the action 

research process.  

 

4.5.3 Dependability 

Dependability within qualitative study looks to describe if the researcher has been 

careless or made mistakes in conceptualising the study, collecting the data, 

interpreting the findings and reporting results. The table below outlines a range of 

strategies that may be implemented within qualitative research to improve 

dependability. 

 

Table 11: Dependability criteria 

Dependability 
definition 

Assumptions Strategies/practices to satisfy 
criteria  

Minimisation of 
idiosyncrasies 
in 
interpretation 

• Researcher as instrument 
• Consistency in 

interpretation (same 
phenomena always 

• Low-inference descriptors, 
mechanically recorded data 

• Multiple researchers  
• Participant researchers  
• Peer examination  
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Variability 
tracked to 
identifiable 
sources  

matched with the same 
constructs)  

• Multiple realities 
Idiosyncrasy of behaviour 
and context 

• Triangulation, inquiry audit 

Baxter and Eyles (1997, p. 512), based on Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

 

Data capture, processing, verification and analysis methods were described to 

improve dependability. The use of low-interference measures was also used to 

increase the consistency of interpretation. Low-inference descriptors seek to 

record observations “in terms that are as concrete as possible, including verbatim 

accounts of what people say, for example, rather than researchers' reconstructions 

of the general sense of what a person said, which would allow researchers' 

personal perspectives to influence the reporting.” (Seale, 1999, p.148). In order to 

ensure low-interference with the data, all interactions were, where possible were 

audio recorded. This reduced the potential for error in terms of reconstructing 

discussions and when transcribing data.  

 

Unfortunately, this research does not utilise multiple researchers, which may have 

improved dependability. However, the researcher and the participant did work 

together to establish a shared understanding throughout the action research 

process and therefore the participant in this sense may be classified as a second 

researcher. Involving the participant within the research process also encouraged 

participants to become participant researchers.  

 

As mentioned previously this research was subjected to frequent peer debriefing 

and peer examination because this research was part of a PhD, and therefore 

consultation with the PhD supervisory team took place on a continual basis 

throughout the research process. This contributed towards the dependability of 

the data given ensuring that data was not misinterpreted or misquoted.  
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4.5.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to what extent the researcher influences the interpretation 

of the data. The table below outlines a range of strategies that may be 

implemented within qualitative research to improve confirmability. 

 

Table 12: Confirmability criteria 

Confirmability 
definition 

Assumptions Strategies/practices to satisfy 
criteria  

Extent to which 
biases, 
motivations, 
interests or 
perspectives of 
the inquirer 
influence 
interpretations 

• Biases, motivations, 
interests or perspectives 
of the inquirer can 
influence interpretation  

• Focus on investigator and 
Interpretations 

• Audit trail 
• Thick description of the audit 

process  
• Autobiography  
• Journal/notebook 

Baxter and Eyles (1997, p. 512), based on Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

 

An audit trail of data collection methods is included within the main scale research 

to provide a transparent description of the research steps taken. A detailed (thick) 

description of the audit process is included within the methodology section 

including descriptions of data collection, data processing and verification and data 

analysis processes. The researcher’s field journal/notebook was also used to 

document the research journey from the perspective of the researcher as the 

research and data collection unfolded. Identification of researcher bias was also 

acknowledged but due to the interpretive and insider/outsider nature of the 

research it is very difficult to reduce the impact of researcher bias.  

 

4.6 Pilot study 

A pilot study was conducted to trial the use and suitability of data collection and 

analysis methods. The pilot involved two teachers undertaking the opening 

interview and the first cycle of lesson observation and reflection.  Results from the 

pilot study highlighted that each participant was unsurprisingly, completely 
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different with their responses regarding, philosophy, pedagogical approach and 

practice. Secondly, what the participants ‘said’ they did and what they ‘actually’ 

did was very different. Finally, the lesson reflections were not very critical and 

could have been supported with a reflective model to gain a deeper insight and 

evaluation of the lesson. Conducting a pilot study is considered both desirable and 

preferable (Bryman, 2008). Pilot studies can be used to determine the 

effectiveness of data collection methods and identify the appropriateness of 

specific elements of the research.  

 

4.6.1 Pilot study context 

The pilot school was chosen using purposeful sampling because of existing links 

and it was geographically removed from the main study schools. A good existing 

relationship also meant that the researcher could trial methods freely without fear 

of judgement from the pilot teachers or school itself and attain rich feedback from 

participants. Two teachers participated in the pilot study and each teacher varied 

in experience, qualifications and specialism.  

 

Table 13: Pilot study participants 

Pilot school School role 
Teaching 
experience 

Education and training 

Pilot Teacher 1 
Rob 

Year 3/4 Phase 
Leader and Year 4 
Teacher 

6 Years 
BA (Hons) Primary Education 
with QTS 
Attended 1 Gymnastic Course 

Pilot Teacher 2 
Lee 

Physical Education 
Teacher 

2 Years 
BA(Hons) Sports Coaching 
4 x NGB Coaching 
Qualifications 

 

The data was collected during a two-day visit to the school. The table below 

outlines the data collection schedule for the pilot study. 

 

Table 14: Pilot study data gathering timetable 

 Day 1 (13th July 2015) Day 2 (14th July 2015) 
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Registration Meet with head teacher Set up interview room and equipment 

Session 1 Shadow Practitioner A Initial Interview Practitioner A 

Session 2 Shadow Practitioner A Initial Interview Practitioner B 

Break Informally meet with other staff Set up for Practitioner A PE Lesson 

Session 3 Shadow Practitioner A Practitioner A Lesson Observation  

Session 4 Shadow Practitioner B Practitioner A Reflection 

Lunch Informally meet with other staff Set up for Practitioner B PE Lesson 

Session 5 Shadow Practitioner B Practitioner B Lesson Observation 

Session 6 Shadow Practitioner B Practitioner B Reflection 

After School N/A Meeting with Head Teacher and 
Practitioners 

 

The data collected was then transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis. The 

findings and the data of the pilot were then shared with the participating school 

and practitioners. The priori themes emerged when constructing the interview 

questions. The semi-structured interview questions that were used in the pilot 

study opening interview and lesson reflection are included in Appendix 12 and 13.  

 

4.6.2 Pilot study findings and discussion 

The pilot study opening interview findings are not discussed at length in this thesis, 

but the overview of priori themes and subthemes are outlined in the figure 4 

overleaf. The priori and inductive themes are discussed in more detail in Appendix 

14. The pilot study discussion and conclusion are also discussed in more detail in 

Appendix 15.  
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Figure 4: Pilot study opening interview themes 
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4.6.3 Pilot study recommendations 

The specific amendments and alterations recommended for the main study 

included the following: 

 

• Interview language and terminology - More care needs to be taken by the 

researcher when using specialist language and terminology. It is important 

that accessible terminology is used where possible to ensure that 

participants understand what they are being asked within interviews and 

discussions. If complex terminology is going to be used it needs to be 

explained to the recipient before its use within conversation. A clear 

example of this was evident in the pilot study where participants were 

asked if they had improved their physical competence. In hindsight, 

‘physical competence’ as a term was not understood by the participants 

and therefore had to be explained before comment.   

• Lesson observations - The video camera battery life was restricted to 

around ninety minutes when recording in high definition. Therefore, for 

the main scale study lessons longer than ninety minutes will need a camera 

power source or two cameras to capture the whole lesson. The video 

camera and microphone also needed to be set up in advance to ensure a 

smooth recording process, set up time therefore should be considered in 

advance of lessons. Finally, future lesson observations should have an 

observation proforma so that there is consistency between observations 

and reflections. 

• Data analysis - The pilot study produced rich data which meant that the 

transcription and analysis process was very time consuming. This may be 

problematic for the main scale study due to an increase in practitioner 

numbers as well as it potentially having to be turned around for the 

following week to inform the next lesson. For this reason, only a brief 

analysis will take place during the action research cycles with key points 

being highlighted, with a more comprehensive analysis taking place after 
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the research cycles have been completed. The participant data will be 

transcribed and analysed at a later date to support the overall analysis of 

the participatory action research. Data analysis software such as NVivo will 

be essential in storing and analysing mass data. Therefore, training and 

consideration for file sizes will need to be taken into consideration in order 

for the software to be able to house all research data, including audio, 

video, transcriptions and analysis. 

• Findings - There was a significant difference between what practitioners 

expressed as their philosophy and what they enacted in reality. This alludes 

to a disconnect between what they aim to achieve and what they actually 

enact in practice. It could have also been as a result of expressing a false 

philosophy or rhetoric in order to please the researcher or articulate what 

they thought the researcher wanted to hear. In order to distinguish 

between these two cases, the main scale study analysis needs to consider 

the lifeworld of the participants and establish the factors that may cause 

the separation of philosophy and practice or falsification of philosophy as 

a survival / social mechanism. The main scale study will hopefully be able 

to bring these two worlds together with the ongoing action research 

process.  

 

Overall the pilot study was very insightful and positively informed a refined 

approach to the data collection and analysis methodology. Additionally, the pilot 

study has given the researcher more confidence and developed researcher skills 

prior to conducting the main scale study. 

 

4.7 Chapter summary   

This chapter has outlined the research methodology used to conduct the school-

based interventions aimed at operationalising physical literacy within the primary 

and secondary school contexts. This chapter has provided detail in relation to the 

research positioning, method, design, data collection/analysis/representation 
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process, ethical considerations, trustworthiness and findings from an initial pilot 

study. The methodology chapter has been informed by the previous two chapters 

(the review of literature and operationalising physical literacy), primarily in 

ensuring fidelity to the concept of physical literacy. This includes alignment to the 

philosophical constructs of monism, existentialism and phenomenology, by 

ensuring that the resources created are a clear and true representation of physical 

literacy and by creating a framework that will inform the researcher when guiding 

participants within the intervention. The next three chapters discusses the 

research findings of the main scale study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PHYSICAL LITERACY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

This chapter presents and discusses the research findings that relate to the first 

research question: How can professional development operationalise physical 

literacy within physical education teaching practice? (Thematic analysis Appendix 

16, Figure 15). The teachers were asked a range of questions including what their 

aspirations were for the professional development (PD), what they thought the 

impact of the PD was, along with a variety of questions evaluating the PD process. 

The responses aided the researcher in gauging the effectiveness of the PD process.  

 

5.1 Professional development aspirations 

In order to establish participant progression and the impact of the PD as part of 

the initial interview all participants were asked the question “What are you hoping 

to get out of this physical literacy professional development process?” By asking 

this question the research was able to understanding their opening motivations 

and aspirations for the PD, the researcher was able to observe their initial 

motivations towards the PD. Olivia, Stephen, Adam and Andrew all expressed a 

desire to better understand what physical literacy is and how it could inform their 

practice. 

 

“To understand it better and know how it can be, erm, incorporated into 

lessons better, and more effectively” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

“First of all, an understanding of what physical literacy is and then using 

that to improve my practice and reflect on what I'm doing” [P1 Stephen: 

Opening Interview] 

 



CHAPTER FIVE: PHYSICAL LITERACY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT     

  120 

“In terms of my overall what sort of physical literacy is I suppose” [S1 Adam: 

Opening Interview] 

 

“I would like to embed it in my teaching a lot more” [S2 Andrew: Opening 

Interview] 

 

Robinson et al., (2018) states that at present, little is known about teacher 

understanding of physical literacy. The teachers above in their responses highlight 

how physical literacy is still a relatively unknown concept within both primary and 

secondary physical education. Interestingly, participants also thought that an 

increased understanding of physical literacy would improve their practice despite 

not knowing what it was. This view was highlighted in Jodie’s response. 

 

“Understand what physical literacy is. I'm very interested to find out 

something I don't have any idea about right now, how it will have a positive 

impact on my teaching.” [S2 Jodie: Opening Interview] 

 

Anne-Marie and Luke went beyond personal and professional development and 

discussed how they wanted the PD to improve the student experience.   

 

 “So, like getting all kids to leave the lesson being a little bit more confident 

about themselves, and there's still kids in lessons that are shying away at 

the back so it would be great to be able to engage them” [S1 Anne-Marie: 

Opening Interview] 

 

“Hopefully, simple strategies that are going to benefit my teaching, also 

the kids learning.” [S2 Luke: Opening Interview] 

 

This is a useful reminder that PD is only successful and effective if it ultimately 

improves the learning environment and experience for pupils.  
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5.1.1 Professional vulnerability 

In analysing the responses of the participants there is a concern that in the lack of 

knowledge of the subject (PL) as well as an enthusiastic response to accessing PD 

some teachers may be susceptible to ‘professional vulnerability’ and particularly 

receptive to influence. Professional vulnerability can be associated with negative 

characteristics such as teachers losing locus of control (Lasky, 2005) but it is also 

important for personal and professional growth (Bullough, 2005). It is well 

documented that primary school teachers have a lack of professional training in 

physical education, and this is often cited as the main cause of poor physical 

education (Graham, 1991; Curtner-Smith, 1999; Morgan and Bourke, 2005, 2008). 

This research is supported by Amy who states that her aspiration for the PD is to 

learn what a PE lesson should look like. She also states that she has received little 

training and wants to improve the quality of her lessons. 

 

“To know what a PE lesson should look like” [Amy: Opening Interview] 

 

“I've had no training in PE” [Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

It should be recognised that these conditions make Amy vulnerable; regardless of 

the quality of the PD she receives, because it is likely to have both an influence 

and an impact on her practice. This elevated vulnerability is not isolated to the 

primary context nor Amy, but in the study, vulnerability was also evident in the 

secondary school context. In particular Jamie describes how as a trainee teacher 

he is open to learning new things, in fact he is relatively open-minded to 

‘anything’. 

 

“Obviously this is my trainee year, so anything is good for my development 

plan, so if I can integrate anything that I learn, so obviously professional 
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feedback from yourself will only be benefit, just for myself, the staff and 

also the students within the school” [S1 Jamie: Opening Interview] 

 

Professional vulnerability extends to Newly Qualified Teachers (NQT) and Trainee 

Teachers (TT) who may be considered to be particularly susceptible to influence. 

This is in part due to the professionalisation process including occupational 

socialisation (Lawson, 1988) and the risk of adopting a pedagogy of necessity to fit 

into the dominant practice architecture in situ (Tinning, 1988; Kemmis, 2012). 

Arguably in providing PD focusing on PL this study too could ultimately become a 

pedagogy of necessity (Tinning, 1988).  

 

Encouragingly, the teachers expressed two main aspirations firstly, to understand 

and embed physical literacy into their practice and secondly, to improve their 

teaching practice and the subsequent student experience. This shows a clear 

desire and need for PL PD. But interestingly this aspect of the research findings 

highlights the need for teachers to become more critical consumers of PD. 

Teachers need to be both openminded to new ideas but also critical at the same 

time. This may well have been the case, but criticality may have been supressed 

by the teachers being convinced of the researcher’s credibility (see section 8.2.5 

The Expert). Additionally, professional development providers need to responsible 

and ethical and appreciate the potential vulnerability of teachers.  

 

5.2 Professional development impact 

As can be seen from the previous section (5.1 Professional Development 

Aspirations) the teachers were open-minded and welcoming of the PL PD. This 

meant that the researcher had a good platform from which to begin the PD. The 

teachers were asked upon completion of the PD (closing interview and final 

interview) what they thought the impact of the PD had been in general and on 

their own practice. The responses given far surpassed their initial aspirations. In 
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considering the impact of the PD, many teachers expressed a renewed approach 

to teaching PE.  

 

5.2.1 Renewed approach to physical education 

Isla, Olivia and Anne-Marie all commented on how they had a renewed approach 

to teaching physical education. Isla stated how she felt ‘refreshed’ in her practical 

teaching and was now able to rebalance the focus on core and examination 

physical education.  

 

“I feel refreshed in my practical teaching, definitely. And I feel more focused 

on core PE and that we should hold on to the principals of core PE. And, you 

know, whatever we do to try and improve the outcomes when they get to 

Year 11 it shouldn't compromise the principals of core PE.” [S2 Isla: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Contained within Isla’s comments is the recognition of the importance of Physical 

Education even when pupils are older and when a teacher’s focus may be 

dominated by examination subjects (Green, 2005 and Thorburn, 2007). This 

rebalancing could also be observed in the primary context. For example, in Olivia’s 

closing interview she reflects on how, rather than being ‘wrapped up in numeracy 

and literacy’ the PD has resulted in a change of attitude and she is now ‘thinking 

about the children’. 

 

“I think about my PE lessons more… now it’s actually thinking about the 

children and what they need and what it should be like, so yeah my attitude 

towards PE has changed. It’s made me think about other things as well like, 

you can get wrapped up in numeracy and literacy when you're a primary 

school teacher, so I guess, it’s made me consider other things and how 

they're important as well” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 
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This change in approach was also shared by Anne-Marie, who is now moving away 

from how she was taught, to creating lessons where students are engaged and 

learning. 

 

“It’s made me look more at what I'm teaching. I think a lot of the stuff that 

I was doing was maybe what I'd done when I was at school. But now I'm 

looking at new things and looking at new ways to engage them… I think I'm 

getting a lot more teaching in there now. I think before it was more of just 

doing activity and getting the kids doing it but now it's getting some 

keywords in there, getting them to think about their own learning. I think 

they go away a lot better from the lesson now and I think about the lesson 

completely differently now.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Final Interview] 

 

Whilst Isla, Olivia and Anne-Maria all discuss their change in approach towards PE 

and pupil outcomes/engagement, this was not the only impact of the PD. Joe 

discussed how his approach to physical education was now more focussed on 

promoting physical activity for life. 

 

“Probably the main bulk of understanding about the different theories and 

things that we've talked about and erm ensuring that students are 

physically active and can go onto being physically active throughout their 

life and developing the knowledge and understanding through more of a 

practical sense” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

Joe was not alone in focussing on the promotion of physical activity for life. Dave 

echo’s this renewed focus and also begins to consider pupils’ intrinsic motivation.  

 

“The main thing is the developing kids' understanding of what motivates 

them and how they can try and motivate themselves intrinsically to try and 
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participate for life; and trying different strategies that will help that.” [S2 

Dave: Closing Interview] 

 

The impact of the PD, as identified in the participant data, has led to a renewed 

approach towards teaching physical education, possibly due to the increased 

understanding of physical literacy. Anne-Marie and Stephen both discussed how 

via the PD, their knowledge and understanding of physical literacy has improved. 

 

“I definitely know a lot more about physical literacy. We did a bit of it at 

Uni but not in as much depth. But now you get the chance to put it into 

practice, you understand it a lot more, and you can see it working” [S1 

Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

Stephen also stated that his understanding of physical literacy had improved as a 

result of the PD.  

 

“My first interview I had no idea what physical literacy was, but now I feel 

as if I've got a good handle on what it involves, why we're doing it and why 

we should be doing it.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

These comments were among many that highlighted an improved understanding 

of physical literacy from teachers. Notably however, Olivia and Stephen also 

mentioned how an understanding of the physical literacy philosophy in particular 

had left an impact on their practice. Olivia stated how the philosophy enabled her 

to be more empathetic in her teaching, taking the time to understand situations 

from the perspective of the student.  

 

 “The philosophies, I found that quite interesting because it makes you, if 

you're in a lesson and someone's playing up or something, like why are they 

doing it and then it can kind of gave you an idea of what it could be, 
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different things to consider… rather than just oh he doesn't want to do it or 

he's just being moody like is there a reason, is there a deeper reason for not 

doing it” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview]  

 

Stephen described how an understanding of the philosophy has enabled him to 

make a permanent change in his approach to physical education.  

 

“I can't go back to teaching the PE lessons that I did before, because if I did, 

I'd know myself that I'm not giving high quality PE. I've now got 

an understanding of the philosophies behind it and what needs to be in a 

good PE lesson; that will sort of sit on my shoulder as the little voice saying, 

‘This isn't good enough… it's the first bit of training that I've done, that I 

can think of, where you've actually been given the sort of philosophy of why 

it's done. Usually you go on something and you're told ‘Well, this is what 

you're doing’ or ‘This is how it should look,’ without the sort of under-

pinning of that knowledge. And I think when you start to see it from that 

point of view, it's harder to say ‘Well, no, it's just a flash in the pan, it's one 

of these fads in education and it'll be gone.’ When you actually get to see 

‘Alright, okay, it's under-pinned with these philosophies and from those, 

this has been built out of it.’ Then it becomes harder for people to dismiss 

it” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

These are interesting statements from Olivia and Stephen that support the 

inclusion of the philosophical underpinning of PL in PD. This is significant because 

there is current academic debate as to whether the philosophy is impenetrable 

and off-putting for teachers (Jurbala, 2015 and Longmuir and Tremblay, 2016). 

Yet, as highlighted by Olivia and Stephen, the philosophy can not only be 

understood and embraced by teachers, but it is also tremendously powerful in 

changing pedagogical practice. The participant data alludes to a change in teaching 

pedagogy and teaching philosophy as a result of an increased understanding of 
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physical literacy, acquired through the professional development and engaging in 

reflective practice.  

 

5.2.2 A more holistic approach 

The underpinning philosophies of PL encourage the production of guiding 

principles that can be used to inform practice. One such guiding principle at heart 

of the concept is the holistic approach to physical activity promotion including 

developing the whole child including the physical, affective and cognitive domains 

and their associated elements (motivation, confidence, physical competence and 

knowledge and understanding) (Durden-Myers et al., 2018; Haydn-Davis, 2010; 

Pot et al., 2018). Joe, Isla and Andrew all describe how they now try and balance 

physical, affective and cognitive development within their lessons. Joe describes 

how he tries to develop all three domains in his lessons.  

 

“Going back to those 3 areas it’s made me think about getting them more 

into my lessons a bit more” [S1 Joe: Final Interview] 

 

Isla builds on from this stating how she found reflecting on the balance of her 

lessons useful in informing her subsequent planning.   

 

“I've just got more of an awareness of the three areas of physical literacy 

and whether I'm only focusing on one or whether I've included all three. I 

think the main thing that came out of my reflections was the balance of the 

three, and that informs most of my lessons that I plan.” [S2 Isla: Final 

Interview] 

 

Andrew also highlighted how reflection upon his lessons enabled him to balance 

the three domains more effectively. 
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“Those three circles that you drew are important to sort of use to reflect 

on, which areas you're hitting mostly. If you are crossing over and if you are 

missing any out. I feel like there is more balance now. And hopefully as long 

as I continue to reflect, I'll maintain that balance”. [S2 Andrew: Closing 

Interview] 

 

The PD clearly encouraged a more holistic approach to physical education. Andrew 

highlighted in his response a particular tool that was used to aid discussions. This 

was a simple self-drawn Venn diagram with three intersecting circles. See figure 5 

below. Teachers were encouraged to comment on how balanced their lesson was 

by marking in which circle or intersection they felt their lesson rested.   

 

Figure 5: Holistic lesson reflection tool draft version 

 

 
 

This was a useful reflection tool that helped teachers to reflect and visualise the 

holistic nature and balance of their lesson. The tool was further refined during the 

PD process (Figure 6) taking the form of a three-point vector diagram. Teachers 

Physical 
Literacy 

Physical 

Cognitive Affective 
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then marked a point on each vector and connected the points to reveal the 

balance of their lesson.  

 

Figure 6: Holistic lesson reflection tool final version 

 

 
 

Having or striving for balance between the physical, affective and cognitive 

domains demonstrates a PL informed approach to physical education. But having 

balance in every lesson is a challenge for even the most experienced and skilful 

teacher. The reflection tool (Figure 6) in these instances highlighted imbalances 

and encouraged teachers to make the necessary adjustments for subsequent 

lessons.  

 

Lessons were also more holistic by being more inclusive. Sarah highlighted how 

her approach to physical was now more inclusive.  

 

Physical Literacy

Physical

AffectiveCognitive
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“It just makes me think more… Because you might say its teachers look at 

that child who's the gifted, talented, or the behaviour one; but now I've 

noticed a lot more the quieter students, the less abled students, the middle 

students, as it used to be seen. I think I think about them, and I think about 

the whole class a lot more.” [S1 Sarah: Closing Interview] 

 

Jodie also described how she was now trying to be more inclusive and enable all 

learners to make progress.  

 

“It's made me think about the bigger picture of things and made me make 

sure that I was hitting everyone... Yeah, just through thinking about all of 

the students and making sure that they're all confident, competent to 

participate, and not making them feel bad for not being great at a 

particular event, not kind of like embarrassing them that.” [S2 Jodie: 

Closing Interview] 

 

This is again encouraging and demonstrates a PL informed approach to physical 

education by improving the inclusivity of the PE learning environment. These two 

statements are clear exemplifications of Key Principle 1: The Individual (Durden-

Myers et al., 2018, please refer back to section 3,2, page, 59), of physical literacy 

informed practice. 

 

5.2.3 Positive, meaningful and student-centred experiences 

Another example of Key Principle 1: The Individual (Durden-Myers et al., 2018) 

being adopted in practice is observable in Olivia and Joe’s statements below. Olivia 

described how she now approaches her lessons differently by being more student-

centred.  

 

“I find my PE lessons much easier because I'm approaching them different, 

so the children are responding to it better. I think they're more 
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meaningful because it's more about them… They've been given the 

freedom to try things out, which I think they take ownership of it a bit more 

and it's more about them.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

Joe also explained how his lessons were now more enjoyable with more positive 

experiences as a result of the PD.  

 

“The students are obviously enjoying the lesson a lot more… I think it 

relates back to if they're having a good experience in PE and enjoying PE 

and they're coming out of PE with that feel-good factor.” [S1 Joe: Final 

Interview] 

 

It is clear from Olivia and Joe’s responses that the PL PD has enabled them to 

become more student-centred and in doing so create a more positive and 

meaningful learning environment. If more students are exposed to positive and 

meaningful physical activity and PE experiences, then they are more likely to seek 

out future opportunities to be physically active throughout their lifetime 

(Whitehead, 2014). As mentioned earlier, this change in approach might have 

been a result of an increased knowledge and understanding of physical literacy, 

which may also have resulted in an increase in teacher confidence and 

competence. 

 

5.2.4 Improved teacher confidence and competence  

Dave stated that the PD had renewed his confidence in the purpose and aim of 

physical education; to promote lifelong engagement in physical activity.  

 

“it's almost given me a bit of confidence and actually when it comes to 

physical literacy, I think it’s the aim of why I became a PE teacher is a lot to 

do with that. It's just confirming some of that.” [S2 Dave: Closing Interview] 
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It is interesting that Dave welcomed the confirmation that promoting lifelong 

engagement in physical activity is the aim of physical education. This potentially 

alludes to a different message being experienced within his current school and/or 

department. It seems that physical literacy professional development has 

provided the mechanism for Dave to reconnect with his inner beliefs around his 

motivation for becoming a PE teacher (Sanders and McCutcheon, 1986). 

 

Olivia also felt that she was more confident in allowing the students to work more 

independently. 

 

“Possibly. I just feel more confident in them, in their ability to work and 

work things out on their own. I feel like I don't need to spoon feed them as 

much.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

As Olivia improved in her own confidence, she was able to relinquish control and 

was more comfortable allowing the pupils to have autonomy within the lesson. 

This change in pedagogical approach had a significant impact on the pupils’ 

motivation and confidence as promoting autonomy is key in developing self-

determined individuals (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Deci and Ryan, 1991). This 

exemplifies Key Principle Two: Promoting Motivation (Durden-Myers et al., 2018) 

of physical literacy informed practice (section 3,2, page, 59). Stephen also 

articulated that the process had given him the confidence to change and challenge 

his practice and re-evaluate his approach to physical education.   

 

“It's just that confidence and suddenly understanding that your PE lesson 

doesn't have to look the way that you kind of ended up with. Because there 

was no reason that my PE lessons looked the way that they did because I 

had very little training on them, so why continue to teach like that, why not 

stop?” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 
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Improving teacher confidence and competence is important because it is well 

documented that these are factors that mediate high quality primary physical 

education delivery (Morgan and Hansen, 2008). These findings are significant and 

support the notion that PD programmes in PE can play a considerable role in up 

skilling content knowledge and reducing teachers’ insecurities toward teaching PE 

and thus improve their teaching confidence (Harris et al., 2012). Previous research 

has shown that many teachers do not feel confident teaching PE (Xiang, Lowy and 

McBride, 2002). Other researchers have suggested that many teachers value PE 

but lack confidence in delivering it. An improvement in teacher confidence and 

competence is likely to return higher quality physical education experiences. The 

amount of training teachers receive is also related to a lack of confidence (Graham, 

1991; Curtner-Smith, 1999; Morgan and Bourke, 2005, 2008). Amy supported this 

view as she mentioned how she had very little previous training in PE. Therefore, 

she was unsure of how to plan and approach PE lessons prior the PD. 

 

“I've had no training in PE, so it gave a different approach to teaching it. 

And, as bad as it sounds, it made you spend more time thinking about your 

lessons which obviously it's naturally going to do. But now I've spent more 

time, it makes you realise how much better your lessons are when you just 

spend that extra half an hour planning lessons.” [P1 Amy: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Aside from Amy’s longer duration of time spent planning, she also describes how 

her approach to planning PE lessons had changed.  

 

“The whole way that I now approach my planning of a PE lesson has 

changed as a result of the CPD that we had”. [P1 Amy: Final Interview] 

 

Amy was not alone in a changing her planning approach. Jamie also stated how he 

now plans with purpose.  
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“Yeah, I think I plan with a purpose now, I'm just not planning for time. I 

question now why am I doing that, what's the benefits of this? [S1 Jamie: 

Final Interview]  

 

Stephen also described how planning in the primary context had also become 

more collaborative. 

 

“I think in terms of planning, the planning will look different. Instead of me 

going away and planning my class, and Olivia hers and Amy hers, we'll have 

certain things now that we've planned together. Obviously, we need to 

then try it out with our class, assess, see where we're going next and 

everything else. But I think...my feeling is that there'll definitely be more of 

that than there was previously.” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

Teachers working collaboratively to construct their curriculum can develop their 

professional judgment as they learn and support one another. This will help them 

reclaim their professional voice and continue to improve their own and other 

colleagues’ practice. The relationship between colleagues was not the only 

relationship highlighted and improved by the PD.   

 

5.2.5 Relationships and teacher influence 

Sarah described how her relationship and the relationship of her colleagues with 

students was improved as a result of keeping the same class, rather than rotating 

classes each half term.  

 

“So, we've kept the same classes now which is good because now even with 

regards to my student / teacher relationships, they're already there, 

already established; groups know their team time roles, they know their 

responsibilities, so they're still developing that; their confidence levels have 
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transferred from one activity to another… People were saying they couldn't 

build relationships with their students in classes before.” [S1 Sarah: Final 

Interview] 

 

This change came about after working with the researcher and exploring how to 

develop positive and meaningful experiences for students. From these discussions 

the teachers all said that positive relationships were essential, and they were 

currently being hindered by changing groups every term, disorientating staff and 

students alike. The decision was then made to keep the same class throughout the 

year which immediately led to improved student and teacher relationships. 

Developing and maintaining positive student teacher relationships is essential in 

facilitating a safe and effective learning environment (Whitehouse, Barber and 

Jones, 2015). This relationship, which could be positive or negative, can then have 

an impact on the amount of influence a teacher has on encouraging students to 

be physically active. Stephen and Luke also commented on how the PD made them 

realise the importance of their influence on the children they teach. Stephen 

highlighted how he now considered his role as an educator to ensure that students 

are developing physical literacy as opposed to assuming this would happen at 

sports clubs outside of school. 

 

“When you look at a lot of our children, they seem ungainly… And before I 

always thought "Well, it's not my job to teach them skills as such. You know, 

we'll go out and if I can get them enjoying a sport then they can go off and 

find a coach or a club somewhere and they can do that." But that's doing 

our children a big dis-service in that if we're not giving them opportunities 

in school it's not guaranteed that they're getting them at home and then 

you need to make sure that you're giving them high quality physical activity 

in school because my whole thought of "Well, it just comes naturally, you're 

either good at it or you're not." That's out the window, because that 

doesn't need to be the case.” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 



CHAPTER FIVE: PHYSICAL LITERACY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT     

  136 

 

Luke also describes how the PD encouraged him to realise the significant influence 

he and teachers have on students and their lives. 

 

“I think, because it [PD] makes you realise that you have such a big 

influence on these people's lives that, you know, you are giving them the 

opportunity to be physically active and potentially you might be the one 

that makes them pick a sport or go to the gym regularly or eat a little bit 

healthier. And also understanding that "Yes, we want you to be 

competitive and want to win, but actually just taking part in sport and 

enjoying it can be a massive benefit in life." [S2 Luke: Final Interview] 

 

These insights came about by encouraging the teachers to reflect.  

 

5.2.6 More reflective and collaborative 

Providing teachers with the opportunity, time and support to reflect was valued 

by teachers as Stephen, Sarah and Luke describe below. 

 

“Certainly, the chance to reflect on PE, because there was one meeting, we 

had, and you said about "You've never thought this much about PE." And 

no, I hadn't, because we did it on a Friday, it was done, it was the weekend, 

you know, there was that element to it. I'm not saying it was as simple as 

that, but there certainly wasn't the pouring over of lessons that we do for 

numeracy and literacy. So, being forced isn't the right word, but having it 

timetabled in that you're going to have a reflective point to that lesson, 

that was really useful… I'd like to think it raised my game… it certainly 

meant that I was trying new things and that it was changing the way that 

I was thinking about PE… I was thinking more about my lessons but more 

in the "How can I actually teach this so that it's better than it would have 
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been had I not known about physical literacy?" [P1 Stephen: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Sarah also stated how it gave her the chance to reflect upon her own practice.  

 

“It's made me look a lot at myself, which sometimes you don't get a chance 

to do when you're running from job to job and dealing with other staff and 

trying to sort out issues for other staff as well. It's made me actually think 

about my practice as well with regards to hitting the confidence, the 

motivation, I think that's one of the biggest things.” [S1 Sarah: Closing 

Interview] 

 

And Luke describes below how he valued the opportunity to reflect with another 

person.  

 

“I thought it was good that you could kind of reflect on your lesson and 

have that conversation with someone, and kind of hear the positives from 

someone else and also areas that you might not necessarily have seen 

straight away or thought of straight away.” [S2 Luke: Closing Interview] 

 

Reflection and reflexivity are all important aspects in embedding physical literacy 

in teaching practice. This is because being a reflective practitioner is an important 

aspect of being an effective, skilful and competent teacher (Mauri et al., 2016 and 

Savage, 2015). The PD clearly encouraged teachers to reflect upon their role and 

the significant influence they have on children’s lives, this in turn raising the value 

and importance of their PE lessons and the focus therein.  

 

Teachers also expressed how the PD had prompted more collaboration between 

their colleagues. Stephen describes how he; Amy and Olivia had begun to plan PE 

lessons together similar to their approach to their numeracy and literacy planning.  
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“Myself, Amy and Olivia have started to discuss it a bit more and the idea 

of us all doing it at the same time on a Monday came out of the fact that 

we were in our own little bubbles. You know, I did my PE, and Olivia did hers 

and Amy did hers, and we never really talked about it; whereas if it was 

literacy and numeracy we spend an hour at the end of the day sat down 

with each other going "How far did you get? Have you got any that need 

this because I could take them?" Then that's going to be the sort of model 

for those Monday's, you know, "How did your session go? Have you got 

anyone who's struggling?" That idea of grouping them, not just in a 

registration class, but across the three classes. So that... So that interaction 

with colleagues has definitely started and is going to increase with the way 

that we've organised.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

In the secondary context Sarah describes how she has been using physical literacy 

when supporting other colleagues when observing their lessons.  

 

“So when I do observations now, when I've been doing Jamie's observations 

and we've been talking about planning and doing his observations; we've 

been talking about what his school direct criteria is, but then we've also 

been talking about team time and the physical literacy side of answering 

those questions. So, yeah, I think as well as doing it for me and my 

professional development, I've been looking at how it can impact others 

and put into their teaching.” [S1 Sarah: Closing Interview] 

 

Isla also highlighted how the PD has encouraged their department to plan further 

opportunities for colleagues to share ideas for teaching activities they feel 

confident in delivering to support the wider team.  
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“We are also going to try and make sure to develop the physical side 

of physical literacy that we have at least one CPD session each short term, 

so six a year, just like Dave doing some rugby or Andy doing some handball 

or whatever.” [S2 Isla: Closing Interview] 

 

The comments above clearly respond to Armour and Yelling (2007, p.177) call for 

“teachers in their professional learning communities or networks playing a leading 

role” in their own PD. Not only are these teachers reflecting on and improving their 

own practice as a result of the PD they are also keen to collaborate and create 

further learning opportunities to continue to develop their own and others 

practice. 

 

5.2.7 Physical literacy embedded in practice 

From the discussion thus far, it is clear that the PD had operationalised PL and PL 

was now informing the teachers practice. But when the teachers were asked 

directly, if physical literacy was embedded within their practice it returned mixed 

responses. Most teachers, including Olivia and Adam, responded identifying that 

they believed it was embedded within their practice.  

 

“Yeah it is embedded. Because I can't see any benefit in going back to how 

I was doing PE before. It would just be daft, I think. I don't think I would be 

able... I might find myself slipping back that way, but I think I'd soon 

realise because the children's attitudes and behaviour would change and 

I'd be like "Oh, it's because of that." I'm not saying that I'd do it all of the 

time, because you always forget things sometimes, but I think yeah, I think 

I'd soon realise if I wasn't doing it again because there'd be changes.” [P1 

Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

“It is, yeah. I think just having that ingrained, having like the lesson plan I 

used a fair bit, I think having that and using that, just reminds you of what 
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physical literacy is and how you can implement it into your lesson. So, I 

think having that, especially that, is something that I'll keep, and I'll just 

carry on using”. [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

Other teachers including Anne-Marie and Jamie suggested that more work was 

required in order to fully embed physical literacy within their practice.  

 

“Definitely. I think the cognitive and physical is already mostly there, but 

I'm definitely more interested now in the motivation and things of the kids. 

And making sure that they're enjoying the lesson, getting those activities 

enjoyable.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

“Yeah. I say I still need to integrate it and embed it more within my lessons 

but it's definitely something what I am trying to increase and integrate 

within my lessons.” [S1 Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

The mixed responses identify that although many of the teachers had described a 

renewed approach, improved understanding and a more inclusive and holistic 

approach to physical education, some still felt underconfident in stating that the 

concept was fully embedded within their practice. This is a positive sign as 

teachers remain critical of their practice and whilst they embrace the concept, 

they also recognise that more work needs to be done in an on-going process to 

fully embed physical literacy within all aspects of their practice.  

 

5.2.8 Little or no sustained impact 

Developing on-going support is key because during the follow up interview a 

number of teachers highlighted that the effect and impact of the PD had begun to 

tail off and was no longer consistently informing their practice. Andrew highlights 

that PL had not been made an ongoing priority. 
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“Aspects of it, but again, if you asked me to give you the definition of it, 

where you had it on point, it was rolling off the tongue when you were here, 

and we haven't bought into it. You could have just put it up on the wall and 

we would have seen it sort of daily and just remembered. I feel like I bought 

into it then, and why haven't I bought into it now? I suppose maybe it's 

laziness, lack of time, the department's not on it, SLT don't even know about 

it” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

Both Dave and Jodie also highlight how the focus on PL had ‘fizzled out’. 

 

“I've probably switched off a little bit in the last few weeks and not 

necessarily thinking about change. I think my foundations of what I 

visualise as a PE teacher and what I want to get the kids to be like I think I 

still push to expect a lot of them and make sure they do develop physically. 

I do probably think about physical literacy, as well, because it's come into 

my teaching a bit more.” [S2 Dave: Final Interview] 

 

“I'd say because it's just fizzled out a little bit at the moment, no. But 

obviously I've talked about how I have linked it in without thinking about 

it.” [S2 Jodie: Final Interview] 

 

Interestingly, these comments were all made from teachers in secondary school 2 

which had the lowest level of engagement in the PD process (Table 15: 

Professional Development Participant Engagement Levels - 62.22%). This could 

have been a potential mediating factor causing this tail off and loss of impact and 

influence. These teachers were more experienced and therefore maybe more 

resistant to change and were potentially more likely to revert back to their 

dominant pedagogical practice. There was also a change in the leadership of the 

PE department and the PD was brought in under the previous leader of PE.  
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Table 15: Professional development participant engagement levels 

Primary 1 
Sessions completed Stephen Amy Olivia 
Professional 
developments  

100%  
(7/7) 

57.14%  
(4/7) 

100%  
(7/7) 

Lesson observations  50%  
(3/6) 

33.33%  
(2/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

Lesson reflections 50%  
(3/6) 

33.33%  
(2/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

Total – 70.18% 68.42% 
(13/19) 

42.11%  
(8/19) 

100%  
(19/19) 

 
Secondary 1 
Sessions completed Charlie Sarah Joe Adam Jamie Anne-

Marie 
Professional 
development  

85.71% 
(6/7) 

100% 
(7/7) 

100% 
(7/7) 

100% 
(7/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

100% 
(7/7) 

Lesson observations 0% 
(0/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

57.14% 
(4/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

Lesson reflections 0% 
(0/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

57.14% 
(4/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

85.71% 
(6/7) 

Total – 76.99% 28.57% 
(7/21) 

90.48% 
(19/21) 

90.48% 
(19/21) 

71.43% 
(15/21) 

90.48% 
(19/21) 

90.48% 
(19/21) 

 
Secondary 2 
Sessions completed Isla Jodie Dave Luke Andy 
Professional 
development  

100%  
(6/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

100%  
(6/6) 

Lesson observations 50%  
(3/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

16.67% 
(1/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

Lesson reflections 50%  
(3/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

16.67% 
(1/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

50%  
(3/6) 

Total – 62.22% 66.67% 
(12/18) 

66.67% 
(12/18) 

44.44% 
(8/18) 

66.67% 
(12/18) 

66.67% 
(12/18) 

 

The discussion over the past two sections (5.2.7 and 5.2.8) is interesting because 

it draws attention as to whether pedagogical change (Fullan, 2007) has actually 

taken place. Is there a stable and enduring change or instead, a short-lived 
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immediate but not ongoing change in practice? This raises the question whether 

professional development designed to improve instructional effectiveness, 

knowledge and understanding as advocated by Durden-Myers and Kegan (2019), 

Harris et al. (2012) is most effective or whether professional development should 

instead focus on personal / professional growth (Armour et al., 2015; Hunzicker, 

2011), teacher identity (Carson, 2005) and habitus (Bourdieu, 1984)? And 

therefore, are the practitioners in this study adopting physical literacy within their 

practice because of an increase in knowledge, understanding and instructional 

confidence / competence or because it has become part of their personal and 

professional identity and habitus, or both?  

 

5.3 Professional development evaluation 

The last section discussed the impact of the professional development. This 

section explores the aspects of the PD that went well and what could have been 

improved as identified by the teachers. 

 

5.3.1 What went well 

Teachers from all three contexts, including Sarah and Isla, described how the 

combination of action research and professional development sessions enabled 

them to effectively operationalise physical literacy within their practice. Sarah 

identified how the CPD and lesson observations were a useful form of PD.  

 

“The CPD has given me that knowledge, the lessons have given me the time 

to apply it; and then the observations and the reflections have given me the 

time to see 'good, bad, how to improve.'” [S1 Sarah: Closing Interview] 

 

Isla also described how the observations were really beneficial in conjunction with 

the CPD sessions.  
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“The observations were awesome and at school right now we never get 

watched for a full hour and then get given feedback. And for somebody to 

have seen the whole lesson in context and a whole series of lessons in 

context and to have feedback on that has been really, useful for me. And I 

think the CPD has also been good. I think the thing that I've found is just 

the time to reflect on what you've taught us and then have time to plan it 

into lessons” [S2 Isla: Closing Interview] 

 

As described by Sarah and Isla, there is value in combining PD sessions with lesson 

observations and reflective interviews (action research) to operationalise physical 

literacy. However, in relation to scalability and transferability it may not be 

possible to include all aspects in future studies. Amy specifically described how the 

PD sessions enabled her to develop her physical education knowledge and 

understanding. 

 

“The CPD sessions that we've been having has made me think, made me 

realise, about the theory behind PE and ... you know when you did that one 

about what age children do specific things, and we were sat thinking some 

of our kids who are 10 can't do some of those things that toddlers should 

be doing. They were really beneficial for my knowledge and 

understanding?” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

The PD sessions were identified as being valuable by participants because they 

were an opportunity to introduce, discuss and explore new topics and areas of 

learning associated with physical literacy and physical education practice. These 

continual professional development sessions were often the stimulus for changes 

to participant teaching practice in the action research cycles. Stephen, Jamie and 

Jodie all expressed how the action research cycles from their perspectives were 

the most valuable aspect of the PD process. Stephen valued the high-quality 

feedback provided in lesson reflections.  
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“I think the observations would have been because it's that chance to take 

the knowledge and understanding, have a go at it and then have some 

high-quality feedback and reflection at the end of it.” [P1 Stephen: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Jamie also commented on how useful the feedback was on his lessons. 

 

“I really liked observations. Like say the feedback what you give me was 

really useful and helpful and I always try to do the areas of improvements 

in the next lesson; I always try to address that key area. But, yeah, 

definitely, I really enjoyed the observations.” [S1 Jamie: Closing Interview]  

 

This view was also shared by Jodie who highlighted how the reflection process was 

useful, including receiving feedback on her lessons.  

 

“having the reflections, getting some feedback from you, and like "You 

could just tweak it like this." So, when I taught it again to another class in 

the week, they got a bit of a better deal, but it was improved that...using a 

different idea. So yeah, the reflection process was useful.” [S2 Jodie: Closing 

Interview] 

 

This is encouraging to hear because a number of teachers expressed anxiety prior 

to commencing the PD with concerns about being observed on an ongoing basis. 

But as described by the teachers above, the use of lesson observations and 

reflective interviews in a supportive capacity is something that is welcomed and 

embraced by teachers. In order to complete such PD, it has to be completed in 

situ. Armour and Yelling (2007) argue that effective professional development 

should more often be rooted in the day-to-day complexities of teaching. The 

teachers valued in situ PD, which supports Armour and Yelling (2007) and Connolly 
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and James (1998) argument that one-day PD courses are unlikely to have a lasting 

impact upon teachers’ practice. This is because one-day CPD sessions are often 

removed from the real-life context of the teachers’ practice (Armour et al., 2015 

Edwards et al., 2019). Stephen supports this view by stating that the PD was 

effective because it was completed in situ.  

 

“I think you actually coming into our setting makes a difference because 

although you at times talk in general terms about the philosophies and 

everything else, you are able to relate it and see our children. And then that 

kind of makes it personal to us and gets us thinking about it at our level. 

Whereas when you go outside of school to a meeting and it's delivered 

there, you can kind of...There's always that feeling when you go out and 

certainly when you've gone a good CPD it's like "Oh yeah, that's great 

ideas." And by the time you get back into school you got overwhelmed by 

everything that's already going on in the school, that nothing actually 

happens. Whereas by coming into school, yeah, it does make me think 

about it in a different way and the sort of personalised nature of it.” [P1 

Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

Joe also stated how in situ PD is more tailored, personalised and effective. 

 

“I think sometimes if it’s an external course I think logistics of being able to 

cover your lessons and erm I think having it tailored around you and as a 

department as a whole as well has enabled more people to be like right this 

is what’s happening, people to go straight into the CPD sessions without 

worrying what else is going on. I think on the ground it’s a little bit more 

effective as well, because someone coming into your area, getting to know 

the school, in that period as well and getting to know the staff, I think that's 

really valuable” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 
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As described above, by undertaking PD in situ it enables the expert / researcher to 

have a real life understanding of the environment that participants are in, 

including the nature of the school, other staff and pupils and personalise PD 

accordingly. This is essential in delivering meaningful, personalised and impactful 

PD. Another advantage to in situ PD is that it eases the creation of a community of 

practice, and in this case, through group and collaborative PD. The notion of a 

community of practice is based on the seminal work of Lave and Wenger (1991) in 

relation to situated learning theory. A community of practice can be defined as a 

group of people who “deepen their knowledge, understanding and expertise in an 

area by interacting with one another on an on-going basis” (Wenger, et al., 2002, 

p.4). The assumption is that “learning is an integral and inseparable aspect of 

social practice” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.31) and people learn and develop their 

practice through being participants within a community (O’Sullivan, 2007; 

Wenger, 1998). By conducting PD in situ with a number of colleagues it naturally 

creates an opportunity for meaningful discussions between teachers about 

physical literacy and physical education which in turn developments their own and 

each other’s practice (Deglau and O’Sullivan, 2006; O’Sullivan, 2007). Stephen 

describes how he enjoyed the collaborative nature of the PD and enjoyed working 

with his colleagues.  

 

“Myself, Amy and Olivia have started to discuss it a bit more and the idea 

of us all doing it at the same time on a Monday came out of the fact that 

we were in our own little bubbles. You know, I did my PE, and Olivia did hers 

and Amy did hers, and we never really talked about it; whereas if it was 

literacy and numeracy we spend an hour at the end of the day sat down 

with each other going "How far did you get? Have you got any that need 

this because I could take them?" Then that's going to be the sort of model 

for those Monday's, you know, "How did your session go? Have you got 

anyone who's struggling?" That idea of grouping them, not just in a 

registration class, but across the three classes. So that interaction with 
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colleagues has definitely started and is going to increase with the way that 

we've organised.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

Joe also highlights how the PD has encouraged professional conservations and 

group planning with his colleagues. 

 

“I think its informed some of the planning that I’ve not been observed on 

when I’ve been teaching with other members of staff who have been 

involved like Jamie, because I teach with him two times a week erm we've 

been having a discussion about well, are we going to do it this was or can 

we do it, so yeah its defiantly informed discussions about our planning as 

well.” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

Both the Primary 1 and Secondary 1 contexts expressed how they had, as a subject 

community, become closer discussing their practice as a team as a result of the 

PD. These sentiments were not expressed however, in Secondary 2. The 

researcher found it very difficult to identify an initial collective identity or indeed 

create a team ethos or shared philosophy during the intervention. It felt much 

more like a collection of individuals rather than a team dynamic. This is possibly a 

result of the additional responsibilities and structure of the department. For 

instance, there was not a PE department office where all staff were located; they 

had desks in a range of offices across the school. Two members of the PE 

department had whole school responsibilities for attainment which appeared to 

take precedence over their physical education responsibilities. One member of 

staff was part-time, which left the head of department and second in department 

leading a team with priorities elsewhere. What can be taken from this research is 

that where there is the basis of a community, PD can strengthen this and create a 

community of practice. Where there is a lack of community already, PD alone will 

not build a community of practice. First, work must be done to create a culture 



CHAPTER FIVE: PHYSICAL LITERACY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT     

  149 

where community building and sharing can take place and is valued by the 

individuals therein.  

 

The relationship between colleagues in a community of practice is an important 

factor. But so too is the relationship between the researcher and the teachers. 

Teachers identified the importance of the relationship with, and expertise of, the 

researcher. Relationships are key to any learning whether that be between the 

teacher and the student or the researcher and the teacher. The teachers in this 

research all expressed how there was a strong relationship between themselves 

and the researcher. This could be due to the insider / outsider effect (Merton, 

1972) and/or the empathy and emotional intelligence of the expert navigating the 

experiences sensitively in conjunction with expert credibility. This dynamic lead to 

the establishment of rapport and a secure professional relationship. Stephen 

described the importance of having a supportive expert; one who you feel 

confident in sharing your ideas with.  

 

“I think you need to have a relationship where you feel confidence with the 

other person and quite happy to openly share something. I think you've got 

that, that yes, you're the expert but you don't come over as someone going 

"Well, this is wrong, you need to do this" you've got that balance 

of understanding where we're coming from, and our skill set, and you sort 

of feeding in your knowledge to improve us. So, yeah, as I say, I didn't at 

any point think about Fridays as an "Oh no!" type thing, and I never felt in 

the reflection bit that I was being judged. [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

Adam also highlighted how the researcher made everyone feel at ease.  

 

“you've made everyone feel at ease, no one’s really worried about the 

lessons anything like that, because they know its beneficial and it’s not 
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judgemental at all, so I think that’s what’s been good.” [S1 Adam: Closing 

Interview] 

 

This was supported by Andrew who states how the researcher was supportive 

throughout the whole process. 

 

“I think you broke me in gently and were very supportive throughout the 

process. I didn't feel judged at any point. You never said, "That was 

outstanding!" or "That needs improvement," or "You're at risk," or anything 

like that. It was a very supportive process in helping me understand what 

physical literacy is and how it can be embedded in our lessons.” [S2 

Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

Relationships are often built upon mutual trust and respect. The nature of the 

researcher, coupled with their expertise, led to the researcher being perceived as 

a credible expert which then produced productive relationships that empowered 

teachers to improve and develop their practice. Gimbert and Nolan (2003) stress 

the importance of trust in supportive professional development relationships in 

facilitating mutual synergism that supports the professional growth of the 

participant. This trust may have been achieved through an appreciation of 

expertise of the researcher this is supported by Olivia who stated how the 

researcher was clearly an expert in the field.  

 

“like you're like the expert and like you had, like every time if there was 

something that I didn't know you could just give me an idea like off the top 

of your head, like google” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

Jamie also stated how the combination of researcher expertise as well as 

disposition was beneficial in his development.  

 



CHAPTER FIVE: PHYSICAL LITERACY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT     

  151 

“I think it's just your expertise. The CPD's really helped as well, but I think if 

I was to pick one thing it would be the feedback… It's just that you're always 

helpful, you're always willing to provide feedback or just go above and 

beyond to help us, so nothing's too much or nothings too less, and I've really 

enjoyed having you around the building… Like I know other teachers have 

said it's really useful. I just want to thank you for coming as 

well because I've learnt a lot off you, so it's been really beneficial for me.” 

[S1 Jamie: Closing Interview] 

 

Jamie and Olivia highlight how the researcher needed to have both expertise and 

interpersonal skills to be effective. Developing a safe and supportive PD 

environment is key to nurturing teachers’ confidence and competence. As 

described above, this was not a judgemental process but instead was just a 

genuine attempt to make each participant a better practitioner by improving their 

practice. Improvement in teaching practice will only take place if PD is both 

meaningful, effective and enjoyable. Stephen highlights how he found the PD 

challenging and valuable.  

 

“I would just say that I have found the process challenging, but challenging 

in a good way… It's nice that something that comes along that you think 

"Do you know what, that actually makes sense. Why didn't I know about 

that? Why haven't we been doing that?" And then the biggest thing for any 

teacher is that you want to see an impact, a positive impact, on the 

children, isn't it? And I think, or I know, that the more I go down this route, 

the more positive it will be for the children and the better their experiences 

for physical activity will be. And, you know, starting to realise the knock-on 

effects that that could have. So, yeah, I found it challenging but I enjoyed it 

and it's been good. So, thank you.” “I think I've really valued the process. I 

think... ideally have more time to do this.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 
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Anne-Marie also stated how the PD process had improved her practice. 

 

“I enjoyed the process of seeing my teaching develop and I definitely think 

I've improved, and I can put physical literacy in my lesson now. I think I still 

need to improve on getting it more defined into the areas, but I think it's 

definitely improved me as a teacher.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

Isla similarly identified how the PD process refreshed her practice. 

 

“I definitely notice that even if I spend an extra three minutes planning my 

practical lesson thinking about making sure that I've kind of addressed the 

key areas of physical literacy that my lessons...the students are enjoying 

them more and I'm enjoying teaching them more, it just feels a bit fresher. 

It's been really good, I really enjoyed it.” [S2 Isla: Closing Interview] 

 

The PD was meaningful because it was effective. Each of the characteristics of 

effective PD identified by Sparks (2002) below, were evident in this research. 

 

• Focuses on deepening teachers' content knowledge and pedagogical skills; 

(action research and professional development sessions) 

• Includes opportunities for practice, research and reflection; (lesson 

observations and reflective interviews) 

• Is embedded in educators' work and takes place during the school day; 

(professional development in situ) 

• Is sustained over time; (long term intervention) and 

• Is founded on a sense of collegiality and collaboration (relationship with 

the researcher and community of practice). 

(Sparks, 2002, p.1-4) 
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In addition to these characteristics mentioned by Sparks (2002) the PD was also 

meaningful because it was highly personalised. The action research directly 

responded to the experiences and developmental needs of the teachers as they 

emerged in real time.  

 

5.3.2 Even better if 

Despite these successes there were also a number of areas for development and 

refinement identified by the teachers. Stephen, Charlie and Jamie expressed how 

the PD sessions, and potentially the process, was a little intense with some 

teachers feeling a little overloaded with information. This was particularly evident 

in the primary school where Stephen stated that they are going from ‘zero’ 

information to lots of things to think about.  

 

 “When you are going from zero as your starting point and you suddenly 

get all of this information, in the time it's quite difficult to get your head 

around it...” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

This was supported by Charlie in the secondary context who wanted the PD 

sessions to be a little shorter with a longer overall process so that it was broken 

down into more manageable chunks. 

 

“I think maybe a longer period of time with shorter CPD sessions. So, it's 

more drip-fed the theory, rather than here's a chunk, here's a chunk, here's 

a chunk. But that would be the only thing” [S1 Charlie: Final Interview] 

 

Jamie also commented that the PD sessions were pitched too high and he found 

it difficult to understand all the information.  

 

“I think like the CPD sessions were sometimes aimed too high, or pitched 

too high, for myself. So, although I was doing the CPD sessions on the 
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Tuesday, I found that sometimes I didn't find it useful or beneficial to 

myself, and how to integrate into my lesson, because I didn't really 

understand it.” [S1 Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

The amount of content delivered in each of the PD sessions may have led to 

information overload as well as having a detrimental effect on the interactive 

nature of the sessions. Anne-Marie and Luke support this stating that the PD 

sessions could have been more interactive with more group work or examples in 

practice.  

 

“I liked the CPD, sometimes, like you said before, they was a bit long and 

you did lose me a little bit... But I did like them, but just sometimes they 

were a bit long and a bit like information to fill in a bit... The ones where 

we was doing stuff, they was good, like today you had me all the way 

through. But the ones where we was listening to the theories and things, I 

just thought they was a bit long. It was interesting but just...because I was 

trying to remember all the stuff and then I got to a point where I was just 

forgetting it all. Maybe if we'd have had it like the print-outs of the slides 

and then we could have gone back from it.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing 

Interview] 

 

“Maybe with the theory, I think it would have been quite good if we could 

see some of the things in practice? That would be quite good. Kind of like if 

you had clips of lessons that you've done it with people and think actually 

that fits that theory. That would be quite good, I think.” [S2 Luke: Closing 

Interview] 

 

In hindsight, the researcher could have used the website to better effect, in 

response to Luke’s comment above. Clips of colleagues could have been used in 

the PD to exemplify PL in practice. Development of the website could be a worthy 
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investment as a number of teachers including Sarah and Luke found accessing the 

website a challenge. 

 

“I've still got an issue with logging on to the website.” [S1 Sarah: Final 

Interview] 

 

“Personally, like the reflecting on it, definitely. Tried to go on the website 

and I was trying to look at ... I was having trouble with my login. I wanted 

to see, have a look at my videos, but I couldn't access them.” [S2 Luke: Final 

Interview] 

 

This needs to be improved if the viewing of lessons, both individually and as part 

of the PD sessions takes place in a future study. Support for accessing the website 

should also be included in future PD sessions. Stephen highlighted that the 

website could also contain more resources to support the planning and delivery 

of lessons rather than looking elsewhere on other websites.  

 

“Because what I was looking for was ideas and lesson plans and things like 

that, which I found on the PE Scholar website that wasn't necessarily on the 

website there. Because for me it was the subject knowledge that was 

lacking, or I'd only ever taught it one way so now that I was getting the 

feeling that one way wasn't good enough, where do I go to improve that? 

So, I used the PE Scholar one to find at least just a spark of an idea or 

something that I could do. But, yeah, I think that would be useful.” [P1 

Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

This could be developed as more PD takes place and more resources are created 

to share among the community of practice. 
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Amy, Joe and Andrew all questioned the value of recording the lessons in the first 

place. Andrew expressed that if teachers aren’t viewing their lessons then 

recording them is not a valuable activity.  

 

“But actually, given the feedback, most people didn't go back and watch 

the videos. So actually, having a camera and miking it up was 

useless because it hasn't been used to its full extent.” [S2 Andrew: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Amy also identified that she had not watched any of her lessons back and 

intimated that she did not need to, given her individual feedback with the 

researcher.  

 

 “I've not watched any of my lessons back… I'm not going to probably go 

and watch the videos myself, maybe watching them together? But I know 

when we got feedback you related it back to the lesson anyway.” [P1 Amy: 

Closing Interview] 

 

However, Joe describes how he found value in watching his lesson back.  

 

“when you highlighted the areas as well on the video I thought that was 

really good, just being able to watch some of the key parts of my lesson and 

be able to identify them by looking at that, I thought was really good and I 

would have, that would have been something that I would have got more 

involved in, thought that was a really good resource to look at and keep… 

If I had more time in a meeting or whatever, that could be put in at the 

start, right you've got 5 minutes to watch your lesson back from last week 

and acting on the reflection we went through pick out maybe the key areas 

that we want to work on this week, maybe that will get people thinking 

about well this is what I've done last week but I want to improve on this 
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week… I don’t know if it could be streamlined in anyway just to make it a 

bit more accessible in term of timings or anything like that, like I said maybe 

watching the video back as part of the CDP session or something like that” 

[S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

Joe was not alone in wanting to review his lessons in the PD time. Adam and 

Andrew also expressed a desire for the PD to be even more collaborative including 

having the opportunity to have shared reflection and watch other colleagues’ 

lessons.  

 

“I think if we kind of I don't know how comfortable people would be with 

this but if we actually looked at each other’s lessons and if you said for 

example joe did really well on this aspect so, like us to watch this, so in the 

CPD bit look at that and say right what did you do well here, what did you 

improve, I think here, because we're all quite close. I think that would be 

quite a good process, and I think people would be happy to do that, because 

it would improve my practice” [S1 Adam: Closing Interview] 

 

“I want more time to reflect, and I want rather than "This is just your sitting 

down reflecting time," I want it to be "This is your faculty, can you tell Jody, 

can you tell Isla, can you tell Dave, can you tell Luke, how this lesson went? 

Can they tell you?" And just a little bit more of that sharing practical and 

all the rest of it but then it gives you the option to say "Did it go well? Yeah, 

I thought it went really well. Why did it go well? Because of this, that and 

the other. Why didn't go well? Because I was, I didn't have my questioning 

planned well enough." And they could say "Could you try this next time?" 

And I could say "Oh, yeah." Then I could do the same back for them.” [S2 

Andrew: Closing Interview] 
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In order to facilitate a more collaborative approach to reflection colleagues would 

need to feel comfortable in sharing and supporting one another’s professional 

learning journeys as well as their own. There could be merit in this as it would 

allow teachers to see other examples of physical literacy being embedded in 

practice within their own context.  

 

These comments point towards four potential issues. Firstly, not all participants 

valued the lesson recordings, and this is perhaps because it was not emphasised 

enough by the researcher. Secondly, some participants perceived little value in 

watching the lesson back due to the quality of the one to one feedback and 

therefore, saw no need to reviewing the recording. Thirdly, some teachers stated 

that the lessons were not viewed back due to a lack of time and suggested that 

time be incorporated within the PD sessions to review their lessons. Finally, some 

teachers were not able to watch their lessons back due to accessibility issues with 

the website.  

 

There was one final theme in particular that returned mixed reviews. Teachers 

could not agree on when to conduct the PD (the time of the year) and how long 

the PD should be (the duration of PD). It was not possible to ascertain a clear 

consensus about the best time of year to conduct the PD. Amy and Jamie 

suggested that the last term (summer term) or first term (autumn term) in the 

year would be the optimal time to conduct the PD, which would also avoid key 

assessment dates (SATS / GCSEs). 

 

“Yeah, you came at SATS. Probably not a good time of the year. Either 

autumn or after mid half-term.” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

“Possibly at the start of the year? Because I think everyone's still motivated, 

you know, everyone's come back refreshed. I think this time of the year a 

lot of focus was on Key Stage 4, you know, getting them through the 
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controlled assessments and the exams. So, I think this added just a little bit 

more pressure with that. So, I think if I was to do it again, I think September, 

or possibly the back end of...Start of June, especially when the BTEC 

students have finished so we'll be able to give more time to this stuff.” [S1 

Jamie: Closing Interview] 

 

However, Andrew described that the summer term is also problematic. He 

suggests that there is not a good time of the year at all. 

 

“The end of the year is quite a hard time to do it. I thought it would be quite 

easy, not quite easy to do the process I thought I'd be able to manage my 

time well enough to do it, but the end of the year is a blinking' nightmare… 

One to five maybe, or Term One, Term Two, Three, Four? Five is a bad one, 

isn't it? Here there's never a good a good time because they seem to have 

something for you to do all of the time” [S2 Andrew: Closing Interview] 

 

This highlights just how busy a teacher’s schedule is over an academic year and 

how even the perceived best times may not be effective. Other initiatives, trips 

and educational opportunities will also be vying for the same time, quickly 

absorbing capacity. This has implications for teacher workload which will also 

affect the duration of the PD (Higton et al., 2017; DfE, 2018). Stephen, Adam and 

Luke all agreed that the PD was conducted over the right amount of time. 

 

“it's probably the right length of time. Maybe a little bit longer? Just 

because if you are going to sort of drip-feed things a bit more, that might 

make that bit take longer. I think it's been long enough that I've now taken 

on board what physical literacy is, and I have an understanding of it, and I 

know what I need to do to make my lessons better. So, that would suggest 

that it is the right length of time.” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 
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“I thought, the time I did it was really good, that was a really good time, 

time space to do it in, I think any shorter it wouldn't have been much use, 

any longer it could have just been like, overload” [S1 Adam: Closing 

Interview] 

 

“I thought it was quite a good amount of time really. I think over like a term 

is a good amount of time to see quite a few lessons and enough time.” [S2 

Luke: Closing Interview] 

 

Whilst, Olivia and Isla wanted to extend the PD duration. 

 

“I think it needs a little bit longer” [P1 Oliva: Closing Interview] 

 

“I think slightly too short. I think our original plan of eight weeks would 

have been great I think because of all the things that happened at the end 

of term it kind of turned into about five really, didn't it? And that's... But, 

yeah, I think if it was eight weeks that would have been perfect.” [S2 Isla: 

Closing Interview] 

 

There seems to be a minimum requirement of around six to eight lesson 

observations. This was not achievable for some teachers due to the disruption to 

their timetables. These teachers in particular felt that they would like more input 

and wanted to extend the PD period. However, even teachers such as Olivia who 

had completed all observations wanted the process to continue. Teachers also 

expressed the need and desire to have top up and refresher sessions and 

observations. While Armour and Yelling (2007) and Connolly and James (1998) 

argue that one-day PD courses are unlikely to have a lasting impact upon teachers’ 

practice, it is however, difficult to identify just how long PD needs to be in order 

to have a lasting impact. 
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5.4 Professional development future support requests 

One key area in understanding and evaluating the overall successfulness of the PD 

intervention is in the level and amount of support requested upon completion. 

Requesting future support may allude to insufficient PD or conversely an 

enjoyment of the process, not wanting the PD to end and/or a desire to learn 

more. Alternatively, not requesting future support may allude to an effective 

intervention and/or relief that it is over. In his final interview Adam expressed a 

desire to complete the whole process again.  

 

“I quite enjoyed getting observed, to be honest. I think getting observed 

and having a different person's opinion is something I quite like doing. 

Whether it’s negative or positive, I quite liked that. It just allows me to think 

about practice a little bit more and think about how I can develop certain 

aspects of my teaching a lot more. So, I think doing that again, next year, 

is something that I'd quite like.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

Adam wasn’t alone in his enjoyment of being observed. Jamie also expressed how 

he enjoyed his lessons being observed.  

 

 “I like people watching my lessons so definitely, more observations.” [S1 

Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

Stephen highlighted the value of being observed and having another person’s 

perspective on his practice. Interestingly, he mentions the value of observation 

regardless of teacher experience.  

 

“Because it's a bit like doing lesson obs for other lessons that no matter 

how experienced you are, just having a different pair of eyes watch what 

you're doing and maybe pick up on a couple of things would be useful.” [P1 

Stephen: Final Interview] 
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Adam, Jamie and Stephen all highlight how frequent observations, when 

undertaken in a supportive capacity, can be both enjoyable and a learning process 

that can stimulate engagement in reflective practice. Amy on the other hand, 

wanted to repeat the process with more of a focus on the topics that are typically 

covered indoors, such as gymnastics and dance.  

 

“This time it was quite heavily supported in outdoor, so maybe something 

similar with indoor. And with indoor, as well, I always say this to Liv, but I 

feel like I just run out of ideas for indoor PE. It's a lot of repetition of similar 

things throughout the year.” [P1 Amy: Final Interview] 

 

This highlights how different physical activities, sports and the spaces and 

environments they take place in have particular nuances when it comes to 

teaching and learning and thus, embedding physical literacy principles therein. In 

particular, Amy highlights how for her, indoor and outdoor contexts vary in 

approach. Similarly, Jodie highlights this in relation to the seasonal and varied 

nature of physical education over the course of the academic year.  

 

“Like someone heading it throughout the year, like you coming in, or 

whoever else, and just kind of keeping us … in the forefront of brains and 

yeah ... I'm not sure how that would look or what would it involve but even 

just like "How's it going?" Or someone "Right, we're going to look at how 

we could do it for netball." Like a bit of a CPD session, like you did in the 

mornings. Coming in and doing a bit of chatting about how you could use 

it in basketball, how you're going to plan for it in these other areas like table 

tennis or whatever.” [S2 Jodie: Final Interview] 

 

In light of Amy’s and Jodie’s responses, effective PD should consider and respond 

to the seasonal and diverse nature of physical education. Therefore, yearlong or 
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on-going PD is advocated, whereby physical literacy can be explored in a variety 

of physical activities, sports and in a variety of spaces, places and environments. 

These findings support Armour and Yelling (2007) and Connolly and James (1998) 

in their call for a move away from one day professional development courses. Isla 

also supports this view in that she expressed a desire to have specific training on 

a range of physical activities. Isla also wanted to start shifting the ownership and 

responsibility from the researcher to the PE team to help develop one another’s 

practice internally.  

 

“Like almost specific ideas for specific sports. Like practical sessions of like 

"Here's a lesson structured where students get the opportunity to develop 

all three aspects… Yeah, and just sharing. I think some of the best CPD 

sessions we've had is where, as a team, we share different things that we 

do that work for us; and thinking about why. So, where a specific focus 

on physical literacy could have a ... I don't know, a two or three-hour 

session where you just go through loads of different ideas of ways that you 

can develop students ... affective, cognitive, and physical.” [Isla: Final 

Interview] 

 

Shifting the ownership and the impetus from the PD provider to participants is key 

if it is to have a lasting impact after the formal PD phase. This is a novel idea within 

PD as the traditional approach focuses on the dissemination of information from 

provider to participant. Isla highlights an important idea that effective PD should 

empower their participants to take ownership of their learning either individually 

or as a team and it should provide participants with the tools to be able to do so. 

 

While the teachers above saw merit in repeating the whole process again, other 

teachers expressed an interest in continuing just certain aspects, namely the 

ongoing support from the researcher. Jamie, Sarah and Luke all wanted the 

relationship with the researcher to continue in the capacity of a critical friend 
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and/or mentor. Jamie wanted the researcher to be available should any issues 

arise in his future practice.  

 

“Just being able to exchange conversations. You know, if I need... if there 

was any problems or if I needed any help or anything, just like being able 

to email and stuff, and a quick Q and A, so yeah.” [S1 Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

Sarah wanted the researcher to provide continued and ongoing support and 

guidance in relation to furthering her knowledge and understanding. Specifically, 

providing further reading and continued support to help her embed physical 

literacy within the department. 

 

“I think it's with continued support on physical literacy, continued guidance 

with regards to future reading, and then how we can potentially 

instil physical literacy continually within the department and support our 

students.” [S1 Sarah: Final Interview] 

 

Jamie, Sarah and Luke all expressed how ongoing support from the researcher in 

a mentoring and guidance capacity would benefit their practice. Joe wanted 

ongoing support in helping him with advice and guidance in general but also in 

relation to his role (KS3 coordinator). Joe specifically wanted input on curriculum 

design and assessment strategies to align with physical literacy. 

 

“Probably with the curriculum and assessment, because obviously that's an 

area that we need to look at in a bit more detail. So just like, yeah, a bit of 

help and support with the curriculum or with the assessment. And just like 

as a 'go to' type person, because like this year I felt, for my role in particular, 

there's not been someone there to be able to ask advice or help me in any 

way to do that. So, I feel like having that person there to be able to do that 

would be highly beneficial.” [S1 Joe: Final Interview] 
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Assistance with curriculum design was also echoed by Stephen. 

 

“I mean, one area that we might need your help with is we're starting to 

see physical activity is important and we want to be doing more of it and 

we're changing the curriculum, or the curriculum the timetable, so yeah 

help with our curriculum design.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

Whilst this research focussed on physical literacy informed pedagogy and only 

briefly covered curriculum design and assessment, it is clear that they cannot be 

seen as discrete entities if physical literacy is to fully become embedded in 

practice. Effective PD should address all three aspects of pedagogy, curriculum 

and assessment to provide the best possible environment from which physical 

literacy informed practice can emerge and be nurtured.  

 

Finally, Olivia and Stephen both expressed that they would like the researcher to 

help them develop a whole school approach to nurturing and embedding physical 

literacy within and beyond physical education. 

 

“I think it just needs to be like an everyone on board kind of thing. It's all 

very well me, us, trying to do it in(Year 5, 6 but I think it needs to kind of go 

to the rest of the school otherwise you're kind of starting from scratch… 

Yeah, and it would be interesting if they started it in Year 3, 4 next year. By 

the time we get the Year 3's as Year 5's after a couple of years, what we'd 

be able to do with them because they've already had two years of 

background. I'd like to get the most out of it” [S1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

Olivia clearly sees the value in building upon prior learning which could be 

enhanced if other teachers knew about and could embed physical literacy within 
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their practice. Stephen goes further stating that in order for this to happen it is 

useful to have an external and expert voice.  

 

 “It might be that they [other teachers] need a little understanding of 

why physical literacy is important and whether listening to myself, Olivia or 

Amy will be able to sell it in the same way. But having someone with your 

experience and background, you know, coming from you rather than us 

three who they might say "You had six weeks of it and now you're an 

expert." You know, it's often the people that are hardest to change need 

the most convincing obviously and need to hear it from a voice that isn't an 

internal voice in the school.” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

Stephen argues that “the teachers who are hardest to change need the most 

convincing”. He also suggests that these teachers would respond better to an 

external expert rather than an internal voice. The teachers expressed that they 

would like to have ongoing support either repeating the whole process or aspects 

of it. In particular, teachers requested additional input in relation to curriculum 

and assessment design and help in developing a whole school approach. Finally, 

continuation of the relationship between the researcher and participants in a 

mentoring / supportive capacity was also desired by the teachers. 

 

5.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented and discussed the research findings that related to the first 

research question: How can professional development operationalise physical 

literacy within physical education teaching practice? In doing so it explored the PD 

aspirations, impact, evaluation and future support requests.  

 

Aspirations - The teachers expressed two main aspirations. Firstly, to understand 

and embed physical literacy into their practice and secondly, to improve their 

teaching practice and the subsequent student experience. This shows a clear 
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desire and need for PL PD. This aspect of the research findings highlighted the 

potential vulnerability of teachers in their openness and therefore the need for 

teachers to become more critical consumers of PD; being openminded to new 

ideas but also critical at the same time. Additionally, the education community has 

a responsibility to quality assure and potentially regulate PD being offered to 

teachers. 

 

Impact - Many of the teachers described a renewed, improved understanding and 

a more inclusive and holistic approach to their physical education practice. Some 

teachers also embraced the philosophy of PL in their practice. From the interview 

responses it is easy to identify how PL is now informing their practice from trying 

to holistically balance lessons, to being more inclusive and personalised in their 

teaching or by connecting / reconnecting with their philosophical beliefs in 

promoting physical activity for life. Having said this, the teachers continued to be 

critical of their practice with some stating that PL was not yet fully embedded in 

their practice as they can still see room for improvement. This is encouraging as 

they have clearly adopted a pedagogical approach continuing to look beyond what 

is, in pursuit of what could be. This chimes with the values of PL as it is never 

achieved or accomplished but instead can always be developed further. What is 

clear however is that the participants are certainly PL informed PE practitioners.  

 

Evaluation - The teachers found many valuable aspects of the PD including the in 

situ and ongoing nature of the PD, the relationship with the researcher, the mode 

of PD, and its personalised nature. Recommendations for improvement included 

the refinement of the PD to avoid information overload and improve interactivity 

within sessions, as well as website improvements. It was not possible to ascertain 

a clear consensus about the best time of year to conduct the PD or its optimal 

duration. Amy and Jamie suggested that the last term (summer term) or first term 

(autumn term) in the year would be the best time in the year to conduct the 

professional development which would also avoid key assessment dates including 
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SATS, GCSEs and A Levels. These discussions highlighted just how busy a teacher’s 

schedule is over an academic year and how even the perceived best times may not 

be effective as other initiatives, trips and educational opportunities will be vying 

for the same time and will quickly absorb teacher capacity. More consideration is 

needed in relation to identifying conducive times for PD during the academic year 

and optimal time frames for PD, while considering teacher workload. 

 

Future Support Requests - The participant teachers expressed a strong interest in 

ongoing support by either repeating the whole process again or aspects of it. 

Teachers requested additional input in relation to curriculum design and 

assessment strategies and help in developing a whole school approach. Teachers 

wanted to continue the relationship with the researcher in a mentoring / 

supportive capacity. These requests speak volumes and allude to the completion 

of a very successful PD programme. It does however also give rise to the ethical 

considerations around the withdrawal of support upon completion of an intensive 

and prolonged period of PD. In the future, a phased withdrawal of support might 

be more beneficial in order to aid transition. The comments that refer to an 

ongoing relationship with the researcher highlights how throughout the PD the 

researcher became more than just an objective researcher but became a mentor, 

coach, critical friend, champion and advocate. This certainly aided the 

successfulness of the intervention but raises questions around how many other 

PD providers or researchers are as invested in their participants.  

 

As discussed in this chapter it is clear that PD can operationalise physical literacy 

within physical education teaching practice. This research now calls for future 

research to create more opportunities to extend and refine this research process, 

develop more experts, and recruit more participants and contexts. The next 

chapter explores specifically how the PD improved the teachers understanding of 

the why, what and how of physical literacy informed physical education teaching 

practice. 
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CHAPTER SIX: PHYSICAL LITERACY UNDERSTANDING 

 

This chapter presents and discusses the research findings that relate to the second 

research question: How can professional development improve teacher 

understanding of the why, what and how of physical literacy informed physical 

education teaching practice? (Thematic analysis Appendix 17, Figure 16).  

 

The interviews captured teachers’ physical literacy perspectives over time. This 

enabled the researcher to evaluate the impact of the professional development 

(PD) by observing the teachers understanding of the concept of physical literacy 

and to what extent physical literacy informed their teaching philosophy and 

practice. Key questions were asked to explore the why, what and how of physical 

literacy informed practice. 

 

6.1 The why of physical literacy 

In exploring the why of physical literacy, the teachers were asked why is physical 

education valuable and what is its’ purpose and role within education? These 

questions were asked to ascertain whether physical literacy featured in the 

teachers underpinning rationale for why physical education is valuable. There 

were a range of beliefs expressed by teachers before the PD, some that 

championed the role of PE and others that could potentially undermined the 

purpose and value of physical education. The views expressed by teachers are 

explored as follows.  

 

6.1.1 PE to let off steam 

Sparkes and Templin (1992) discussed how many teachers are ‘living with the low 

status image of physical education’ and in doing so inadvertently adopt the low 
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status values others share. Both Andrew and Luke are symptomatic of this with 

their responses describing how PE was ideal for pupils to ‘let off steam’  

 

“To let off steam. No, the role of PE is to, err, get kids active and keep kids 

active, and whether that’s through developing skills in sport that they can 

push you to an elite level, or whether it’s creating a sort of, an enjoyment 

of taking part in a sport or activity.” [S2 Andrew: Opening Interview] 

 

“I personally think it's a very good lesson to have, for those kids that are 

probably a little bit wild, energetic, and they just need to let off some of 

that steam.” [S2 Luke: Opening Interview]  

 

Andrew’s initial response ‘to let off steam’ is quickly corrected to a view that is 

more aligned to physical activity. This could be an indication of Andrew’s true 

feelings, rather than the ‘on message’ amendment that he then provides. This 

perception of the subject is concerning. These responses contain no alignment to 

educational value, and arguably both Andrew and Luke are undermining and 

devaluing their subject. What is positive, is that these teacher responses are 

expressed within the initial interview and how these views change over the 

intervention period is a key point to consider. In his closing interview Andrew 

provides a significantly different response. 

 

“To provide that vehicle for physical literacy to happen. And if you're not 

given those opportunities you can't then even start to build that motivation 

and develop the physical skills to be taking part in physical activity for life.” 

[S2 Andrew: Closing Interview] 

 

This is a shift in Andrew’s original thinking. When Andrew was presented this 

question for the third and final time his response had strong links to physical 
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literacy in relation to promoting lifelong engagement, opportunities, motivation 

and confidence. 

 

“To provide opportunities for children of all ages and all abilities to take 

part in sport; where they can develop their motivation to take part in sport. 

And develop lifelong engagement in physical activity. Also develop their 

confidence in taking part.” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

Andrew’s change in response over the sequence of interviews demonstrates that 

the PD had not only an impact on his rationale for the value and purpose of PE but 

also that this impact was long lasting with the change still evident in his final 

interview. Conversely, Luke remained true to his original view that PE provided a 

break from other classroom subjects. 

 

“I think it gives some students that kind of break from the classroom 

setting, where they can kind of let off a bit of steam. I also think, you know, 

by exercising, it gets your body moving, gets your brain functioning slightly 

better, which can help with concentration in lessons. And I think, at the 

moment, with obesity levels and everything, I think it's very important to 

try and get people active; especially those that probably don't go outside 

of school and play sport. It's kind of their only opportunity where they're 

doing regular sporting activity”. [S2 Luke: Closing Interview]  

 

Luke continues to hold his original view of PE to let off steam, but he has now 

added a secondary aim to promote engagement in physical activity. This view was 

also evident in Luke’s final interview where he describes how PE is good for a blow-

out but he also incorporates the promotion of physical activity for life within his 

rationale.  
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“I think for some kids it's a great opportunity to kind of have a blow-out 

and release some of that energy that they have, and also if they're in a 

classroom all day I think, you know, it's good to be doing exercise; you kind 

of feel better afterwards and therefore they might be focusing better in 

other subjects. Also, I think it's important that people are leading healthy, 

active lifestyles. So, they're doing it now and they're kind of in that routine 

of doing a couple of sessions a week and they hopefully will keep that going 

when they leave school.” [S2 Luke: Final Interview]  

 

While PE may be the energising energy release that some children need during the 

school day, this should not be the underpinning rationale for the subject. If it does, 

then it could be replaced with break and lunch times as they could achieve this 

same goal. It is important that physical education is just that; ‘education’ not just 

cathartic energy expenditure. This is by-product of effective physical education 

but is not the purpose of physical education.  

 

6.1.2 Dualistic focus on physicality 

As mentioned in the previous section, the purpose of PE isn’t to provide an 

opportunity for mere energy expenditure. This view has dualistic undertones that 

suggests that the body is purely a machine that needs to be exercised. Dualistic 

and mechanistic views of the body can manifest as one-dimensional views such as 

developing physical fitness, skill and physicality. Both in the opening and closing 

interview, Amy fell into this category as she expressed that the role of PE was to 

develop fitness.   

 

“to make children fitter and to give them the skills to, move their bodies, 

that sounds stupid, to use their bodies to do different things learn skills, like 

sports, to learn the fundamental skills of different sports” [P1 Amy: 

Opening Interview] 
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“Getting kids moving and making them fitter and making them enjoy 

moving physically so then they want to go home and move physically and 

carry on in life.” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview]  

 

But by the final interview Amy had moved away from this view, towards a more 

holistic focus on developing a range of attributes including physical, affective, 

social and cognitive outcomes. 

 

“The role of PE is to develop the skills that they've missed before they get 

to us and filling those gaps in. Getting them being physically active and fit, 

teaching them the skills, knowledge and understanding. But also, 

confidence and motivation and communication with each other, mental 

well-being” [P1 Amy: Final Interview] 

 

Whilst this is an improvement on her initial answer, it does feel like a ‘kitchen sink 

approach’. Further work is required to establish a clearer articulation of the 

rationale for the value and importance of physical education. It is interesting that 

this view was expressed in the closing interview and might allude to the PD having 

a latent impact (Van Manen, 2015), or Amy may just be telling the researcher what 

she thinks she wants to hear. Norenzvan and Schwartz (1999) in their research 

found that interview participants tailored their answers relevant to the likely 

epistemic goals of the researcher. This could be true in Amy’s case as it was 

obvious that the researcher was an advocate of physical literacy. 

 

6.1.3 Sport participation 

During the programme of PD, teachers were encouraged to move away from a 

traditional sport participation focus towards a physical activity engagement focus. 

This shift was best exemplified by Joe.  Initially, Joe described how PE engages 

people in sport. 
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“engage young people in sport, to give them an insight into the different 

sports and try and erm get the engaged and taking part in sport in school, 

out of school, and community links” [S1 Joe: Opening Interview]  

 

After the PD, Joe’s response develops from one that focuses on providing sporting 

opportunities (opening interview) to one that is concerned with developing the 

whole child and providing a range of physical activity experiences in a range of 

environments (closing and final interview).  

 

“to develop the whole child, to ensure that it takes part within the wider 

curriculum and supports the wider curriculum within the school and ensure 

we provide them with an opportunity to succeed in physical activity and 

ensure they have a wide range of experiences within that sense” [S1 Joe: 

Closing Interview] 

 

“To educate the students in knowing different activities and giving them a 

range of opportunities, exposing them to range of environments... And to 

ensure that they understand why they're doing it and how that might affect 

the wider concepts of their life as well.” [S1 Joe: Final Interview] 

 

In essence, Joe replaces his focus on sport, in favour of physical activity promotion. 

His later descriptions are much broader and more concerned with promoting 

physical activity for life than his original response. Providing an example of how PL 

PD can broaden the focus of physical education from sport and sport techniques 

(Kirk, 2010) to physical activity promotion for all and for life.   

 

6.1.4 Preparation for physical education GCSE examinations 

Physical education teachers often feel torn between promoting a love of physical 

activity, health and wellbeing and preparing students for examinations, often with 

the latter overshadowing the former (Green, 2005 and Thorburn, 2007). Rudgard 
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(2018) highlights how this is also compounded by pupils being taken out of PE 

lessons for tutoring in other subjects, and more worryingly still, PE lessons being 

replaced altogether with more English and Maths lessons. This focus on exam 

performance can, and is, becoming detrimental to physical education and 

promoting physical activity for life. This tension is exemplified in Jodie’s response 

where she expresses two rationales for PE. Firstly, to develop healthy active 

lifestyles, and secondly, to prepare students for examinations.  

 

“It's like the physical act of how to be healthy, giving them those tools to 

lead active and healthy lifestyles. Especially more PE nowadays, it's about 

the theory side, kind of gearing you up for GCSE.” [S2 Jodie: Opening 

Interview] 

 

Jodie’s view had changed by the end of the PD, to just the promotion of lifelong 

engagement in physical activity, dropping the rationale for GCSE preparation. 

 

“To make sure there's lifelong learning and lifelong participation. That 

students take something away from school, enjoyable, memorable, and 

then do it, you know, in their own time. So yeah, it's that lifelong 

participation, really.“ [S2 Jodie: Closing Interview] 

 

This view remained and was expressed in Jodie’s final interview.  

 

“Lifelong participation, for me, it's a big thing. About students enjoying PE, 

getting something from it, challenging themselves, but definitely doing 

something with it after school.” [S2 Jodie: Final Interview] 

 

Arguably, the PD and engagement in reflective practice enabled Jodie to reconnect 

and recognise her intrinsic values and beliefs (Sanders and McCutcheon, 1986). 
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The PD reframed physical education moving the ‘goal posts’ beyond the end of 

formal schooling (GCSE) in favour of an education for life. 

 

6.1.5 Unclear rationale 

Not having a clear answer to the value, role and purpose of physical education can 

be just as damaging as having an answer that undermines the subject. Physical 

education teachers, as educational professionals, are the custodians of the subject 

and they need to be able to champion and advocate the educational value of the 

subject in a clear and succinct way. Amy, Olivia and Dave’s initial responses were 

not very clear but by the end of the PD process they were better able to 

communicate their rationale. Olivia’s showed a lack of confidence in her initial 

response as she caveated her statement with ‘or something like that’. 

 

“Ensuring that the children have them key skills, and then, erm, 

encouraging them to enjoy physical activity as well at the same time as 

developing the skills so associating it with a good thing, so like enjoying PE 

or something like that” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

However, by the end of the PD Olivia was much more articulate in her answer; 

promoting physical activity for life.  

 

“to help children develop skills that will hopefully encourage them to 

continue taking part in physical activity for the whole of their life” [P1 

Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

Similarly, Charlie and Andrew gave convoluted and verbose responses. As a head 

of PE, one might expect Charlie to provide an erudite and compelling response, 

but this was not the case, instead a long response with multiple themes was given.   
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“I think, firstly what I said about the physical side of it, secondly, it allows 

people to experience what they might not do in another setting, we don't 

know what barriers people have outside of school, a lot of our students 

have several barriers, even just getting to the place and parent that are 

able to take them to the place that they need to be, erm, we've always like 

tried to develop a really broad and balanced curriculum, and I know 

that’s...but its genuinely real here, like we take them out mountain biking, 

loads of outdoor end, we do duke of Edinburgh, we basically try and present 

them with loads of opportunities for them to be physically active and if they 

enjoy one, like we were saying before, it can affect positively the rest of 

their life can't it and that’s not you know your elite athletes, you school 

team kids, that’s the kids that have done DofE through school, engaged 

with them, and they want to go out and do a hike, do a walk something like 

that, I think, it depends what you think education is really doesn’t it, 

whether its passing exams or preparing for life and I think, you know in 

terms of preparing people for life, beyond you know the age of 16, I think 

it’s got  a huge role to play” [S1 Charlie: Opening Interview] 

 

In order to convince sceptics or people in general, of the value of physical 

education, responses need to be clear and succinct. The PD process developed 

teachers understanding, so they were able to be more succinct, compelling and 

clear in their responses informed by physical literacy. In his final interview Charlie 

was clearer and less verbose but more work could be done to produce a more 

compelling and PL informed response.  

 

“It obviously develops ability in particular sports and activities, but it is all 

the things you find very difficult to assess. And the things that are really 

important for everything, for jobs, or other subjects, for life, you know, 

working with others, communication. Without sounding too dramatic, 

overcoming adversity and things like that, how you react to difficult 
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situations and situations where you're under the cosh and how you kind of 

connect with people, overcome those things. I think it's all of that for me. 

And overcoming personal things and mental obstacles. That's what I think 

has been most valuable to me, in life, you know, as well as the health 

benefits of it” [S1 Charlie: Closing Interview] 

 

The teachers discussed thus far as a result of the PD produced stronger and more 

secure rationales for the value, purpose and role of physical education. If physical 

educators are not able to articulate the unique value and contribution of physical 

education to education or worse, articulate undermining beliefs, then is it any 

wonder why physical education is considered to be a low status subject (Ennis, 

2006) at risk of becoming extinct (Kirk, 2010). The PD encouraged and facilitated 

a move from potentially weak and damaging philosophical positions and 

rationales towards more secure rationales, enabling teachers to become the 

physical education advocates and champions that they should be.  

 

A number of teachers already expressed secure rationales for the value and 

purpose of physical education. The PD in these cases further strengthened and 

refined these rationales resulting in teachers being able to better articulate the 

value and role of physical education. 

 

6.1.6 Holistic character development, life and social skills 

A number of teachers, including Anne-Marie and Jamie, described how physical 

education can have value holistically in relation to character development, life and 

social skills. They were better able to articulate this without losing the value of 

physical education. In essence, they articulated the holistic nature of the subject 

without falling into means to other ends. Anne-Marie’s initial response led with 

developing physical fitness then commented on other areas.  
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“Mainly to develop them physically, so give them the skills like some fitness 

and things but, like I said before, across a lot of different areas, so we 

develop them a lot socially as well, so hopefully they can leave and be able 

to do team work later on, they can have confidence to speak, they can lead 

their own thing, feel a bit confident about themselves” [S1 Anne-Marie: 

Opening Interview] 

 

Anne-Marie’s’ final interview was much more succinct and conversely led with an 

expression of how the role of PE was to promote health active lifestyles. 

 

“To make sure that we instil a healthy active lifestyle, so the kids leave us, 

and they know how to be active; they want to be active, and then they'll 

keep going through adulthood as healthy and active people.” [S1 Anne-

Marie: Final Interview] 

 

It is important to note that in Anne-Marie’s final response, her ‘finishing point’  of 

promoting healthy active people can, be the point at which other participants in 

this study ‘start’, where the purpose of PE is to promote Health, Wellbeing and 

Engagement.   

 

6.1.7 Promote health, wellbeing and engagement in physical activity 

Overwhelmingly, the most dominant response to the purpose and value of 

physical education was to promote health, wellbeing and engagement in physical 

activity. It could be argued with this being the existing dominant discourse the 

researcher was already ‘preaching to the converted’. However, the PD improved 

these responses. Where health previously was being used to describe dualistically 

the body as an object, these descriptions became more focussed around 

developing holistic health, wellbeing and engagement in physical activity, in 

essence physical literacy. This is illustrated in Olivia’s responses below. Initially, 

Olivia talks about teaching children to be healthy and active.  
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“it’s teaching children to be able to understand a way of keeping their 

bodies healthy and active” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

Yet in her closing interview Olivia describes an interrelatedness between physical 

education and physical literacy. 

 

“if you go with the fact that physical education, physical literacy, like one 

thing, linked together then you're educating them in something they're 

going to use for the rest of their lives” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

This change in Olivia’s understanding was considered to be stable, as in her final 

interview Olivia repeats how physical education should nurture physical literacy 

and thus engagement in physical activity for life.  

 

“They should be developing their physical literacy, and engagement in 

physical activity and that's going to be a life-long skill” [P1 Olivia: Final 

Interview] 

 

Olivia was not the only teacher to alter their view of PE and PL. Sarah also changed 

from her initial answer of developing health, wellbeing and physical activity. 

 

“It’s all about instilling in a child their actual health as well so its knowing 

that being physically active and having a right diet is important but when 

they're doing the physical education side of it, they're having fun and 

enjoyment so its promoting lifelong participation so that when they do 

leave us they're actively engaged” [S1 Sarah: Opening Interview] 

 

Sarah extended her response in light of the PD in her closing interview, by 

including the elements of physical literacy. 
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“Now when I think of physical education, I think of it with all that 

encompasses. So, I think now with the ability to do, and to know how to do, 

but to be able to do it confidently, to do it motivation and to have that 

motivation now to go about it. And actually, their application as well. Some 

students may be able to tell me a lot about it but not be able to apply it. 

And in that it leads to healthy, active lifestyles for life“ [S1 Sarah: Closing 

Interview] 

 

In her final interview, Sarah refines her answer further in the final interview to one 

that is even more aligned to the outcomes of physical literacy. 

 

“I think overall we're looking to promote lifelong participation to lead 

healthy, active lifestyles.” [S1 Sarah: Final Interview] 

 

It is possible to consider that PD can improve teacher understanding of the why of 

physical literacy informed physical education teaching practice. The physical 

literacy PD achieved this by developing teachers’ philosophical positioning and 

underpinning rationale of the importance of physical education. By exploring the 

value, role and purpose of physical education and physical literacy it encouraged 

teachers to reconnect, re-evaluate, re-establish, create or re-create their own 

educational philosophy. Ultimately the PD encouraged teachers to reinforce their 

philosophical beliefs and move away from potentially damaging rationales to 

more secure rationales for the importance of physical education.  

 

6.2 The what of physical literacy 

In exploring the what of physical literacy teachers were asked the following 

questions. 

 

• What is the definition of physical literacy? 
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• What is the relationship between physical literacy and physical education? 

•  What are the characteristics of a successful physical education lesson? 

 

The responses to these questions capture the perceptions of teachers specifically 

in relation to their understanding of the concept, how it relates to PE and how PL 

features in successful PE lessons. In answering these questions, the teachers 

needed to have an understanding of PL and be able to apply this understanding to 

PE. Aligned answers to PL would allude to a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of PL and PL informed PE practice. The teachers’ responses to these 

questions are explored in more detail within this section.  

 

6.2.1 Improving physical literacy understanding 

Stanec and Murray-Orr (2011) and Tristani and Fraser-Thomas (2014) suggest that 

trained PE teachers do not fully understand the physical literacy concept. If this is 

the case for trained PE teachers, then generalist primary teachers may have even 

less awareness and understanding. The PD aimed to improve both primary 

generalist and secondary PE specialist teachers understanding of the definition of 

physical literacy and challenge potential misconceptions.  

 

Unclear to clear understanding 

Unsurprisingly, there were quite few unclear perceptions out there which was 

similar to the findings of Foulkes et al. (2020). The PD enabled Amy, Stephen, 

Charlie and Luke to develop their understanding from an unclear definition during 

the opening interview to clearer definition by the end of the PD process. In his 

initial response Stephen was honest in stating that he didn’t know what physical 

literacy was.  

 

“I don’t have one to be quite honest it’s not something I’ve come across” 

[P1 Stephen: Opening Interview] 
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In his closing interview, Stephen was able to provide a better description of 

physical literacy. 

 

“Developing confidence, competence, the knowledge and understanding 

that they need to be active and to value that.” [P1 Stephen: Closing 

Interview] 

 

By his final interview, Stephen was able to articulate the relationship between 

physical literacy and the promotion of physical activity for life.  

 

“About getting children physical active for life, so giving them the skills so 

that they're confident, competent, enthusiastic, that they see themselves 

as being physically literate and then hopefully giving them skills that they'll 

continue that, not just in school but through life.” [P1 Stephen: Final 

Interview] 

 

Shifting teacher perspectives from an unclear understanding to a clear 

understanding of physical literacy was possible as a result of the PD process. By 

learning what physical literacy is and the underpinning rationale and relationship 

between physical literacy and physical education. It is possible to elevate, clarify 

and improve the understanding of physical literacy in the context of physical 

education and education more broadly.   

 

Misconception to clear understanding 

The PD was also able to clear up a few misconceptions in relation to the definition 

of physical literacy. A number of teachers thought physical literacy was concerned 

with the sole development of fundamental movement skills. Olivia expressed this 

opinion but more worryingly she was given this impression from her education at 

university.  
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“I only know, we talked about it a little bit at university, but I think, it was, 

like developing the fundamental skills.  erm, and I think that was like, erm, 

being able to control your body. controlling equipment and traveling in 

different ways) but that's as far as I know.” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

But by the end of the PD Olivia was more or less able to cite the full definition of 

physical literacy in both her closing and final interviews. 

 

“motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and 

understanding to take part in physical activity for life?” [P1 Olivia: Closing 

Interview] 

 

“The definition is motivation, confidence, competence, knowledge 

and understanding to take part in physical activities for life. So, in our 

context of a primary school, giving children opportunities to develop those 

skills and attitudes towards physical activity.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

Another misconception was expressed by Sarah, Jamie, Dave and Isla who all 

expressed that physical literacy was concerned with developing fundamental 

movement skills. Isla stated in her opening interview how physical literacy centred 

on developing fundamental movement skills. 

 

“Developing, like the fundamental movement skills; jumping, running, 

walking, throwing, catching, and being able to apply them to, like, different 

sporting scenarios, combined with the tactical awareness and the 

teamwork and stuff that goes with that. I think, it’s a fairly new term to me, 

to be honest.” [S2 Isla: Opening Interview] 
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However, by the end of the PD process Isla, as well as others embraced a wider, 

more holistic definition of physical literacy. Although not a perfect definition, the 

key elements were visible in Isla’s closing and final interviews.  

 

“Physical literacy is the cognitive, affective, physical and it's a holistic view 

basically.” [S2 Isla: Closing Interview]  

 

“Physical literacy is the motivation and willingness, along with physical 

competence and knowledge and understanding, to be physically active, 

literate, competent, engagement in physical activity for life.” [S2 Isla: Final 

Interview] 

 

Alternatively, Adam initially thought physical literacy was concerned with hand 

movements and facial expressions. 

 

“my understanding of it is that it’s kind of a way of you, teach and like you 

hand movements, or it could be your facial expressions, the way you move 

that kind of stuff (ok) is that right?” [S1 Adam: Opening Interview] 

 

By the end of the PD his response was aligned to the concept. 

 

“To promote physical activity throughout life.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

In her opening interview, Jodie also expressed the misconception that PL was 

concerned with body language. 

 

“I want to say because it's physical it's something about the body, about 

maybe like body language, how you position people when you're talking 

maybe? Something to do with body language, that's as far as I've got.” [S2 

Jodie: Opening Interview] 
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In Jodie’s closing interview she was much closer to the definition of PL. 

 

“It's like a whole approach to teaching. So, making sure that students 

they're motivated, so that they want to take part, they're competent, and 

they're confident, and they kind of like feel happy to take part in PE.” [S2 

Jodie: Closing Interview] 

 

The final misconception was expressed by Andrew who thought that physical 

literacy was about developing English and literacy skills within PE.  

 

“Physical literacy, when you said it, it means to me developing literacy 

skills, communication, written, communicating verbally or communicating 

writing down sort of stuff, through physical means.” [S2 Andrew: Opening 

Interview] 

 

However, by the end of the professional development Andrew was able to 

articulate a better definition of physical literacy.  

 

“Well, it's nothing to do with English literacy like I said in my original 

interview. Physical literacy is being physically literate. If you have a good 

level of physical literacy, then your physical abilities are at a high level. And 

that's not just being able to run, jump, throw, kick, catch and all the rest of 

that, but it's being motivated to take part in different activities and having 

the confidence to do so, and then the ability to follow it through and do it 

for all your life.” [S2 Andrew: Closing Interview]  

 

Andrew’s response was even more refined by the final interview.  
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“Being physically literate. Like you can be computer literate you understand 

how to use a computer, so developing physical, affective and cognitive 

aspects.” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

As discussed above there were a range of misconceptions that were expressed 

during the initial interview. Misconceptions are not a surprise given that they also 

exist in the academic space and so it would be logical to assume this would filter 

down to practitioner level (Cairney et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2018). However, 

the PD addressed and challenged these misconceptions with all teachers providing 

more aligned responses during their final and closing interview. Therefore, PD can 

indeed improve teachers understanding of what PL is.  

 

Partial to clear understanding 

Prior to the PD some teachers had an existing understanding of physical literacy. 

In the opening interview Anne-Marie and Joe had partial definitions of physical 

literacy. 

 

“Giving kids the confidence and the motivation to be active like throughout 

their life, but doing it through PE” [S1 Anne-Marie: Opening Interview] 

 

Both teachers were able to develop these initial definitions into clearer versions 

by the end of the PD process.  

 

“It's about developing the child as a whole. It's not just physical, you've got 

other aspects of it as well, like the affective and the cognitive part of it as 

well. So, making sure they're enjoying your lessons, they're learning 

knowledge, they're performing physically.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing 

Interview] 
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These findings clearly show that the PD improved teachers understanding of 

physical literacy, producing clearer and more accurate definitions of PL, regardless 

of their starting points. 

 

6.2.2 The relationship between physical literacy and physical education 

Once participants understood what physical literacy was, the next challenge was 

to develop the teachers understanding of the relationship between physical 

literacy and physical education. As a result of the PD process teachers were able 

to better articulate the relationship between PL and PE.  

 

Able to identify a relationship 

All the primary school teachers (Amy, Stephen and Olivia) were able to identify 

the relationship between physical literacy and physical education, stating that 

physical education was the ideal place (among others) to develop physical literacy. 

They also mentioned how physical literacy was the underlying goal of physical 

education (Whitehead, 2010).  

 

“The relationship between them, physical literacy is kind of like the building 

block to physical education. So, I would start with that theory when I am 

thinking of my lesson. And then kind of physical education is ... physical 

literacy is like the means in which we teach physical education.” [P1 Amy: 

Final Interview] 

 

In the secondary school context, there were a number of participants (Secondary 

1: Anne-Marie, Charlie, Jamie, Sarah. Secondary 2: Andrew and Isla.) who also 

described physical literacy and physical education as having an intertwined 

relationship. 
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“I think it is, you know, they go absolutely hand in hand. And that's what 

we are here to do. That is literally what we are here to do, isn't it?” [S1 

Charlie: Closing Interview] 

 

“They're hugely important, they're intertwined really. And I think now my 

philosophy will be it needs to be the foundation of PE.” [S1 Charlie: Final 

Interview] 

 

“PE is the vehicle in which physical literacy is enabled.” [S2 Andrew: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Many of the teachers described that physical literacy is the ultimate goal of 

physical education (Whitehead, 2010). This shows that the PD can improve 

teachers understanding of the relationship between physical literacy and physical 

education, and thus the importance of them embracing PL informed PE practice. 

This is significant because what was a previously unknown term and concept is 

now placed at the very centre of their PE teaching philosophy. 

 

Not yet able to identify a relationship  

However, not all teachers in the secondary context were able to clearly define the 

relationship between physical literacy and physical education. This means that 

there is still work to be done to improve the PD process. In Secondary 1, Adam and 

Joe struggled to clearly identify the relationship between physical education and 

physical literacy in their responses.  

 

“I think it's quite a good one, because it's... in terms of physical education 

it's thinking about "Yeah, I can be physically active, but what can I do in my 

head, mentally, to make me more physical?" And I think that a good 

relationship there.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 
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In Secondary 2 Jodie and Luke did not clearly describe the link between physical 

education and physical literacy.  

 

“The relationship is very similar; they do really cross over; and you are kind 

of ... Like I say, I mean I have included it without even really realising, so I 

think the relationship is very close. Then in some respects how I've not used 

it in netball it doesn't cross over. So, I think it's a funny one, depending on 

what you're teaching and how you interpret physical literacy to fit into 

that. It's very easy, it's not two separate things, it does interlink but it's how 

you make it link. I think it is an extra thought to think about, and if you don't 

think about it you miss a trick, but, yeah, they easily go side by side.” [S2 

Jodie: Final Interview] 

 

Dave in his final interview, tried to express how they might be linked, but he 

stressed that due to the current educational climate and focus on examination PE 

(Green, 2005 and Thorburn, 2007), there is not a clear and supportive link between 

the two.  

 

“Physical education at the moment seems to be very much down the route 

of teaching theory and I'm probably a little bit against that; I think it's hard 

to balance both of them together when we want them to be enjoying PE, 

being physically active, and then in the same breath we're having to teach 

them towards the specification that they've got to do in GCSE. It's just 

balancing the two, really.” [S2 Dave: Final Interview] 

 

Whilst the PD was successful in clarifying the link between PL and PE for most 

teachers, there were still some teachers who struggled to articulate the 

relationship. This could be addressed in follow up dialogue with participants and 

in refining the PD content for future studies. This is a challenging topic because it 

relies upon a robust understanding of PL and the role of PE and a comprehension 
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of how the two are interlinked. Dave also highlights how the culture in schools and 

policy needs to be challenged in order to provide a more conducive environment 

for PL to better inform PE practice, thus strengthening the link between PL and PE.  

 

6.2.3 The characteristics of a successful physical education lesson 

The PD also developed teachers understanding of the characteristics of a 

successful physical education lesson. Towards the end of the PD process teachers 

moved away from initial ‘happy, active, good’ characteristics towards 

characteristics that promoted student progress and features of the underpinning 

physical literacy philosophies.  

 

Happy, active, good to facilitate student progress 

Initially, a number of teachers including Olivia, Joe and Andrew described a 

successful lesson as one that facilitated enjoyment, engagement and physical 

activity. Amy also described how a successful lesson is one where children enjoy 

what they are doing.  

 

“that the children are enjoying it that they are getting involved with it, that 

you’ve got them actually doing something,” [P1 Amy: Opening Interview] 

 

Whilst students should experience enjoyment and engagement within a physical 

education lesson, they are not the sole characteristics of a successful educational 

lesson. These sentiments align with the earlier discussion around ‘PE to blow off 

steam’ (see Section 6.1.1 page, 170). If the same logic was applied to another 

lesson, such as numeracy/Maths or literacy/English, with outcomes being that 

they enjoyed the lesson, engaged in it and participated, questions would be raised. 

Education and subject lessons should aim to add value, to facilitate progress and 

to ultimately promote student learning. Progress and learning were only minor 

features of these teachers’ initial descriptions of a successful PE lesson. However, 
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as a result of the PD process, [most] teachers began to include making progress 

within their characteristics of a successful lesson, as Amy discusses.  

 

“So, I would say, everybody achieving something, and then the gifted and 

talented showing their own progress; as well as targeting children for 

interventions throughout the lesson, as and when they need them” [P1 

Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

This idea of ‘progress’ could also be identified in Olivia’s response. 

 

“One where there's lots of activity, so that the children have loads of time 

to be active and to practice. Where the teacher is watching the children to 

see where the input is needed, and then doing that when necessary with 

the children to enable them to make progress. Where children are being 

challenged.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

The concept of ‘progress’ was not solely a characteristic of the primary school 

setting. Teachers in the Secondary Schools also made reference to the notion of 

progress. 

 

“Where the students are loving taking part, are fully engaged in a lesson, 

all got opportunities to be successful in the lesson, they're all buzzed about 

a lesson, they're talking about it and enjoyed it; and there is differentiation 

so they can all make progress, there's teamwork and individual 

opportunities for them to succeed as well.” [S1 Joe: Final Interview] 

 

“When everyone was really engaged, felt really comfortable and confident 

to race each other, because of the particular drills that were set, they 

weren't racing to find the quickest person so the slowest got left behind. It 

was just a nice vibe, I didn't have to nag at anyone, everyone was on task 
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and doing it and felt quite well challenged as well; they quite liked being 

independent and saying like "This is your challenge off you go." And it 

wasn't so teacher led and telling them what to do, necessarily. This meant 

that all of them in some way made progress” [S2 Jodie: Closing Interview] 

 

This is encouraging, from the researcher’s perspective because it highlights that 

the teachers have higher expectations for their lessons in that they should 

promote and facilitate student progress as a result of the PD. This is much more 

aligned with other educational subject areas and it helps to raise the value, profile 

and purpose of PE from beyond just being ‘happy, active and good’ to a subject 

that fundamentally educates students and facilitates student progress, without 

losing the engagement, enjoyment and the physical in physical education.  

 

By the end of the PD process teachers also described successful lessons as those 

that were holistic (monism), facilitated positive and inclusive experiences 

(existentialism), and were designed to be personalised and collaborative 

(phenomenology). 

 

Holistic lesson (Monism) 

In their final interviews, Charlie, Andrew and Isla (all from the secondary contexts) 

all expressed that a successful lesson was one that is holistic in its approach and 

one that develops the physical, affective and cognitive aspects of physical literacy 

(Durden-Myers et al., 2018; Haydn-Davis, 2010; Pot et al., 2018). 

 

“I think a successful PE lesson is bringing all those component parts like the 

physical, affective and cognitive, giving students the opportunities to be 

physically active in different ways. Giving them different roles within the 

lesson. Allowing them to succeed basically. Exposing them to a sport and 

environment and activity, and allowing them different avenues to succeed, 
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it makes progress. And I think as long as they do that, and they access 

that, that's a successful lesson.” [S1 Charlie: Final Interview] 

 

“One that develops the whole person, so the physical, affective and 

cognitive aspects and it is engaging, one where children are active, not sat 

down, where they make progress. Whether that's being successful in 

showing a push pass or being successful in employing a specific tactical 

element in a game. Different scopes of progression.” [S2 Andrew: Final 

Interview] 

 

This highlights how teachers are moving towards an appreciation of holism and 

the holistic nature of child development, and thus the need for holistic education 

and PE lessons informed by all the elements of PL. 

 

Positive experience and inclusive environment (Existentialism) 

At the end of the PD, all the primary teachers (Amy, Olivia and Stephen) articulated 

how successful physical education lessons should create positive and inclusive 

experiences, where students are challenged and supported to make progress.  

 

“where all the children are taking part in, activities that they're enjoying 

because they're being successful, but at the same time are being, they're 

being stretched to complete tasks at a higher level or higher the next step 

for them and it’s not like the same activity for all children, pick out children 

who perhaps need a bit more support or need pushing so that they aren't 

demotivated because they aren't getting it or because it’s too easy” [P1 

Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

From Secondary 1, Adam, Anne-Marie and Joe all described how differentiated 

practice to create an inclusive environment to facilitate success was a key aspect 

of a successful physical education lesson. 
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“I think a successful PE lesson would look like a lot of engagement, people 

having fun, people hot and sweaty, lots of differentiation going on, lots of 

clear progression that you can see. And a clear definition of what is 

happening in the lesson, a specific goal within the lesson as well.” [S1 

Adam: Final Interview] 

 

Luke from Secondary 2 also expressed how lesson objectives should match the 

needs of the students and be differentiated so that all can make progress.  

 

“Something with a clear focus, like learning aims, success criteria and then 

tasks that are engaging, active and challenging at varying levels; so 

differentiated tasks that allows them to succeed but also pushing them to 

try something that is slightly more difficult for them. And then trying to 

apply that within the more competitive under pressure game situation, 

with possibly the potential of some coaching or feedback being introduced. 

Kind of them coming away actually understanding why, that we've worked 

on that, and the impact that's going to have on their performance.” [S2 

Luke: Final Interview] 

 

Responding to learners’ needs and creating positive and meaningful experiences 

for all, is a clear expression of how the teachers are moving towards more 

inclusive, empathetic and co-constructed practice, all of which are essential in 

placing the individual at the centre of learning experiences (Durden-Myers et al., 

2018) and nurturing physical literacy outcomes for all.  

 

Personalised and collaborative approach (Phenomenology) 

Jamie from Secondary 1 highlighted how a collaborative approach to teaching and 

learning is a characteristic of a successful PE lesson. He states that giving students 

autonomy and allowing them to take control of aspects of their learning is key.  
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“Stimulating an enthusiasm and creating like an appetite for the learning. 

Allowing students to express themselves, allowing success criteria so they 

can achieve; and being able to differentiate so whether they can't do it 

practically they've still got a knowledge, so showing to the rest of the class 

that they can achieve that. And being able to break down the barriers with 

my students. And giving them the change to take control of their own 

learning” [S1 Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

Dave and Jodie from Secondary 2 also expressed how a successful lesson is 

allowing students to make their own decisions and choices within lessons. 

 

“Active for as long as possible but also allowing the time to think and 

challenge their personal behaviours and personal motivation and trying to 

develop students and make them think intrinsically about how they 

motivate themselves.” [S2 Dave: Closing Interview] 

 

“I think its students turning up. Loving being part of PE, on whatever level 

that is, and being open minded to a number of sports. It's having them 

wanting to learn rather than just going out and playing… I suppose 

them understanding what fitness is and why they're needing it; and getting 

them to start making their own choices.” [S2 Dave: Final Interview] 

 

The descriptions of characteristics of a successful physical education lesson above 

clearly show that the underlying philosophy of physical literacy comprising 

monism (holistic), existentialism (positive experiences) and phenomenology 

(personalised and collaborative) are now informing the teachers perception of a 

successful PE lesson. This is clear evidence that PL PD can develop teachers and 

redefine their understanding of what a successful PE lesson is. 
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6.3 The how of physical literacy 

Teachers were asked how they facilitate the nurturing of motivation and 

confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding and additional 

aspects of physical literacy within their lessons. These questions were asked to 

identify whether teachers were able to apply their PL understanding to how the 

elements of PL could be nurtured in PE practice. Their responses during the 

opening, closing and final interviews are explored in this section.  

 

6.3.1 Motivation and confidence 

The PD encouraged teachers to explore and develop their understanding of 

motivation and confidence including how to use pedagogical strategies to 

facilitate student self-determination, autonomy and intrinsic motivation (Key 

Principle 2 and 3, Durden-Myers et al., 2018). In their opening interviews teachers 

generally expressed strategies that encouraged extrinsic reward. By the end of the 

PD process the strategies identified were much more balanced, with a larger 

proportion of teachers identifying strategies that could be more readily aligned 

with student self-determination, autonomy and intrinsic motivation. Not only 

could teachers better answer this question in the closing and final interview, but 

the range of answers and strategies given were also more likely to nurture 

motivation and confidence.  

 

Moving away from extrinsic motives and external reward strategies 

A number of teachers in their initial responses mentioned how the use of praise 

was used to facilitate motivation and confidence (Primary 1, Amy and Stephen, 

Secondary 1 Adam and Secondary 2 Andrew). Two examples from Stephen and 

Andrew are outlined below.  

 

“I identifying areas for all children where you can praise, you know when 

you see something good or you see someone, again there's an idea that 

good has to be perfect you know and someone performing the skill 
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perfectly, but if you see someone who was really struggling with something 

and they've made an improvement in it noticing that and saying it, and you 

know letting them feel, it’s been noted and, that you've saw that” [P1 

Stephen: Opening Interview] 

 

“Really praising them when they do change something and get something 

slightly right, and if they don’t, if they’re still not getting it right, then try 

not to just leave it, well you’ve had a go at shotput, but you couldn’t do it, 

let’s just revisit it next lesson, that sort of thing, and as long as I can praise 

how they’ve improved that level within a lesson then that positive 

encouragement hopefully will have a positive impact.” [S2 Andrew: 

Opening Interview] 

 

As mentioned earlier, (Section 3.2.2 The Affective Domain) extrinsic motives could 

take the form of trophies, prizes, praise and status. Praise needs to be used very 

carefully so that pupils do not become over-reliant on extrinsic reward and 

teachers inadvertently engrain extrinsic sources of motivation. Even more 

important is making sure praise is used in the recognition of effort rather than 

natural ability or performance (this also links to achievement goal theory Appendix 

3). This is often a common issue within physical education, and it has been 

exemplified in these research findings.  

 

Another strategy that was mentioned was the use of competition. Olivia describes 

how her class responds well to competition as a motivational tool.  

 

“With like competition they responded to that really well, wasn’t 

particularly well to start with in terms of their attitudes towards each other 

but they liked, were more willing to participate when it was a competitive 

situation erm so especially in outdoor, that’s what I'd try to include 

something competitive in each lesson” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 
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The use of competition is a contentious strategy in physical education (Harvey and 

O’Donovan, 2011). Competition against oneself, or in reference to improvement 

against a task, can promote intrinsic motivation. The over-reliance and use of 

competition against others, or ego orientated comparisons, may be detrimental in 

the long run at promoting and nurturing intrinsic motivation. All of these teachers 

developed their understanding from strategies that could be considered as 

aligning with the promotion of extrinsic motives and external reward towards 

more self-determined and intrinsic motivational strategies. This is exemplified in 

the following section. 

 

Moving towards self-determined and intrinsic motivation strategies 

Amy developed her understanding by including strategies that take into 

consideration competency and relatedness (from self-determination theory 

Section 3.2.2 The Affective Domain and Appendix 3). Competency, in relation to 

ensuring that activities are pitched and differentiated to facilitate success, and 

relatedness, by choosing activities that the students will enjoy. 

 

“We try and use sports that they want to do, to get them engaged, play 

games ... like warm up games. To keep them motivated, that whole idea of 

them pushing themselves on throughout the lesson. So, when we did that 

lesson on jumping, when they moved the cones so they can see they're 

getting better. And confidence, yeah, just having a bar that everyone can 

reach at the beginning, some of them it might obviously take till the end of 

the lesson, but just having a bar that they can all reach at some point. So, 

then they've all achieved something during the lesson.” [P1 Amy: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Stephen developed his understanding by including strategies that take into 

consideration all three elements of self-determination theory (Niemiec and Ryan, 
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2009; Deci and Ryan, 1991). Promoting autonomy by giving students choice and 

opportunities to make decisions. Nurturing competency by responding to the 

learning needs of the group and being more student centred rather than teacher 

centred. And finally, incorporating relatedness by designing activities and creating 

learning environments that fostered curiosity, interest and engagement.  

 

“Thinking about how I can effectively get the lesson off to a really good 

start and have them all interested in it, that's one thing. Listening to them, 

so we were playing a small-sided little game of cricket… It was getting them 

more involved in the lesson from a decisions point of view, rather than me 

being the sort of typical primary teacher of "I've planned this, and we're 

gonna do this, It's allowing that sort of freedom for them to come up with 

what they want to do. And that immediately had them engaged, because 

the thing that was annoying them about the game was moved out the way; 

they then got on and enjoyed the game even more. And that gave me the 

time to work with, as I say, there was some throwing and catching issues 

and some batting issues that we needed to look at. And I could just feel the 

difference in the lesson that you didn't have your sort of Angelo's and 

Oliver's go "For God's sakes, we've done this to death now, why can't we 

move on?" But you also had your lower ones feeling that they were involved 

in the session and that they were getting something out of it as well.” [P1 

Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

Adam developed his understanding to include competency related strategies 

where lesson activities were differentiated so that students could achieve success. 

This is much more aligned with task-orientated motivational sources.  

 

“I think that again comes down to differentiation, and having a lot of 

different questions for students, having a lot of different tasks for students, 
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so that they can access the learning and ultimately achieve something 

within the lesson.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

Andrew developed his understanding and use of autonomy-supportive strategies 

by introducing roles and the opportunity for students to identify the most valuable 

player, guided by criteria that rewarded effort. 

 

“By praising success, by using student leaders, "You're excellent at this, can 

you go and make sure that the rest of the class know how to do this, that, 

and the other?" Or "You're in charge of your team, can you deploy this 

tactic?" And, yeah, I've used MVP (most valuable player) in my basketball 

lessons recently, so the team votes for their own VP. And its most of the 

time it’s not the best player but the one that tries the most.” [S2 Andrew: 

Final Interview] 

 

Olivia has added competency-related strategies to her initial competition strategy 

stating that she now ensures that there are opportunities for all students to 

experience success and take something away from the lesson. 

 

“Giving children activities to do that we know that they'll enjoy...My class 

are really competitive so they like games, so doing things in a game style, 

turning anything into a game even if it didn't really need to be a 

game, because then they want to do it because they want to win. But now 

I do it like they have to beat their own score, or teams score not beating 

other people. And then the confidence thing, making sure that all the 

children can have an opportunity to succeed in the task that they're doing; 

so that no-one's going away from the lesson thinking "Oh, I couldn't do 

that, that and that." Everyone has done something, everyone's been able 

to succeed in something.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 
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It is clear from the responses above that these teachers are more aware and 

informed of strategies to promote self-determination, by creating opportunities 

for autonomy, competency and relatedness within their lessons (Niemiec and 

Ryan, 2009; Deci and Ryan, 1991).  

 

Reinforcing and extending existing self-determined and intrinsic motivation 

strategies 

The remaining teachers all identified strategies that could already be aligned to 

self-determination or intrinsic motivation. The PD process in these cases extended 

and reinforced these positions. Two examples (Anne-Marie from Secondary 1 and 

Dave from Secondary 2) are outlined below to exemplify this. Anne-Marie initially 

stated that fostering a supportive and safe learning environment is key as the 

foundation for building motivation and confidence so that students are able to 

fully participate without fear of ridicule or judgement.  

 

“I think it’s a lot about how you treat the group, if you let them know it is 

ok to do something wrong, you're not laughing if someone kicks the ball 

and it goes over there, it’s like we're all learning together, and I think you 

just need to get that like, you're a team when you're in the class and stuff 

like that” [S1 Anne-Marie: Opening Interview] 

 

Anne-Marie developed her answer to include facilitating success (competency) 

and using praise to gain initial motivation, and then stepping back so that students 

develop their intrinsic motivation. She also mentioned rewarding effort rather 

than performance, which again aligns with task orientated motivational strategies. 

 

“By rewarding things other than just the performance. I think we focus a 

lot on performance but maybe we can pick up on the kid who's rubbish but 

they put all their effort in. And that will make them more confident and 
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make them want to keep going. And if we've got differentiated tasks that 

are fun then they'll be more motivated.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Final Interview] 

 

Dave mentioned a number of strategies including the use of differentiation 

(competency) in his opening interview to facilitate success. 

 

“I'd always start just with the confidence level of activities that they know 

they can do and work up from that. How do I motivate? I consider myself 

quite a positive person, you know, chunking lessons that sort of stuff, 

having it short, sharp and snappy so that before they get bored it's moving 

on, making clear progressions and giving them the opportunity to progress. 

I quite often, when I'm putting into groups rather than me doing face 

picking for that I've always found it interesting I'll probably say "Right, 

we're going to have a top group, middle group and bottom group...put 

yourselves where you think you want to be working." And it's always very 

accurate. And I find that...and they really enjoy being in that environment. 

Smaller groups they've always chosen what group they'll be working in, so 

it's not like I've said, "You're the bottom group," they kind of know where 

they stand, their status in the lesson. And that always works quite well.” 

[S2 Dave: Opening Interview] 

 

Dave goes on to develop his response in his closing interview by stating how he 

has developed his strategy by embracing relatedness, by providing students with 

the opportunity to be in groups with a peer. 

 

“I know from one of the things we talked about I always looked at...made 

the groups sort of even abilities by sort of telling them to get with their 

friends and then I'd sort of say "Right, you're on Team A or team B."  

Because they'd normally friend up with someone of the same sort of ability 

as themselves. But actually, now I've started thinking about, you know, can 
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we get into fours. So they get into their friendship group and two go one 

way and two go the other so it's more of that...I forget what the word is 

but they get that... the relatedness whatever you get, whatever you call it, 

and they've got slightly a bit more in confidence and motivation, especially 

in the girls' groups, to perform and be motivated in their own 

environment.” [S2 Dave: Closing Interview] 

 

The PD developed teachers understanding of physical literacy by enhancing their 

knowledge and application of teaching strategies that foster student self-

determination, autonomy and intrinsic motivation. These types of motivation 

have been proven to be more enduring and stable (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Deci 

and Ryan, 1991) and are key in the promotion of PA for life.  

 

6.3.2 Physical competence 

As a result of the PD the teachers developed their understanding of physical 

competence and explored a range of pedagogical strategies to develop physical 

competence (Key Principle 4, Durden-Myers et al., 2018). Surprisingly, this 

question was not answered initially very well. The initial answers were simplistic 

and vague, or based heavily on fitness, base line testing and physical activity time. 

But by the end of the PD process the answers were more sophisticated and 

focussed more on developing skills and movement patterns in context in order to 

facilitate progress.  

 

Broadening physical activity time, fitness and base line testing focus 

A number of secondary teachers provided initial responses that were focussed on 

developing physical competence by focussing on increasing the amount of 

physical activity time, fitness and using base-line testing. Although physical activity 

time is important, because ultimately it is a physical education lesson, activity for 

activities sake can be damaging as it may become meaningless. Similarly, a focus 

purely on fitness can have negative outcomes, as physical competence is 
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comprised of more elements than physical fitness alone. This may also have 

dualistic undertones of the body as a machine. Therefore, the PD aimed to develop 

these initial responses to include strategies to develop motor and physical 

competence (skill development) and where possible, to make these experiences 

meaningful by developing them in context. The teachers that were included in this 

category included Jamie and Joe from Secondary 1 and Andrew and Dave from 

Secondary 2. Jamie described initially how he focussed on a component of fitness 

and then differentiated the lesson to respond to the individual in relation to the 

physical demands of the situation.  

 

“so we'll identify what components of fitness we're working on and then 

we'll differentiate that lesson to cope with the demands of the individual so 

if we're doing a cooper run we'll set smaller targets for the students to 

improve within that lesson or within 6 week scheme of work” [S1 Jamie: 

Opening Interview] 

 

By the closing interview Jamie was able to articulate a more holistic approach 

identifying how his planning has more purpose and he consciously thinks about 

how to develop skills within the lesson and relate them back to the game (context) 

whilst trying to keep students active. 

 

“Well, since you've come into my lessons, I’m trying to keep them active 

and always trying to relate that to the game; so, make each drill have a 

purpose. And it's made me think when I'm planning now, "Why are we 

doing that drill? What effect is that gonna have on the students? What's 

the purpose of it?" And so, I always try to plan me drills now to relate back 

to that game so they can overall improve. So that's one major thing I've 

really took out of this and its meant that my students are actually 

developing their skills as well as their fitness.” [S1 Jamie: Closing Interview] 

 



CHAPTER SIX: PHYSICAL LITERACY UNDERSTANDING     

  206 

Joe mentioned in his initial interview that the department uses base-line testing 

to monitor physical fitness throughout the school years. He also focused on 

physical activity time.  

 

“We do a lot of baseline testing and we monitor the students health 

through the school life, so obviously having an understanding where their 

baseline is in terms of endurance and their physical fitness, also within the 

lesson developing, so ensuring lessons are well differentiated so the groups 

have the same amount of progression, they can develop to their full 

potential during the lesson, trying to keep all the activates and task in the 

lesson as physically active as possible, so they're all doing rather than just 

watching or supporting anything like that, and just making sure their 

physically active.” [S1 Joe: Opening Interview]  

 

But by the end of the PD Joe was able to articulate a more holistic answer including 

being more energetic himself as this sets the tempo of the lesson, maximising 

physical activity time whilst developing skill but also make it meaningful by relating 

it back to the activity (context). 

 

“Ensuring that I try and be energetic myself in lessons, hopefully that rubs 

off on the students a little bit and try and get them engaged in movement 

straight away in the lesson, obviously try and be mindful to keep them 

physically active whilst developing skills within the lesson, trying to do that 

as actively as possible as well, and making sure that you relate it back to 

the activity so why are we learning this skill and how will it make us better 

in the game” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

There were a number of teachers who thought their role was to just get students 

active and moving, rather than getting them active, engaged and then making 

progress, developing and refining their movement patterns. By the end of the PD 
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there was more of a concentrated focus on appropriate activities that developed 

physical competence with more one to one feedback to personalise and respond 

to learners’ needs. 

 

Developing simplistic and vague initial answers  

There were a number of teachers in the initial interview that gave simplistic and 

vague answers. This is most likely down to a lack of subject knowledge or 

awareness of the strategies they could use to develop physical competence. The 

PD enabled these teachers to develop their answers giving more sophisticated and 

specific answers in their closing and final interviews. The teachers who were 

identified in this category included Amy from Primary 1 and Adam and Charlie 

from Secondary 1. In her opening interview Amy expressed that she had taken 

inspiration for skill development and differentiation from her own experience of 

attending Pilates. 

 

“so if I take gym for example, if we're doing a skill, I always try and think, 

only from doing Pilates, I always try and think of something to make it 

easier and something to make it harder like I do at Pilates so if someone’s 

struggling I'd say to make it easier do this, or to make it harder, do this” [P1 

Amy: Opening Interview] 

 

But by the end of the PD Amy was able to describe how she identifies a range of 

skills that are required in order to perform the activity and then plans her lessons 

to develop these in relation to the students’ needs and related to the context.   

 

“When we choose what specific sport we're doing in PE, I then split it ... 

when I come to do my planning ... I split it into the skills that they need to 

learn… The idea that we start with a game and then ... because before we 

used to build up on the skills and then play games at the end, whereas now 

we kind of start with the game and then pick out the skills through each 
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lesson. So, we are targeting more specific skills within a lesson that they 

need to develop rather than just doing skills but not related to what they 

need to develop” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

Adam mentioned that developing physical competence was about knowing your 

students, which is true, but he didn’t provide specific details of how to develop 

physical competence.  

 

“I think its knowing your pupils in that sense, I mean, erm, there's pupils 

that play sport out of school, there's pupils that don't I think it’s having that 

sort of line, how far you push them in lessons, so, having them being able 

to perform physically throughout the whole time might not be appropriate 

for some kids, whereas some it will, so knowing your students in that sense, 

knowing what activities you should do with them, know which you 

shouldn’t do with them, and making sure they can all be involved” [S1 

Adam: Opening Interview] 

 

By the end of the professional development process he was able to describe some 

strategies, including relating activities back to the context and providing feedback 

so that the students are able to improve their skills. 

 

“I think you develop skills by what I was saying before, about having 

cognition in your lesson as well as that and having more problem-solving 

activities, loads of different activities within your lesson that are going to 

challenge people in different ways. Like the fitness side as well, I think it's 

just having more kinds of activities where kids are doing more things, so 

you've got a part in your lesson where it is more physical. And just thinking 

about the activities and how they relate to the game and giving feedback 

so they can improve.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 



CHAPTER SIX: PHYSICAL LITERACY UNDERSTANDING     

  209 

Being able to better articulate strategies to promote physical competence alludes 

to a deeper and wider understanding of teachers in developing this PL domain.  

 

Strengthening and refining teaching strategies that facilitate progress 

The remaining teachers (Olivia and Stephen from Primary 1, Anne-Marie and Sarah 

from Secondary 1 and Isla, Jodie and Luke from Secondary 2) all gave secure 

answers in the initial interview, but the PD strengthened, refined and extended 

their understanding of why these strategies were used and successful. Three 

examples, one from each context, is outlined in more detail below. Olivia initially 

described how she differentiated groups so that she could respond to the learning 

needs of groups of children.  

 

“I try and make sure there's chances for them to work in groups with 

children who are like, same skill development as them and then alongside 

children who have already got it who can model it for them as well so that 

they've got a mixture and obviously when they're in a group of children who 

have similar needs you can work with them in a more focused way” [P1 

Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

By the end of the PD process Olivia was able to describe that she was more aware 

of individuals and what their skill levels were, which informed her planning and 

differentiation. Her lessons were now more active, with less time watching or 

listening to the teacher. Her activities are now also planned to respond to the 

student’s individual needs. 

 

“I think I'm more aware of individuals, and what their skills level is like 

which has helped my planning and differentiation, but, I try to, be, I guess 

the fitness side of it is trying to make them more active, so I will, lessons I 

was teaching before it was less active, less physical and more standing and 

listening or waiting for a turn, so, try to make sure that its less of that and 
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more doing, and then that the skills they're developing are matched to 

them, the children that can already do something aren't stood around 

listening to me showing those who can't do it how to do it, erm, and then 

that I think helps those children who do need that anyway because it’s in a 

smaller group anyway so they don't feel embarrassed or, under pressure 

because you're helping them individually or in a small group, it’s better for 

everyone. I think it's by trying to tailor your lessons and activities to 

children's needs so that they are doing activities that will help them with 

what they need.” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

In her initial interview Sarah described how she breaks the skills down and then 

differentiates to appropriately challenge the students.  

 

“In the lessons we'll break the skills down as I mentioned earlier, so we'll 

teach them skills first of all sort of thing, and then if there's someone that I 

identify that either can or can't do it, someone who can't do it I’ll work with 

them or pair them up with someone who can do it already whilst I help 

someone else, someone who's very good at it I’ll either get them to help 

someone else or push them onto a harder task” [S1 Sarah: Opening 

Interview] 

 

After the PD Sarah extended her answer to include how she relates the skills to 

the context using whole-part-whole method which enables her to respond the 

learning needs of the group and individuals and develop the skills required to 

make them more successful. 

 

“One thing I did do differently, I haven't done for a while, is do whole-part-

whole when I was doing this teaching. And that was more to see what they 

knew first of all, but also as a way to engage them straight away; because 

some students always want to play the game, and if my planning went 
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wrong during a lesson and I kept them on a skill for too long, then they 

wouldn't have the game opportunity. So where I've given them at the 

beginning then I can also do a re-assessment, so if I totally forget week to 

week what my kids have done the previous week, I can then the first 

week  "Ah, I remember, that child's suffering with the throwing." Or, "I 

remember that, that." Then I can obviously teach the lesson, but then go 

up to that child and try and develop their weaknesses also in that lesson 

before they get back into the main game.” [S1 Sarah: Closing Interview] 

 

Isla initially described how she tries to develop student fitness as well as skills by 

modelling and providing individualised feedback.  

 

“Developing their fitness, I think, tends to happen at the moment in, kind 

of, a block, when they’re doing a fitness unit. Erm, giving them an 

understanding of different aspects of their fitness and opportunity to try 

and pick one or two and actually really improve them, erm, giving them the 

opportunity to develop skills comes through, kind of isolated practices, 

conditional practices, practices in a game with lots of, kind of, modelling of 

the kind of perfect model, the right way to do things, and also, practice; 

them practicing with feedback to try and improve. Erm, yeah.” [S2 Isla: 

Opening Interview]  

 

Isla extended her initial answer by considering and reflecting upon the ‘practice 

makes permanent’ comment that was made in a PD session in relation to being 

more conscious about appropriate activities and feedback to students. She also 

now considers how she presents information whether that be verbally, visually or 

manually to ensure students are performing the activity to the best of their ability. 

 

“I guess like linking back to what we were saying before about the practice 

makes permanent, then I think one of the big things is that I'm really 
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conscious to think about how my feedback impacts the progress that 

students make physically. In terms of developing their fitness, I also kind of 

sometimes reflect on "Okay, so if a student can't do this skill, is it because 

they don't have the skill related components of fitness, or is it actually a 

cardiovascular issue or a strength issue?" I guess that would affect in what 

way I'd support them. In terms of kind of delivering that in a lesson, the 

ways that I would teach, I think maybe not so much has changed there; I 

think I always try to present things, model things, in different ways. 

Sometimes do it in a visual way, sometimes do it in a verbal way, 

sometimes actually physically correct students. So, yeah, but I'm conscious 

that I'm doing it in that manner now.” [S2 Isla: Final Interview] 

 

All of these improved responses highlight how the PD process has been successful 

in providing more ideas and strategies to promote physical competence within PE 

lessons. 

 

6.3.3 Knowledge and understanding  

As a result of the PD, the teachers developed their knowledge and understanding 

and explored a range of pedagogical strategies to develop this element of physical 

literacy (Key Principle 5, Durden-Myers et al., 2018. During the initial interviews it 

was clear that the responses fell into two initial categories. Teachers who were 

not able to give specific strategies that developed student understanding, and 

those who could, albeit that their responses could have been improved.  

 

Developing a lack of and strengthening existing understanding  

Three teachers have been selected to exemplify how the PD developed a lack of 

understanding and strengthened existing understanding of strategies to improve 

student knowledge and understanding. Amy initially relied on external sources 

such as the use of the interactive whiteboard and YouTube clips to help students 

understand what they would be learning in the lesson.  
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“I always show them clips before they go down so they love watching like 

games from the Olympics, so when we actually started playing games in 

hockey, I showed them like, the Great Britain, Australia whatever, clips on 

YouTube and they actually saw the game happening and, so that kind of 

drummed up some momentum before we went downstairs, and also so 

they could see the skills they were using, it give, it kind of gave them a 

purpose of why we'd done what we were doing?” [P1 Amy: Opening 

Interview] 

 

By the end of the PD Amy was able to describe how she uses strategies within her 

lessons to develop student knowledge and understanding. Including the use of the 

whole-part-whole method so that students could understand why they were 

practicing certain skills and how they related to the game situation. 

 

“Again, by picking out when I'm doing my planning, picking out the key 

knowledge and understanding of a specific sport? I think that the fact that 

we now start with games, they then understand, so the week after we if we 

work on bowling, they know then why they're doing it because we've 

started with a game. Whereas before we just started with skills, so then 

they never actually got into a game until the end of the unit of work.” [P1 

Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

Jamie initially, was very vague in his answer and deferred back to the health 

lessons the children in his school receive.  

 

“so, we do health lessons here, I'm not part of the health lessons, but I know 

that erm the teachers here are trying to implement that within the lessons, 

explain the importance and integrate into physical activity” [S1 Jamie: 

Closing Interview] 
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By the end of the PD Jamie was able to articulate how in his lessons he develops 

knowledge and understanding through the use of effective questioning, and by 

relating the activities back to the lesson objectives or game. 

 

“So, breaking the skill down to its easiest form, and I've found having task 

cards, which obviously increase their literacy levels, and being able to build 

on their prior knowledge. So, if they've struggled with a specific skill, 

possibly start that with a starter next and then just explain the purpose and 

just keep relating back to the game. I always try to use Bloom's Taxonomy 

and target differentiated questions to target ability. But I also try to relate 

it back to the drill so "Why do you think we're doing this? What purpose do 

you have on this?" So, say for example, if we're having a bowling activity, 

instead of just doing it from five or ten yards, have a white cone or 

something what makes it specific from the bowling square to the batting 

square; so just keep relating back to that game.” [S1 Jamie: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Sarah described how knowledge and understanding is developed by sharing the 

rationale of the activity with the students or by learning the theory of health and 

nutrition in health lessons.  

 

“it does it in various ways, so if it's on a particular skill of tactic then we'll 

obviously talk about it then go away and apply it, if it’s in more of an aspect 

of their own health diet, and those sort of topics, we teach that in a game 

style theory lesson but we do it in an enjoyable game sort of way, so that’s 

it’s not a teacher dictating them how to do it, its learnt in a different way, 

so like we've just done nutrition so we have all like food groups, and they 

have to put all the food into food groups, topics are more hands on and 

enjoyable rather than teachers dictating” [S1 Sarah: Opening Interview] 
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Sarah extended her initial answer to include effective explanations of the task 

including verbal, practical and visual cues to help students understand what they 

are being asked to do and why. She also mentions how she encourages students 

to take ownership of their learning and adapt activities to make them more 

challenging. 

 

“When I'm teaching a skill focus, I will teach it in a varied amount of ways. 

I'll try and hit it for every learner, so I'll explain what I'm doing, do a 

practical demonstration with them, and also give them the task cards so 

they can see what it is. So, I'll do it as in teach them it, check their 

understanding with regards to go off, practically see it, Q and A it to see 

can you understand. So even if they can't practically, as long as they know 

the teaching points and I can get them to peer assess and help each other. 

And then with the final bit of creativity, that comes down both to me and 

to them, so if they've got a different way, if I try to put it in a way the most 

engaging way possible for them; but then letting them adapt it. So 

sometimes on a task a student might put an extra thing out, it's like "I've 

done that." Rather than telling them off for not sticking to the task, it's like 

"Oh, well done. Can you develop that even further?" Or gauge their ideas 

on how to make it harder or easier. So when I was doing the throwing and 

catching, I just like to watch for the first bit, and then I saw that they were 

taking themselves naturally back and I was like "Well done, you haven't 

even needed me to tell you that; you've created that yourselves and you've 

thought this is too easy for me and I'm taking it back." [S1 Sarah: Closing 

Interview] 

 

These responses highlight how these teachers are now more conscious of the 

cognitive development of their students and think about opportunities to develop 
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their cognition more strategically, by embedding pedagogical tools to enhance this 

within their lessons.  

 

Encouraging students to become involved in their learning 

Similar to Sarah’s description above, other teachers also began to express more 

readily and frequently the importance of encouraging students to become 

involved in their learning by the end of the PD. In the closing interview, Stephen 

expressed how he encourages students to problem solve and think of activities 

and ideas that can develop the skills they have been learning in the lessons.  

 

“I am trying to get better at identifying the key points of what I want them 

to take away. I have tried in lessons to develop that, so open-ended 

questions or little games...the cricket last week once I'd got my little batting 

game, we had a little bit at the end...and again it's about getting your 

timings right and everything else...But saying to them "Right, we've shown 

you a front-foot drive, what could your little game be to practice that, or 

develop that?" And they started...you know, give the kids a bunch of cones 

and the equipment and they come up with all sorts of things. But that sort 

of creativity was coming into that lesson and that's something that I can 

take forward.” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

Anne-Marie developed her understanding by building upon her example of giving 

students control of their learning. 

 

“we might have like a starter activity, they might still be active but it might 

be like a key words relay, so they're getting the knowledge and stuff like 

that, we take them out for questioning, erm, creativity, so it can be we've 

done it where they can take control of the learning so they've got a goal, 

so it might be they got to do, so gymnastics you've got to do a routine with 

so many rolls and things, and just letting them create it themselves rather 
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than use just going right now we're gonna do a handstand, now let’s all do 

a forward roll” [S1 Anne-Marie: Opening Interview] 

 

By the closing interview Anne-Marie was also able to apply the same example with 

a teaching games for understanding approach. 

 

“The knowledge and understanding is like the games for understanding bit, 

where you can apply it to the game situation. Instead of telling them, ask 

them "Why is the ball going over that way?" Most of them after a bit of 

prompting they'll be able to tell you the answer. And then the creativity is 

the games where they have to change the goals for it maybe, like the 

rounders one, or "How can we make this harder, how can we make it 

easier?" [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

Students being actively involved in their own learning is essential if they are to 

eventually become autonomous learners, able to reflect upon and manage their 

own physical literacy journey. As such active learning should be promoted 

whereby learners strive for understanding and competence and seek out 

knowledge about the world. Adler (1982) suggests that all genuine learning is 

active, not passive. It is a process of discovery in which the learner is the main 

agent, not the teacher, Ericksen (1984, pp.51) further supports the notion of active 

learning stating that students learn what they care about and remember what 

they understand. Active learning is something that should be promoted as an 

ethos, to encourage pupils to take ownership of their own learning, fostering 

curiosity and interest. This will also in turn facilitate the notion of active 

engagement, whereby it is deemed that pupils learn most effectively when they 

are interested, involved and appropriately challenged (DfES, 2004). By allowing 

pupils to test out their knowledge in practice situations the more thoroughly they 

will understand it. By fostering opportunities for learners to apply and relate the 
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theoretical principles in practice, the better they will become at remembering 

these principles (Davis, 2009).    

 

Improving students by improving teacher knowledge and understanding 

In her opening interview and subsequent interviews, Jodie mentioned that 

developing her own subject knowledge has a direct result on improving the 

knowledge and understanding of her students. In her opening interview Jodie 

stressed the importance of current subject knowledge.  

  

“Making sure my subject knowledge is up to date and constantly talking 

through that knowledge within a lesson. Especially with our exams, about 

knowledge of the body systems and fitness things. So, constantly going 

through the rules of things, why we're doing things, that question of 'why' 

and getting them to talk a little bit; keeping that very important and not 

just turning up, doing a drill, doing a game and going in. It's making sure 

they understand what's going on and why things happen.” [S2 Jodie: 

Opening Interview] 

 

In Jodie’s closing interview she revisited the importance of having current subject 

knowledge. 

 

“Subject knowledge from myself, just making sure that they know what 

they're doing and why they're doing it and everything is up to date, as well; 

so making sure I'm not teaching them old badminton rules or something 

like that, then I will be able to pass this on to the pupils.” [S2 Jodie: Closing 

Interview] 

 

The PD enabled teachers to engage in professional discussions around pedagogy 

both contemporary and traditional. This professional dialogue improved teacher 
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knowledge and understanding which may have also been passed on to the 

students. 

 

6.3.4 Additional aspects of the how of physical literacy 

Due to word limit constraints the remaining three areas that were explored in the 

‘how’ of physical literacy will not be discussed in this thesis. The additional areas 

related to how teachers promoted individual value and responsibility (Key 

Principle 6, Durden-Myers et al., 2018), provided a range of physical activity 

environments, and facilitated personalised learning.  

 

6.4 Physical literacy informed physical education 

Teachers were asked “how do you nurture physical literacy in physical education”? 

Three categories emerged from this question. Firstly, teachers that were 

uninformed to informed. Secondly, teachers that were informed to more 

informed. And finally, teachers that were uninformed to informed and then 

reverted back to partially informed. 

 

6.4.1 Uninformed to informed practice 

Most teachers moved from a uniformed position to that of an informed position. 

This is an unsurprising conclusion given that most teachers did not understand 

what physical literacy was in the opening interview. Moving to a position where 

physical literacy now informs their practice demonstrates how PL PD can not only 

improve teacher knowledge and understanding but also inform, change and shape 

practice. Teachers that were categorised into this group included Olivia and 

Stephen from Primary 1, Charlie, Jamie and Sarah from Secondary 1 and Isla from 

Secondary 2. Two examples are outlined below. In her opening interview Olivia 

was non-descript in how PL informed her practice.  

 

“I'd say that generally I try to make sure that, before, because they're a 

little bit older, erm, sometime assume that they already have the skills, but 
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sometimes see that it’s not there...children, then that has to be brought 

into the next lesson as well, or sometimes the whole class will need 

consolidation on something, erm, so it’s, just kind of adds on where I see its 

needed” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

But by the closing interview Olivia was able to articulate how PL informed her 

practice.  

 

“trying to make sure children have the opportunity to be successful in every 

lesson so they're confidence is built so they enjoy physical education more 

so matching activities that meet their skill level to move them on 

challenged” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

Olivia’s response was further refined in the final interview, articulating how her 

practice is informed by PL by trying to promote PA for life.  

 

“We try and make sure that there's lots of different opportunities for 

different types of activities, so that there's something for everybody. We're 

trying to make sure that the learning's specific to the children's needs, so 

instead of doing whole class, doing little groups and things like that so that 

the children are developing the skills that they need to be active for life” 

[P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

Similarly, in his opening interview Jamie was honest in stating he was not sure how 

PL informed his practice.  

 

“I’m not too sure, as I say I’m not 100% sure on it, but hopefully with this 

study, in the next couple of weeks I’ll be able to answer that” [S1 Jamie: 

Opening Interview] 
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But in his final interview he was able to articulate how his lessons are informed by 

PL in developing the whole person and all the domains.  

 

“Basically, just to develop a range of skills whilst building, like I said, 

building a positive environment for the students to be in; making them feel 

comfortable within my lesson. Especially within some of my lessons, 

especially with the bottom sets, they've got like a negative persona, or like 

a perception of PE, so it's just being able to break down them barriers, 

allowing them to feel confident within the lesson. And just making sure you 

develop the whole person and all the domains” [S1 Jamie: Final Interview] 

 

However, a couple of teachers (Adam Secondary 1 and Dave Secondary 2) 

however didn’t become informed until the final interview. Adam’s opening and 

closing interview did not allude to a PL informed approach.  

 

“I make sure especially when I’m doing theory, I walk round the group, that 

I’m not stationary, that I’m always walking around I think that’s part of me 

really, I’m quite fidgety, erm, but it just makes sure that the kids know I’m 

there, and they're sort of aware of me whereas if I’m stood up at the front, 

it’s you know it can lead to messing about” [S1 Adam: Opening Interview] 

 

“I think the way you can do it in PE is when you're giving feedback to 

children so instead of just saying good catch saying oh I really like the way, 

got some good balance there, you put your hands together and you really 

caught it really well, and just picking out certain aspects of skills, things like 

that, when you’re doing your demonstrations as well, really concentrating 

on how you're moving your body as well, what position you need to be in 

so for example when you're batting in cricket, what I tend to do is just stand 

there with the bat in my hand, and they'll tell me, so I’ll be like right ok, so 

I put my hand here, what else do I need to move my legs yeah, so you're 
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moving your legs and you getting them to answer questions for you” [S1 

Adam: Closing Interview] 

 

However, in his final interview Adam was able to identify how PL informs his 

practice by offering a range of environments that promote physical, affective and 

cognitive development.  

 

“I think having a range of different environments that you teach in, is 

important. But then also having different activities within your lesson. That 

promote different kinds of movement, different kinds of activities, different 

kinds of skills. Cognitive skills ... whether it's running about being physical, 

whether it's having like problem solving activities, or motivation and 

confidence having different things like that.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

These comments are points of interests, which may allude to two things. Firstly, 

these teachers might have needed longer to embed physical literacy within their 

discourse, this relates to Van Manen’s (2015) notion of the latency of pedagogical 

moments and their impact on us whether we are consciously aware of it or not. 

Secondly, and perhaps more likely, these teachers may have used the resources 

to remind themselves about physical literacy prior to the final interview and thus 

became better at producing an aligned discourse.  

 

6.4.2 Informed to more informed practice 

Anne-Marie was the only teacher who knew what physical literacy was already. 

This meant that her practice went from being informed to more informed. In her 

opening interview, Anne-Marie described that she tried to provide a range of 

activities that they could participate in outside of school and motivate and build 

student confidence.  
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“Through different activities so getting them to do stuff that they might 

carry on outside of school, things like that and different things in the lesson 

so to motivate and build confidence in the kids who aren't maybe liking 

certain things” [S1 Anne-Marie: Opening Interview] 

 

In her closing interview Anne-Marie extends her answer by explaining how she 

now considers the holistic development of the individual in her lessons.  

  

“Through those three different ways, making sure all the pupils are 

engaged and they have a chance to succeed, they're motivated. Making 

sure that the tasks are appropriate for their level, they can develop through 

them and making sure they can apply it to the game and that they know 

why they're learning different things. And like ensuring my lessons develop 

the whole person so like the physical, affective and cognitive side of them” 

[S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

This is encouraging because individuals with an existing knowledge of physical 

literacy are still able to become more and better informed as a result of the PD 

experience. 

 

6.4.3 Uninformed to informed, and back to partially informed practice 

The final group of participants (Amy from Primary 1, Joe from Secondary 1 and 

Jodie, Andrew and Luke from Secondary 2) went from an uninformed position, to 

an informed position and then reverted back to a partially informed position. This 

is a point of interest because Amy and Jodie had limited engagement in the 

process as a result of other commitments (ICT coordinator training Amy) and being 

part time (Jodie) which may account for the reduction in their informed 

positioning. Joe appeared to be engaged with the process, but he did have 

commitments to focus on (getting married). Andrew appeared to be very 

susceptible to influence so perhaps the withdrawal of the researcher meant that 



CHAPTER SIX: PHYSICAL LITERACY UNDERSTANDING     

  224 

he was reverting back to type or being influenced by other characters in the 

department or wider school. Luke struggled with the PD as he was quite traditional 

in his pedagogical approach being quite sport orientated and focussed on 

examination (this is clearly evident in his final interview) so perhaps he was 

reverting back to his previous philosophy. Two examples have been chosen to 

exemplify this theme. Amy’s initial response couldn’t be tied to a PL informed 

approach. 

 

“we give the children opportunities to be independent and do their own, 

their own thing, with guidance, erm, and they're constantly assessing the 

area around them, and kind of changing their movements and their 

positions etc. based on that” [P1 Amy: Opening Interview] 

 

Amy’s closing interview showed strong signs of being PL informed with the 

mention of developing motivation, confidence, physical competence and 

knowledge and understanding.  

 

“Now? I basically use the idea that the kids need to be motivated and 

confident in something first, before you're going to get the skills and the 

knowledge and understanding from them. We take a different approach 

now. ” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

Amy’s final interview however, whilst an improvement on her opening interview 

response, was weaker than closing interview. Therefore, it could be argued that 

her understanding and application of PL was weaker than previously articulated.    

 

I pitch my lessons so that everyone achieves something, and ... because 

before this, without even realising, there were children coming out of PE 

week in and week out and not achieving my expected level within a lesson. 

So, changing my kind of goalposts as to what I was expecting within the 
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lesson. And then having a progression throughout the lesson so they can 

kind of move then, like, continue to motivate themselves throughout the 

lesson because they were continuously aiming for something.” [P1 Amy: 

Final Interview] 

 

Similarly, in his opening interview Luke could not clearly articulate how PL 

informed his practice.  

 

“So, I try and give key coaching points throughout the lesson whether if it's 

demonstrating something, I'm verbally saying what I'm doing as well as 

showing it. And then referring back to that throughout the lesson to make 

sure the pupils understand the movement. And with regards to doing it, 

allowing them to give the movements a go. And trying to get them to, one, 

be involved in the demonstrations but two, everyone having a chance to 

practice the different skills or movements that we're doing.” [S2 Luke: 

Opening Interview] 

 

In Luke’s closing interview there was evidence of a PL informed approach, with the 

mention of developing motivation, confidence and physical competence. 

 

“Trying to plan lessons that meet the needs of the group that you're 

teaching each lesson, trying to make it as motivating as possible, allow 

them to be successful, to try and develop a bit of confidence; and also have 

that kind of physical element where they are physically active and engaging 

in the sport in that way.” [S2 Luke: Closing Interview] 

 

However, Luke’s final interview was weaker than his closing interview.  

 

“We've changed the theory focus slightly, so that it's looking at health 

benefits of being active and taking part in sport. Kids are going 
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to understand that better, and hopefully make better decisions of being 

active within school and also outside of school. Also, I've changed the way 

I've taught some of my groups with a kind of whole part whole approach 

where they go straight into games and then I might bring it out and focus 

on one thing and then put it back into games. So, more game time and for 

some of the groups that may be slightly more challenging. Behaviour wise 

I think that's been beneficial because they're being active more rather than 

any behaviour issues happening.” [S2 Luke: Final Interview] 

 

PD can help to create PL informed PE teachers, changing uninformed teachers to 

informed teachers, and already informed teachers to more informed teachers. 

However, some teachers became informed and then reverted to partially 

informed, which implies that top ups and ongoing support is required to maintain 

PL understanding. 

 

6.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter considered the second of the research questions posed:  How can 

professional development improve teacher understanding of the why, what and 

how of physical literacy informed physical education teaching practice? The 

research findings argue that physical literacy PD can improve teacher 

understanding of the why, what and how of physical literacy informed physical 

education teaching practice by: 

 

The Why – Developing teachers’ philosophical positioning and underpinning 

rationale of the importance of physical education and physical literacy. This 

includes the value, role and purpose of physical education informed by physical 

literacy, specifically, by encouraging teachers to reconnect, re-evaluate, re-

establish, create or re-create their own educational philosophy. Ultimately, the PD 

encouraged teachers to reinforce their philosophical beliefs and move away from 



CHAPTER SIX: PHYSICAL LITERACY UNDERSTANDING     

  227 

potentially damaging rationales to more secure rationales for the importance of 

physical education informed by physical literacy. 

 

The What - Developing teachers’ understanding of what physical literacy is, 

including its relationship with physical education and the characteristics of a 

successful physical education lesson. More specifically, the PD encouraged 

teachers to improve their understanding of PL with teachers better able to define 

PL, its relationship with PE and how it can manifest in the characteristics of a 

successful PE lesson. Notably, the underpinning philosophy of PL was also evident 

in teacher descriptions of successful PE lessons, clearly signposting a PL inform 

approach to PE practice. 

 

The How - Extending teachers’ understanding of how to facilitate physical 

education environments that develop PL, including how to nurture motivation and 

confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding and additional 

aspects of PL within PE practice. The PD also enabled and encouraged teachers to 

identify, articulate and acknowledge how their physical education practice is 

informed by physical literacy. 

 

However, there is a tendency to revert back to previous thought patterns. 

Therefore, it is essential that ongoing PD opportunities are provided in order to 

maintain and continue to develop physical literacy understanding.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: PHYSICAL LITERACY BARRIERS AND SOLUTIONS 

 

This chapter presents and discusses the research findings that relate to the third 

research question: What are the barriers and solutions to operationalising physical 

literacy in physical education teaching practice? The barriers were drawn together 

from the opening interview, closing interview and final interview. The solutions 

were taken from the closing interview and final interview (Thematic analysis 

Appendix 17, Figure 17). 

 

Asking the teachers, the potential barriers and solutions to operationalising 

physical literacy after they have conducted the professional development 

provided valuable insight. This information may inform future studies and also 

identify wider contextual issues that need to be addressed in order to increase the 

effectiveness of physical literacy professional development.   

 

7.1 Potential barriers 

The participant teachers were asked what they perceived the barriers to 

operationalising physical literacy to be. Initially, teachers stated that they didn’t 

think there were any barriers. For example, in the primary school setting Olivia 

and Stephen, had quite an optimistic view of physical literacy and the PD. 

 

“don't see why anything else would stop it” [P1 Olivia: Opening Interview] 

 

“I don't expect there to be any barriers and I'm quite open to someone 

breaking down my practice and saying have you thought of this do you 

want to try this, yeah I’m looking forward to seeing what comes out from 

it, and you know if, if it makes me better, it’s going to make the experience 
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better for the children and develop from there, physical education” [P1 

Stephen: Opening Interview] 

 

This view was mirrored in the Secondary Schools with Isla, Adam and Jodie also 

unable to consider any barriers to success. 

 

“No, not specifically, I think none that we can’t get over” [S2 Isla: Opening 

Interview] 

 

“No, not at all no, I think, I think it’s something that it works well with PE” 

[S1 Adam: Closing Interview] 

 

“No. I wouldn't have thought so because I think it's quite a good approach.” 

[S2 Jodie: Closing Interview] 

 

However, these responses were given after the generic question “Are there any 

barriers that prevent you developing physical literacy within your teaching 

practice?”. Later in the interview when the teachers were asked more specifically 

“What do you consider to be the major barriers preventing physical education 

from fostering physical literacy? Parent, Pupil, Teacher, School, Government 

level?” a range of barriers were then identified. This is indicative of teachers 

believing in the concept but upon closer scrutiny identifying some areas that could 

be improved to help further the facilitation of physical literacy in practice.  

 

7.1.1 Leadership and governance barriers 

Teachers, in this study, identified that Ofsted and the Government were potential 

barriers in relation to the value they place on physical education and the 

educational culture and expectations they then create as a result of the 

downwards pressure and influence they assert on schools. Amy highlights that 

because her school has been identified as ‘Requires Improvement’ by Ofsted that 
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they are very influenced by Ofsted and their recommendations and guidance in 

order to become classified as a ‘Good’ school. 

 

“Because we are an RI school and we obviously are aiming for good and 

when the QA comes in and when the local authority come in and when 

Ofsted come in, they don't come in and say, "Let's look at your PE lessons" 

They come in and say" What are your literacy levels, what are your 

numeracy levels? Let's look at your books.” [P1 Amy: Final Interview] 

 

Amy describes how Ofsted do not place a priority on physical education and 

instead the priority is placed with numeracy and literacy. However, at the time of 

conducting the professional development the school were focused on moving 

from “Requires Improvement’ to ‘Good’ but did however find the capacity and 

commit to PE PD. Which shows there is still some school and individual autonomy 

in business functions wider than Ofsted. The view expressed by Amy was also 

supported by Stephen who argues that if Ofsted doesn’t value physical literacy 

and PE then schools are also unlikely to.  

 

“Well, Ofsted are a clear barrier to physical literacy in PE because they 

don't value it, and schools end up valuing what Ofsted values because 

that's the agenda, that's, you know, if you're gonna get put in special 

measures then, you know...It's that sort of fear” (P1 Stephen: Closing 

Interview] 

 

This view was also shared in the Secondary School context with Anne-Marie 

stating that the Government do not value physical education, this highlights a 

wider issue around the ‘value’ of PE in education more broadly.  

 

“The government because at the moment they don't really value PE that 

highly. I think that needs to change because you could die if you didn't learn 
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the stuff, well not learn to kick a ball, but the values that PE teaches. Like 

about the obesity levels and stuff.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

In fact, the secondary context was quite critical of the Government with Sarah, 

Dave and Isla all stating how they felt disconnected and disillusioned with the 

Government and their leadership of education and physical education.  

 

“Government, they're forever changing so the fact that they're taking more 

PE off us, in some senses as regards to Key Stage 4, I think they are an 

issue.” [S1 Sarah: Closing Interview] 

 

“Obviously, government level is pushing results; and that's going to drive 

what we do at school level.” [S2 Dave: Final Interview] 

 

“And at a government level, yeah, everything they're doing with 

everything, just means that sport and physical activity are becoming less 

and less important.” [S2 Isla: Final Interview] 

 

In a follow up study further investigation is required to examine what teachers 

specifically mean by the blanket term ‘Government’. Does this term pertain to DfE, 

or associated bodies commissioned by DfE such as Ofsted, Sport England, The 

Youth Sport Trust, UK Active etc. all of whom to a certain extent have influence on 

and involvement in physical education? It is worthwhile to consider here, that 

whilst teachers are raising the issue of government targets, values and pressure 

as a barrier it is important to contemplate whether this is magnified or distorted 

as a result of interpretation from senior management and school level leadership. 

 

7.1.2 Management and institutional barriers 

Teaching doesn’t happen in a social vacuum, instead schools have their own 

cultures and subcultures therein. School senior leadership teams an influential in 
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creating and changing school cultures. Exploring management and institutional 

barriers highlight the potential issues surrounding the school culture including the 

value placed upon physical education, and subsequently the school environment 

conducive or otherwise in facilitating physical literacy informed practice. The 

teachers identified that schools in their management and organisation of PE had 

the potential to create or remove barriers in relation to operationalising physical 

literacy in practice. Luke and Andrew describe below how their school has 

removed Core PE from year 11 students to focus on other academic subjects. 

 

“School level, I think... like with Year 11 here, they don't do core PE, because 

they have more time in other subjects. So that's obviously a barrier. And I 

know it has been brought up many times, but I don't know how that will 

change.” [S2 Luke: Closing Interview] 

 

“The school...they don't do PE in Year 11 which is a real shame...” [S2 

Andrew: Closing Interview] 

 

These examples are indicative of how school level leadership are redesigning and 

altering their curricula in response to attainment pressures. The removal of 

physical education at KS4 highlights a poor interpretation and understanding of 

how to balance performance with the holistic development and education of the 

child. With the former taking priority over the later. This is perhaps an unintended 

consequence of Ofsted evaluation and attainment accountability measures.  

 

Curriculum, timetabling and student groupings 

The teachers in this study, also identified that some of the school systems, 

including the design of the curriculum, the timetabling of lessons and the way in 

which students are grouped into classes, could be potential barriers. Stephen 

highlighted how Friday afternoons are not a good time for PE because of the 

regular disruption to the timetable. 
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“The fact that we're moving away from Friday afternoons to Monday 

mornings should mean that I'm much more in class for that. So yeah, roles 

within the school and timetabling issues have been the main barriers.” [P1 

Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

And Joe described how the range of activities offered on the curriculum needs to 

be reviewed.  

 

“I think moving forward, obviously looking at the curriculum for next year, 

I think we're in a better place to be able to look at that with a fresh set of 

eyes looking at the different activities that we're offering” [S1 Joe: Final 

Interview] 

 

Adam and Anne-Maire also stated how changing groups and not having a 

relationship with the students being taught can affect the learning environment.  

 

“It was a barrier when we had like different groups all the time. I think that 

was difficult because you couldn't really develop anything with the kids, you 

can't really do that within four weeks. You need six weeks at least, I would 

say. And we didn't really have that with the kids, so...hopefully next year at 

something we can develop.” [S1 Adam: Final Interview] 

 

“Probably not knowing the kids that much as individuals. The group that 

I've just finished with now, with that lesson, I feel like I knew them a lot 

more and I was a lot more open with them as a teacher and it was a lot 

more encouraging for them. But up until now I don't feel like I've known 

them well enough to do that.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 
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Therefore, structuring the timetable and the rotation of activities is important in 

establishing a positive and safe learning environment. These decisions are often 

made at the senior leadership level and therefore what the senior leadership team 

as a sub-culture of school culture value will be evident in the prioritisation and 

structure of the curriculum and its provision.   

 

More initiatives, opportunities, funding, facilities and equipment 

Dave and Andrew also highlighted how the curriculum is very much dependant on 

funding and facilities. They argue that with more funding there could be an 

improvement in facilities, equipment, opportunities and initiatives on offer.  

 

“The government gives us money; we could do with some more. Now we've 

got eleven gym mats ... I've got a class of thirty boys that I taught yesterday 

in threes on one mat each... what?” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

“It will be good to have the Astro Turf which will be another outdoor 

space; because sometimes I think we're a bit cramped for space. And the 

basketball courts outside are pretty ropey. So, it's just that environment for 

learning sometimes. And sometimes you think that environment from 

minute one is not what you want it to be, just because maybe the resources 

you've got.” [S2 Dave: Opening Interview] 

 

Improved funding in the secondary context to match the investment in primary 

would go some way in improving the learning environment and the opportunities 

students receive in relation to promoting physical literacy and engagement in 

physical activity. However, it is important to consider that schools actually have 

increasing autonomy over how funding is spent and allocated. Therefore, is there 

an issue with the amount of funding or is there instead and issue with how funds 

are allocated. With the low status and priority of physical education this would 

suggest the later rather than the former. School departments and subject areas 
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are not currently allocated equal funding, perhaps they should be if each subject 

area is valued as unique contribution towards a holistic education. An increase in 

funding for PE departments may improve in line with an increased perception of 

the value of PE. 

 

Better school and departmental policies 

Another influential sub-culture is the leadership of PE and the PE department. 

Olivia and Joe highlighted how the school and departmental policies are currently 

a barrier and need to be established, improved and adhered to in order to help 

promote high quality physical education, which in turn will promote the nurturing 

of physical literacy.  

 

“We're still struggling with kits. I think at the very least we need strict rules 

on what's acceptable and isn't. Even if we're not going to have a school kit, 

it needs to be sporting clothing because they're coming in shorts that are 

for the beach not for sport and tops that aren't t-shirts and stuff. So, it 

needs to be set down that this is what's acceptable and if we don't have the 

kit then there's going to be a consequence” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

“Maybe it’s just like the organisational side of things and ensuring that like 

behaviour policies are adhered to by all members of staff, erm ensuring 

that the lessons are able to take like an early start and be as physically 

active throughout the lesson yeah just little things like that really” [S1 Joe: 

Closing Interview] 

 

Physical education departmental policies should be in place to ensure the safety 

of children and help promote a conducive learning environment. It is important to 

note however that some policies are restrictive and may hinder engagement and 

the promotion of physical literacy. For example, should departments agonise over 

the right kit (school sport uniform) over appropriate kit (personal sports kit). And 
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how do these questions reflect and address the bigger picture of the promotion 

of physical activity for life? 

 

Whole department and whole school approach 

Having consistency in the approach to physical education and physical literacy 

whether that be from a whole school or departmental perspective was highlighted 

as important by teachers. Joe and Olivia both highlight how values and actions 

need to be more aligned.  

 

“So, what they say and what they do needs to be aligned … and like 

consistent … because obviously we do assembly’s about children getting 60 

minutes a day but then teachers don't teach PE” [P1 Olivia: Closing 

Interview] 

 

“I think in terms of a PE department I think it depends what your rationale 

is and what your aim of your department is, is it to turn out key stage 4 

results and the pressures of having that because in terms of your 

performance management, that's what you're judged on, or is it having 

active key stage 3 lessons and showing that our key stage 3 is right, or 

moves onto key stage 4 so I think it’s having an understanding of what the 

academy actually want or the school wants in terms of developing that in 

the curriculum” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

Alignment between school culture and sub-cultures is essential if physical literacy 

professional development is to be optimised in its impact. 

 

7.1.3 Individual barriers 

The teachers, in this study also identified a range of individual barriers including 

those associated with the teacher, student and parent. Again, these groups could 

be considered as sub-cultures all of whom need to value physical education and 
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physical literacy in order to aid and maximise the operationalisation of physical 

literacy in practice.  

 

Teacher barriers 

Teacher-related barriers included buy-in and accountability, confidence, 

competence and a lack of professional development, extra-responsibilities, 

leadership role, capacity, time and stress. Joe and Andrew both described how 

teacher buy-in is incredibly important.  

 

“No, I just think, obviously, buying into it” [S1 Joe: Final Interview] 

 

“I feel like I bought into it then, and why haven't I bought into it now? We're 

not doing it. And that is lack of engagement for us, and I think it comes 

from buying into it. I think at the start some of us were really like "Yeah, 

let's do that." And I know other things happened, people have babies and 

people are off sick and people change roles in departments and stuff like 

that; but we haven't mentioned it.” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

Buying-in to the concept is essential if it is to become part of a teacher’s own belief 

and values system and therefore part of their practice. Without clear buy-in or 

perhaps accountability it is unlikely that there will be any long-term change in 

practice. Amy, Olivia and Stephen expressed how their own, and other teachers’ 

competence and confidence can also affect the operationalisation of PL.  

 

“we have never ever had professional development, and this is why I’m 

petrified, any PE training, ever, I qualified like 5 years ago, and we had like 

2 hours during my PGCE and that’s it. I don’t know what an outstanding PE 

lesson looks like” [P1 Amy: Opening Interview] 
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“I think, like the teachers knowledge sometimes can affect because I don’t 

feel too badly about knowledge in PE but I don’t know really that much and 

some people are even just like know less than me, and I imagine if that was 

the case then you're going to be like not very confident at all, not going to 

want to teach it, so that would defiantly be a barrier because you'd be 

restricting the children because you didn't know” [P1 Olivia: Closing 

Interview] 

 

“My own competence at the moment. But I know where I need to go with 

that, so that can improve… In the primary school setting and for the 

teachers it is subject knowledge and being PE specialists. I mean, when we 

talked before about the training that I've had, that's over 15 years, you 

know, it's minimal.” [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 

 

This could be an even more prevalent issue moving forwards given that, 

increasingly, primary PE is being outsourced to coaching companies (Evans and 

Davies, 2014; Parnell et al., 2016; Williams and Macdonald, 2015). Core PE lessons 

can be seen as a low priority in relation to a teacher’s planning and workload. This 

was reiterated by Stephen, Andrew and Luke who all had extra teaching 

responsibilities and leadership roles and stated that their practice had been 

detrimentally affected by their other priorities.  

 

“My role since January has just been changed, so taking on more sort of 

leadership management responsibility, has just meant that Fridays get 

knocked on the head. I'm just not in the class as much. And I think that's 

the biggest barrier for me at the moment, is how much actual contact time 

I've got with the children; that I can't just rearrange things the way that I 

could previously“ [P1 Stephen: Closing Interview] 
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“Me, personally, being dragged into different parts of the school for 

different reasons over the last couple of weeks has meant that I haven't 

planned or taught a proper lesson I think for two weeks.” [S2 Andrew: 

Closing Interview] 

 

“Other responsibilities that are put on you can sometimes hit the focus off 

maybe focusing on the physical literacy.” [S2 Luke: Final Interview] 

 

These comments are related to the final teacher barrier identified, which was 

teacher capacity, time and stress. Amy describes how she has relatively little time 

to plan all of her lessons to the same standard of numeracy and literacy. 

 

“I know it sounds a lot but when you only get half a day to plan all your 

literacy lessons, all your numeracy lessons, all your guided reading lessons, 

there isn't much time left for science and topic, and PE and everything else. 

It's just time, I suppose.” [P1 Amy: Final Interview] 

 

This view is reflected by Joe who stated that due to the pressure and 

accountability placed upon teachers with limited capacity prioritising key stage 4 

lessons often takes priority.  

 

“I suppose it’s like anything isn't is, it’s a very pressured job, and there's a 

lot of work to get done, and sometimes maybe, for a lesson you might not 

think about it as much as you would do in terms of maybe a key stage 4 

lesson, or, a lesson that your being judged on a bit more, so the only 

barriers for me is obviously managing time to make sure all my lessons are 

using physical literacy and obviously developing that as much as possible” 

[S1 Joe: Opening Interview] 
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Dave and Charlie both alluded to how teacher capacity is limited and in order to 

fit everything in your need to be able to prioritise your workload.  

 

“It all comes down to time. You can probably tell that everybody's pretty 

busy here in the way that we've missed so many lessons, it's bonkers. 

Because to survive in this place you need to prioritise.” [S2 Dave: Closing 

Interview]. 

 

“This has been the most difficult year I've had since I've been there. And 

that is partly due to staffing being a little bit stretched.” [S1 Charlie: Closing 

Interview] 

 

Teacher workload is well documented as an issue in the profession (Higton et al., 

2017; DfE, 2018). It is important to understand and acknowledge this because it 

can be a barrier to operationalising physical literacy. In order to be able to 

undertake PD or even have the time and space to improve lessons teachers must 

have the capacity to do so.   

 

Student barriers 

The students themselves were also identified as a potential barrier to the 

operationalisation of physical literacy. A range of factors including student 

organisation, lack of engagement and participation in physical activity were 

mentioned. With regards to student organisation, the majority of the 

conversations centred around students having appropriate physical education kit 

for physical education lessons as Amy, Olivia and Anne-Marie stated below.  

 

“A lot of our children are reluctant to bring kits in” [P1 Amy: Closing 

Interview] 
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“We're still struggling with kits. Especially in 5, 6, they're old enough to be 

responsible for their own kits.” [P1 Olivia: Final Interview] 

 

“Getting them to bring their kit in. Most of them are still "Oh, my mummy 

packed my bag." But think if we get them on side in PE then that will come 

around more” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

A reluctance to bring PE kit into school could be a result of a number of factors 

including lack of school policy, reliance on parents, physical education value and 

motivation, previous negative experiences or the nature of the uniform itself. 

Some may also have a negative view of physical education based on their prior 

experiences, and therefore be reluctant to participate and engage in the lesson. 

Amy, Anne-Marie and Jamie highlighted that some children are not actively 

engaged in PE and do not necessarily have a positive view of PE which is a barrier.  

 

“Pupils who are disengaged anyway” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

“So, like from a pupil level it's just maybe the attitude that they come in 

with. So, if they've hated it in primary school, it's hard to change them but 

think if we get them on side in PE then that will come around more” [S1 

Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

“So, say for example, a lot of students, especially in Year 7,8 just don't like 

taking part in PE; so, there's a barrier straight away, they don't like to take 

part. But, yeah, I think it's just barriers within the students.” [S1 Jamie: 

Closing Interview] 

 

Dave, Andrew and Stephen also identified that students were not as physically 

active outside of PE lessons as in previous years or generations.  
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“Pupil it's probably just about their sort of engagement in extra-curricular 

and the wider school, them being prepared to do that ... and if you identify 

some of the talented kids and their parents for whatever reason can't 

afford to take them to a club it's going to be a bit frustrating ... and develop 

that physical side outside of the classroom” [S2 Dave: Final Interview] 

 

“The kids who aren't doing GCSE PE, fair enough, you don't do sports at the 

weekend, sport's not your thing. But if we've only got the kids in the ... If 

we haven't even got all of the kids in the GCSE class taking part in sports 

outside of school, what about the rest of the cohort? Maybe they've got 

that as a barrier” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

“I think the pupils are the ones who have the least barriers. You know, they 

want to do PE in the most part, and if they don't it's because they've had 

those negative experiences that we can turn around, we can still get to 

them at primary school level” [P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

A lack of engagement in sport and physical activity outside of school also has a 

knock-on effect in relation to engagement in extra-curricular, curricular and wider 

physical activity opportunities. It begs the question if children and adolescents are 

not engaging in sport and physical activity as much as they used to, what is sport 

and physical activity competing with for their attention during leisure time? 

 

Parent barriers 

Amy and Olivia stated that parents often too easily excused their children from 

participating in PE lessons.  

 

“I have notes off mum every week saying they've got a bad ankle.... like I 

said, you can guarantee who you're going to get a note off on a Friday 
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morning, from parents. Same parents, same injury, every single week.” [P1 

Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

 “I think sometimes parents think it’s not, like its, sometimes they'll come in 

with a note saying they've had a cold or cough in the night and can they be 

excused from PE and you're thinking well if they're alright to come into 

school and o out at playtime then surely they're OK to be in PE, but what 

do you say to a parent whose saying like, I don’t feel like as a school, you 

know we say it's compulsory … like you wouldn't say they can't do literacy 

because they've got a sore thumb would you, oh right you don't have to do 

it, go into another class so I think that kind of the parents view of what it is 

sometimes” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

Sarah and Luke stated how parents have a role to play in supporting sport and 

physical activity engagement outside of school and being role models in their 

approach to physical activity engagement.  

 

“Looking forwards, parents could be potentially an issue with this area, so 

the opportunity...So if we guide students to clubs and club links, whether 

the parents could support the child and get them there.” [S1 Sarah: Final 

Interview] 

 

“I think obviously parents have a massive influence on what their pupils do, 

and also the kind of...the outlook and what they think can have a massive 

influence. You know, if their parents didn't like PE and sport then that could 

possibly have an impact.” [S2 Luke: Closing Interview] 

 

Parents are incredibility influential in promoting the value of physical activity and 

then providing opportunities for their children to be active. Increasingly the 

support of parents is vital in empowering schools, subject communities and 
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individual teachers especially within physical education because of the extension 

of the subject into afterschool and the opportunities to be physically active at 

home and with parents and families.  

 

7.1.4 Philosophy and value 

The diminishing value and marginalisation of physical education is a recurring 

theme that has featured both within the review of literature (Ennis, 2006 and Kirk, 

2010) and the results from the intervention. Teachers identified the 

marginalisation and lack of value at a number of levels including at the governance 

and leadership, management and institutional and at the individual level. This 

highlights the varying and relative value of physical education, but more 

worryingly still, it is apparent across a range of contexts.  

 

Educational tensions and mixed messages 

Joe expressed that there were mixed messages that created tension between 

what teachers prioritise and focus on. 

 

“I think in terms of a PE department I think it depends what your rationale 

is and what your aim of your department is, is it to turn out key stage 4 

results and the pressures of having that because in terms of your 

performance management, that's what you're judged on, or is it having 

active key stage 3 lessons and showing that our key stage 3 is right, or 

moves onto key stage 4 so I think it’s having an understanding of what the 

academy actually want or the school wants in terms of developing that in 

the curriculum” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

“Like sometimes you get mixed messages from the school, as well, and I 

think that's sometimes a bit of a problem.” [S1 Joe: Final Interview]  
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These statements are indicative of the pressure teachers are under from senior 

leadership “what the academy want” and how these messages are not always 

consistent or persistent leading to the perception of “mixed messages”. 

 

Focus on examination 

There was an overwhelming theme that teachers felt that there was too much 

focus placed on examination performance and numeracy and literacy that was 

determinately affecting core physical education (Ennis, 2006; Green, 2005 and 

Thorburn, 2007), and thus the promotion of physical literacy and lifetime 

engagement in physical activity, health and wellbeing. Charlie described the over 

emphasis on key stage 4. 

 

“Because there's had to be so much focus on Key Stage 4. I think its kind of 

known and accepted that that's been the case, and at every level of the 

Academy... I had a conversation with the assistant head of the school who 

was saying "I want them to be doing GCSE work straight away." And it was 

alarm bells really, I don't want Key Stage 3 to become just GCSE 

preparation.” [S1 Charlie: Final Interview] 

 

This view was supported by Andrew who stated that extra-curricular was suffering 

as a direct result of teachers being required to deliver revision sessions on aspects 

of GCSE theory instead of running clubs.  

 

“It's not valued highly enough and extra-curricular's suffering because 

every PE teacher is being taken for a theoretical aspect.” [S2 Andrew: Final 

Interview] 

 

Dave was more pessimistic in his response, stating that it is not possible to balance 

GCSE and physical literacy. 
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“The main barrier is I suppose we're trying to juggle physical literacy and 

GCSE PE and you can't do all of it” [S2 Dave: Closing Interview]. 

 

This is a point of interest because if the current educational climate is dominated 

by examination performance, so much so that balancing this with PL is 

unattainable, it leads one to question why examination performance is prioritised 

over the health and wellbeing of children and young adults? This was a significant 

theme with many stating how examination PE took priority over all else. Despite 

this however, many teachers felt that an understanding of PL had renewed their 

approach to teaching PE and enabled them to reconnect with their motives for 

becoming a PE teacher.  

 

Not a priority 

Overwhelmingly, there was a clear consensus across both primary and secondary 

contexts that PE was not considered a priority in schools. Amy highlighted how PE 

does not have the same priority as literacy and numeracy.  

 

“PE is not as high a priority as literacy and numeracy” [P1 Amy: Opening 

Interview] 

 

Stephen argues that because of this lower priority, PD opportunities are not 

sought out or regularly offered and encouraged in PE. 

 

“The amount of PE CPD that teachers get, certainly in primary school, isn't 

huge. And from a school's point of view how much time do schools actually 

give to CPD training for PE? You know, it's all very well to say "Well, no-

one's giving us these opportunities," in how many schools do you go and 

seek those opportunities? So while schools are quite happy sending people 

out for assessment training and maths and literacy and all those sorts of 

things... Certainly we've not the culture here where we've actually sought 
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PE courses to send people out on; or encouraged teachers to come to us 

and say "Look, I'm really not sure about teaching netball, what can I do?" 

[P1 Stephen: Final Interview] 

 

Finally, Andrew described how there is a lack of value of PE because students are 

being taken out of lessons. 

 

“Kids in Year 10 and Year 11 are taken out of PE because it's not valued.” 

[S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

There seems to be a disconnect between the rhetoric and the reality of physical 

education philosophy and practice. On the face of it, physical education concerns 

itself with the holistic development of the individual, contributing to health, 

wellbeing and social development. In reality this vision is overshadowed and 

engulfed by a dominant and overpowering discourse around academic 

examination performance within both the primary and secondary school contexts.  

 

Occupational socialisation (Lawson, 1986; 1988) could be a useful lens to analyse 

and understand the barriers identified above. By exploring how these beliefs and 

perceptions by expressed by teachers have been shaped by their acculturation, 

professional socialisation and organisational socialisation. 

 

7.2 Possible solutions 

The teachers were forthcoming with solutions that could aid the 

operationalisation of physical literacy and challenge, reduce or remove some of 

the barriers identified in the previous section. The offering of solutions to barriers 

is evidence that the PD process had empowered the participant teachers because 

they felt that they were able to make professional judgments regarding teaching 

(Bolin, 1989), and have regained their professional voice. The solutions centred 
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around two main themes: raising the status and value of physical education and 

improving teacher professional development opportunities. 

 

7.2.1 Raising the value of physical education and physical activity 

The value and status of physical education and physical activity continues to be a 

recurring theme throughout this research, both within the review of literature, 

and now within the results. Olivia described how the values of Ofsted cascades 

into schools, universities and ultimately individuals. 

 

“I think if the government changed what they were looking for, in schools 

so that it wasn’t just literacy and numeracy focused then that would feed 

down and would feed down to schools and then it would feed down to 

universities teaching teachers and they'd get more time, and there would 

be more CPD opportunities and then when the teachers are on board it 

passes down to the pupils and it’s on the news, the parents” [P1 Olivia: 

Closing Interview] 

 

This highlights how Ofsted has a tremendous influence on the lives of teachers and 

therefore children. Olivia supports Jeffrey and Woods (2006) who argue how 

Ofsted can lead to teachers feeling de-professionalised. If teachers ultimately 

value what Ofsted dictates then there will be a lack of professional voice from 

teachers, leading to them feeling de-professionalised and disconnected, this may 

ultimately result in teachers becoming technicians rather than professionals. This 

is linked to Joe’s response as he stated that he wanted his PE department to 

reclaim their professional voice.  

 

“maybe get a PE policy type thing, this is our aims this is our objectives of 

PE, this is why we're doing what we are, this is what we feel is most valuable 

for our students or our academy as a whole” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 



CHAPTER SEVEN: PHYSICAL LITERACY BARRIERS AND SOLUTIONS 

  249 

If there was a stronger professional voice communicating the value of physical 

education from Ofsted, the Government, Schools and PE Departments then it may 

lead to an increased or ideally equal status to other subjects. This is something 

that Anne-Marie also calls for. 

 

“Just for PE to have a higher standard, to be seen as the same as all the 

other subjects.” [S1 Anne-Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

But ultimately, as Andrew highlighted in his response, in order for PE and physical 

literacy to have increased status and value the teachers themselves must commit 

and buy into it.  

 

“With the teachers we could say "Are we going to commit to this? We think 

it's really good. Why did we even bother doing the process if we didn't think 

it's good?" And it's not asking us to change teaching, at all, it's asking to hit 

those four areas” [S2 Andrew: Final Interview] 

 

The statements above support Ennis’s (2006) description of how physical 

education often has a relative value. The importance and status of physical 

education could be strengthened by increasing its value at every level. There is a 

general consensus that the government (governance) and school leadership 

(management) are significant in determining the value placed on physical 

education, at a national, local and personal (individual) level. Improving the state, 

status and value of physical education at the governance and management level 

would seem a logical place to start to transform the educational culture associated 

with physical education. This is essential if physical literacy has a chance of 

informing physical education. However, this is only part of the solution. The value 

of physical education, physical literacy and physical activity relies on both the 

education profession and Ofsted valuing it, whilst repairing the fragmentation and 

imbalance of influence between the two. Higher value may catalyse improved 
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practice through accountability, giving rise to better-quality initial teacher training 

and professional development opportunities.  

 

7.2.2 Improving professional training and development opportunities 

If physical education had a higher status, there may also be more opportunities 

and emphasis placed on PE professional development. Amy described how she 

had received very little training in physical education initially and over her career 

to date. 

 

“we have never ever had, and this is why I’m petrified, any PE training, ever, 

never, I qualified this is my fourth year in teaching, so I qualified like 5 years 

ago, and we had like 2 hours during my PGCE and that’s it.” [P1 Amy: 

Opening Interview]  

 

Traditionally, PE teachers have engaged in comparatively little professional 

development. PE, in both national and international contexts, has been viewed as 

a low-status subject (Ennis, 2006; Dowling Næss, 1996; Moreira et al., 2002) and 

this may indicate that funding and time for professional development have, both 

presently and in the past, been difficult to secure (Armour and Yelling, 2007). Nieto 

(2009) also highlights the limited availability of high-quality professional 

development opportunities that are both meaningful and relevant to the 

individuals, but also move beyond traditional delivery, which is reported to be 

both inadequate and irrelevant. When PE teachers engage in professional 

development opportunities they are often delivered by a plethora of different 

providers, ranging from government agencies, sport specific organisations to 

individual consultants. Armour and Yelling (2007) argue that fundamental 

questions about PE teacher development, its impact upon pupil learning, and the 

nature of effective PE professional development are long overdue. The low status 

of physical education and the lack of understanding of the impact of effective 
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professional development on students learning, have together compounded the 

lack of opportunities, funding and time to conduct PD.  

 

Similarly, Harris (2014) found Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) to be 

inadequately preparing future PE teachers to promote healthy, active lifestyles. 

Tremblay, Pella, and Taylor (1996) also found that the lack of teacher preparation 

was the greatest barrier to quality PE programs. PE teacher education has been 

described as inadequate in many countries worldwide, including the United States 

(McKenzie, Alcaraz, Sallis, and Faucette, 1998), Britain (Carney and Armstrong, 

1996), and Australia (Moore, Webb and Dickson, 1997).  

 

Unsurprisingly, teachers recommended that professional training and continuous 

PD needed to be improved to adequately equip teachers in the delivery of physical 

education. Olivia stressed that this would only happen if a renewed value was 

placed on physical education from the highest level (government).  

 

“I think if the government changed what they were looking for, in schools 

so that it wasn’t just literacy and numeracy focused then that would feed 

down and would feed down to schools and then it would feed down to 

universities teaching teachers and they'd get more time, and there would 

be more CPD opportunities and then when the teachers are on board it 

passes down to the pupils and it’s on the news, the parents” [P1 Olivia: 

Closing Interview] 

 

This highlights that initial teacher training and professional development seems to 

be prioritised in proportion to the value the government places on specific 

subjects. For example, time would be allocated for numeracy and literacy in the 

primary context and GCSE physical education in the secondary context as these 

are directly linked to school based and public facing accountability measures. PD 

opportunities do exist for core physical education, but it is inundated with a 
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plethora of ‘one-shot’ professional development courses, often undertaken away 

from the classroom or school context without specific follow-up and delivered by 

non-physical education specialists such as National Governing Body (NGB) 

coaches. Armour and Yelling (2007) and Connolly and James (1998) argue that 

these one-day professional development courses are unlikely to have a lasting 

impact upon teachers’ practice. However, this is precisely the kind of activities that 

has, to date, characterised much of the PD available within PE, particularly in the 

UK (Armour and Yelling, 2007).   

 

As a result of engaging in this PD process a number of teachers, including some 

who had very little physical education training and PD (self-identified), felt 

comfortable to share their practice, knowledge and understanding with their 

colleagues and wider school. 

 

“Just sharing practice. Me, Stephen and Liv obviously have this knowledge 

now, sharing that with other teachers” [P1 Amy: Closing Interview] 

 

This quote from Amy above highlights how effective professional development 

can be the catalyst that leads to wider, more frequent and on-going Opportunities 

in situ. This is evidence that when significant investment is made in appropriate 

PD the effects of such can be long lasting and wide reaching.  

 

7.4 Chapter summary 

This chapter considered the third of the research questions posed:  What are the 

barriers and solutions to operationalising physical literacy in physical education 

teaching practice? The barriers identified by participants centred on four 

interrelated areas as illustrated in Figure 7 overleaf: 
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Figure 7: Identified barriers to operationalising physical literacy  

 

• Leadership and Governance Barriers - Are those that derive from the 

government, Ofsted and national education and physical education 

agendas. 

• Management and Institutional Barriers - Are those that derive from 

individual school, multi academy trusts (MATs) or local authorities in how 

they are managing and organising educational institutions. 

• Individual Barriers - Are those that derive from an individual perspective 

such as the teacher, student or parent. 

• Philosophy and Value – Permeates all sectors and where there is a lack of 

value (perceived or actual) and/or conflicting philosophies this then 

presents a barrier to operationalising physical literacy in physical education 

teaching practice. 

 

These findings highlight how there are multiple cultures and sub-cultures that can 

either promote or hinder the nurturing of physical literacy. Schools in particular 

have their own culture and sub-cultures within their community. These cultures 

including the value placed upon physical education in comparison with and 
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independently of, other subjects need to be addressed and understood. 

Introducing professional development without addressing or understanding the 

school culture, senior leadership, departmental, teacher, parent and pupil sub-

cultures is unlikely to have a sustained or significant impact.   

 

Teachers also identified solutions that could aid the operationalisation of physical 

literacy and challenge, reduce or remove some of the barriers identified above. 

The solutions centred around two themes: raising the status and value of physical 

education and improving teacher professional development opportunities. While 

there may always be barriers to operationalising physical literacy, it is important 

to understand the nature of these barriers and respond by creating solutions that 

challenge, reduce, ease or remove barriers completely.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROVIDER  

 

Although the voice of the researcher is evident in the previous results chapters, 

(Chapters 5 - 7) the researcher felt that it was important to include her thoughts, 

observations and experiences, accumulated as a result of conducting this 

research. This chapter explores the insights, comments and observations of the 

researcher as the professional development provider. These reflections are 

valuable in understanding the implications for future research. 

 

8.1 Working within the milieu of practice architecture 

The researcher embarked upon this research with a relatively straight forward 

plan of action for delivering a sequence of PD sessions and observing practice over 

a series of weeks. It soon transpired that this was the smallest part of the PD 

process. The majority of the researcher’s energy, focus and capacity was taken up 

by sociological factors including understanding each teacher personally and 

professionally, the culture of the department and school, the nature of the 

students and learning environment, and then positioning the research and 

professional development with a considered approach knowing the context. This 

led the researcher to learn more about and explore practice architecture. This 

included developing an understanding of the semantic, social and physical space, 

and how these elements needed to be considered if practice was to be re-

constructed. The term practice architecture describes how practices are 

influenced by a variety of situated and contextual factors (Kemmis, 2012). Practice 

architecture is similar to other perspectives on educational and curriculum reform, 

since it acknowledges that the reported failures in curriculum change cannot be 

narrowly attributed to teachers’ misinterpretations of innovations or policies 

(Coburn, 2005; Cohen, Moffitt and Goldin, 2007; Fullan, 2007). According to 

Kemmis (2012), a practice architecture has three interdependent arrangements, 
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the cultural-discursive, the material-economic and the social-political. These 

factors hang together to create the working conditions or environment / culture 

to either enable or constrain particular practices. This research, and the PD 

specifically, tackled these aspects, but only at a local level (individual and/or 

departmental). These same aspects need to be developed and considered at the 

governmental (PE and education profession), institutional (whole school) and at 

the individual level (pupils and parents). Exploring practice architecture has 

enabled the researcher to begin to think about the cultural-discursive, the 

material-economic and the social-political factors (more information on these 

factors can be found in appendix 21), both at a macro and micro level, that hinder 

or enable pedagogical change and thus, hinder or enable PL informed practice. 

Differences in practice architecture was evident across the school settings in this 

research, especially between primary and secondary school contexts which made 

for a very different research experience in each school. 

 

8.1.1 The primary school context 

The researcher found working within the primary school context a rewarding and 

refreshing experience. All primary teachers self-identified as being non-specialist 

PE teachers. This resulted in the primary teachers quickly bestowing the role of 

specialist upon the researcher. This is highlighted in Olivia’s response below. 

 

“like you're like the expert and like you had, like every time if there was 

something that I didn't know you could just give me an idea like off the top 

of your head, like google” [P1 Olivia: Closing Interview] 

 

The primary teachers as non-specialists were very open minded and open to 

guidance and advice. This, coupled with an existing complimentary culture that 

supports holistic and child centred pedagogy, meant that it wasn’t difficult to 

develop the content and pedagogical knowledge of these teachers in the pursuit 

of PL informed practice. This was because the teachers were not tied, bound or 
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loyal to existing PE practice or culture. With the teachers self-identifying as non-

specialist PE teachers it was much easier for the researcher to reframe and 

reconstruct the cultural-discursive (language and culture), the material-economic 

(space and place) and the social-political (new solidarity and focus towards PL) 

factors in support of nurturing PL informed practice. 

 

8.1.2 The secondary school contexts 

Conversely, the researcher found working within the secondary school context a 

much more complex and challenging endeavour. Primarily, this was due to the 

teachers self-identifying as subject specialists, with an established professional 

identity and subject community. This meant influencing and changing existing and 

ingrained pedagogical architecture was on the whole much more of a challenge. 

Cultural-discursive factors such as the use of dualistic language and the expression 

of the low educational value of PE hindered PL informed practice. Changing 

existing ideologies and personal philosophies constructed over a long time is 

possible, as evident in this research, but it takes extreme care and attention from 

the professional development provider. However, from Luke’s response below, 

some teachers are very closely bound to their ideas. Luke held on to the notion of 

PE to blow off steam throughout the PD process.  

 

“I personally think it's a very good lesson to have, for those kids that are 

probably a little bit wild, energetic, and they just need to let off some of 

that steam.” [S2 Luke: Opening Interview]  

 

“I think it gives some students that kind of break from the classroom 

setting, where they can kind of let off a bit of steam.” [S2 Luke: Closing 

Interview]  

 

“I think for some kids it's a great opportunity to kind of have a blow-out 

and release some of that energy that they have, and also if they're in a 



CHAPTER EIGHT: THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROVIDER 

  258 

classroom all day I think, you know, it's good to be doing exercise; you kind 

of feel better afterwards and therefore they might be focusing better in 

other subjects.” [S2 Luke: Final Interview]  

 

This is potentially because Luke was socially-politically invested in this type of 

pedagogical practice. It could also be because Luke is ‘living with the low status 

image of PE’. Sparkes and Templin (1992) discuss how many teachers are ‘living 

with the low status image of physical education’ and in doing so inadvertently 

adopt the low status values others share. Breaking this perception may not be 

possible at the individual level, but instead may need to be broken, reframed and 

modified at the school and wider community level. Also, this brings the researcher 

to consider Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (Piaget, 1936) and whether 

the PD encouraged assimilation (incorporation of new ideas into existing practice 

as with Luke) or accommodation (which is more substantial, calling for practice to 

be reshaped and changed, as with Sarah, Isla, Stephen and Olivia). Some teachers 

were ready to re-think, re-frame and reconceptualise their practice in 

consideration of PL (accommodate) while others were not yet ready to make the 

leap (assimilate).  

 

8.2 The expert 

Central to the success of the PD was the use of an expert to support and guide the 

participants through the process. The credibility and positioning of the expert and 

the insider outsider dynamic supported the effectiveness of the PD.  

 

8.2.1 Credibility and positioning 

The first thing the researcher/expert set about establishing was their credibility as 

both a teacher and a researcher. The expert wanted to identify with the 

participants so that she could build rapport and a relationship with the teachers. 

In order to establish credibility, the expert positioned herself as an experienced 

physical education teacher by introducing her previous experience within primary 
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and secondary education. The expert then also positioned herself as a physical 

literacy expert, embarking upon research that was a first of its kind in the field. 

This meant that the expert simultaneously and continually positioned herself as 

‘one of them’, an insider with knowledge and experience as a PE teacher, and as 

an outsider, a researcher with an ‘elevated’ understanding and experience of 

physical education and physical literacy. Looking back at the PD opening slide, 

(figure 8 below) it is now clear that the researcher was seeking to establish her 

credibility and acceptance from participants with the abundance of logos of 

institutions and professional qualifications which now seems an unnecessary 

effort in validating her expertise, and in turn, her credibility. 

 

Figure 8: Professional development overview opening slide  

 
Establishing credibility was important in generating buy-in from the participants. 

Teachers were more likely to accept advice and guidance once convinced by the 

researcher’s credibility and expertise. For example, Joe (Secondary 1) asked the 

researcher to write a reference (Appendix 19) that he could include within his 

professional records, detailing his involvement in the research. This is a clear 
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example of how the researcher was perceived as credible by the participants. 

Another key aspect to securing credibility was the dynamic of the researcher being 

an insider and an outsider. 

 

8.2.2 The insider outsider 

As mentioned previously (Section 4.1.1) there is extensive debate regarding the 

benefits and drawbacks of researchers being from the communities they study 

(Kerstetter, 2012). Within this research there were moments where both being an 

insider and an outsider was key to the success of the PD.  

 

As an insider - The researcher was previously a PE teacher and therefore was able 

to seamlessly integrate herself within the school and departments, acting at times 

as an additional member of staff. As Joe describes below, the researcher was 

considered an experienced colleague, equivalent to the head of department.  

 

“I think just trying, having someone who's experienced, I think like 

especially in the key stage 3 lessons that you observed, not had head of 

department in there, sometimes not had 2nd in department in there in key 

stage 3 lessons, so I think it's been good having that a bit of extra support, 

being around the department, picking up on things and helping out which 

has been really good.” [S1 Joe: Closing Interview] 

 

As an insider, the researcher was also able to respond in real time to issues as they 

arose. Surprisingly, there were times when the researcher had to intervene 

because she couldn’t be a bystander to dangerous practice (Anne-Marie example 

below).  

 

“Anne-Marie had a very difficult lesson, she is struggling with behaviour 

management and there were some significant safety issues (not spotting 

correctly, behaviour management, kit safety). I had to stop the lesson and 
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regain control of the situation. She broke down during the reflection there 

is a new group next week that we are going to try and work on together”. 

[Researcher: Field Diary, Week 3] 

 

On occasion, the researcher also intervened when they saw the potential to 

immediately improve practice (Sarah example below).  

 

“Sarah also mentioned that me pitching in giving regression, progression 

or activities to correct poor technique was valuable and allowed her to be 

able to correct technique more effectively.” [Researcher: Field Diary, Week 

3] 

 

These are not the expected actions of an independent researcher but are more 

akin to that of a supportive colleague.  

 

As an outsider - The objective and outsider voice of the researcher was 

appreciated. The researcher was able to advise objectively and often acted as a 

go-between for the PE department and members of the SLT. Anne-Marie 

described how the researcher was able to provide some external advice to support 

the growth of the department.  

 

“You give us advice about loads of different stuff as well, you definitely 

know what you're talking about. It's good to get some advice like that. 

From someone who's not in the school as well. I just think we're a bit stuck 

in the MCA way here. So, to get a bit of outside advice is good.” [S1 Anne-

Marie: Closing Interview] 

 

The space in-between - Most of the time however, the researcher operated in the 

space in-between insider and outsider, only assuming a role when the situation 
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required. Stephen highlighted how both the insider knowledge and outsider voice 

was important in promoting physical literacy across the whole school. 

 

“But having someone with your experience and background, you know, 

coming from you rather than us three who they might say "You had six 

weeks of it and now you're an expert." You know, it's often the people that 

are hardest to change need the most convincing obviously and need to hear 

it from a voice that isn't an internal voice in the school.” [P1 Stephen: Final 

Interview] 

 

One aspect of the research that really took the researcher by surprise was the 

inner turmoil and tension with regards to balancing these identities; the insider, 

the outsider, the researcher and the teacher. Most of the time within the research 

all of these identities were harmonious, with each having a valued role in 

communicating expertise from multiple perspectives. There were, however, times 

when tension existed and times when a specific identity dominated and took over 

the situation. The researcher did not anticipate this internal conflict, in fact it was 

something that hadn’t really been considered until the researcher was engaged in 

the intervention. There were many moments during the research where tensions 

existed between these roles, but the three key moments are described below.  

 

• Stopping a lesson – As a teacher, the researcher had to stop one of Anne-

Marie’s trampolining lessons because it was unsafe. As a professional 

teacher the researcher couldn’t allow a lesson to continue that put the 

safety of the students at risk. By intervening one could argue that the 

researcher compromised her objective integrity. You could also argue that 

the researcher’s integrity as a teacher would have been compromised if 

she had not intervened. This event actually improved the credibility of the 

researcher with Anne-Marie because the researcher was able to regain 

control of the lesson and re-establish a safe learning environment. Without 
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this intervention it may have damaged the relationship between the 

researcher and Anne-Marie. 

• Rescuing a student – As a teacher, the researcher had to rescue a student 

in Stephen’s lesson who was having a ‘melt-down’ because the activity was 

too difficult for him. The researcher intervened discretely and 

differentiated the activity so that he could experience success. As a 

teacher, the researcher could not allow this child to continue with the 

lesson in a distressed state. This intervention was welcomed by Stephen as 

he observed the event, but he personally didn’t know how to improve the 

situation. This saw the researcher gain more credibility from Stephen as 

the researcher was able to use her experience to improve the situation in 

real time. 

• Playing with grass – Conversely, the researcher had to stop the ‘inner 

teacher’ emerging when they saw a child playing with grass in Olivia’s 

lesson. The inner teacher wanted the student to stand up, stop playing 

with grass and engage in the activity. However, the researcher wanted the 

child to be able to explore her surroundings and environment. After all, 

this was the first time she had been allowed on the grass during a PE lesson. 

 

8.3 Chapter summary 

This chapter has discussed two key areas that emerged as a result of the 

reflections of the researcher as the PD provider. Firstly, the significance of practice 

architecture and secondly, the positioning of the expert. The PD intervention was 

hindered and enabled by aspects of these factors at varying times within the 

research. A summary of each area is provided below: 

 

Practice architecture - It was soon apparent to the researcher upon 

commencement of the PD that the ‘what’, in relation to what was being delivered 

during the PD sessions, was the least significant aspect of the PD. Instead, the 

‘how’, ‘who’, ‘where’ and ‘when’ took precedence over ‘the what’. This reinforces 
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the notion that effective PD is not something that is done ‘to’ teachers, but instead 

is done ‘with’ teachers. Working ‘with’ teachers is the most time-consuming 

aspect; getting to know them (personally and professionally), building rapport, 

trust and a supportive relationship, getting to know the department, school, 

children, culture and context inside-out. This is important so that the input from 

the researcher is meaningful, impactful and eases the transition to PL informed 

practice in response to, and building from, their reality (lifeworld). Examining how 

practice is constructed, with an understanding of practice architecture, aided the 

researcher in exploring how practice could be reframed and restructured in a 

more informed and considered way. The researcher came to the realisation that 

for some teachers accommodation was possible (change of practice) with other 

teachers only ready for assimilation (incorporation of ideas into existing practice) 

dependant on the specific features of an individual’s practice architecture.  

 

The expert - Central to the success of the PD was the use of an expert to support 

and guide the participants through the process. The expert needed to establish 

and maintain their credibility as a teacher and as a PL expert in order to generate 

buy-in and affect a positive change in practice. Key to the successful credibility of 

the expert was the insider outsider dynamic. The expert was able to draw upon 

her physical education and physical literacy expertise to support teachers during 

the PD. Most of the time the researcher operated in the space in-between insider 

and outsider, only assuming a role when the situation required. This zooming in 

(insider) and out (outsider) enabled the expert to respond to real life situations, 

aiding her credibility with teachers whilst not compromising the research, whilst 

also continually interrogating the quality of the PD.
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSION 

 

The previous thesis chapters have explored how physical literacy (PL) can be 

operationalised within physical education (PE) teaching practice through 

professional development (PD). In doing so, this research has contributed to the 

theoretical understanding of what PL informed PE practice is, and how this can be 

nurtured through effective PD. This final chapter concludes and summarises the 

research findings and is organised into the following sections:   

 

• Summary of findings 

• Contribution to knowledge 

• Research evaluation 

• Research recommendations and next steps  

• Chapter and thesis summary 

 

9.1 Summary of findings 

The purpose of this research was to operationalise physical literacy within physical 

education teaching practice through effective professional development. This 

research has made advances in operationalising PL from a theoretical concept to 

one that is observable in PE teaching practice. Specifically, the exploration of the 

following research questions enabled a deeper understanding of PL informed 

practice and identified features of effective PL PD. 

 

9.1.1 Research question 1 

How can professional development operationalise physical literacy within physical 

education teaching practice? This research answered this question by exploring 

the teachers’ PD aspirations, their perception of the impact of the PD, their 
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evaluation of the PD process and their future support requests. These areas are 

summarised below.  

 

Aspirations - The teachers expressed two main aspirations. Firstly, to understand 

and embed physical literacy into their practice and secondly, to improve their 

teaching practice and the subsequent student experience. This shows a clear 

desire and need for PL PD. This aspect of the research findings highlighted the 

potential vulnerability of teachers in their openness and therefore the need for 

teachers to become more critical consumers of PD; being openminded to new 

ideas but also critical at the same time. Additionally, the education community has 

a responsibility to quality assure and potentially regulate the PD being offered to 

teachers. 

 

Impact - Many of the teachers described a renewed, improved understanding and 

a more inclusive and holistic approach to their physical education practice. Some 

teachers also embraced the philosophy of PL in their practice. From the teachers 

interview responses it is possible to identify how PL is being used to inform their 

practice; from trying to holistically balance lessons, to being more inclusive and 

personalised in their teaching and by connecting / reconnecting with their 

philosophical beliefs in promoting physical activity for life. However, the teachers 

continued to be critical of their practice, with some teachers stating that PL was 

not yet fully embedded in their practice because they could still see room for 

improvement. This is encouraging as they have clearly adopted a pedagogical 

approach continuing to look beyond what is, in pursuit of what could be. This 

chimes with the values of PL as it is never achieved or accomplished but instead 

can always be developed further. What is clear however is that the participants 

are certainly PL informed PE practitioners.  

 

Evaluation - The teachers found many valuable aspects of the PD including the in 

situ and ongoing nature of the PD, the relationship with the researcher, the mode 
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of PD, and its personalised nature. Recommendations for improvement included 

the refinement of the PD to avoid information overload and improve interactivity 

within sessions, as well as website improvements to improve access to materials. 

It was not possible to ascertain a clear consensus about the best time of year to 

conduct the PD or its optimal duration. It was suggested that the last term 

(summer term) or first term (autumn term) in the academic year was optimal 

because it would avoid key assessment periods including SATS, GCSEs and A Level 

examinations. These discussions highlighted just how busy a teacher’s schedule is 

over an academic year and how even the perceived best times for PD may not be 

effective because other initiatives, trips and educational opportunities are likely 

to be prioritised at the same time and will quickly absorb teacher capacity. Further 

exploration is required to identify conducive times for PD during the academic 

year and the optimal time frame(s) for PD, while considering teacher workload. 

 

Future support requests - The teachers expressed a strong interest in ongoing 

support including repeating the whole process again or aspects of it. Teachers 

requested additional input in relation to curriculum design and assessment 

strategies as well as help in developing a whole school approach. Teachers wanted 

to continue the relationship with the researcher in a mentoring / supportive 

capacity. These requests allude to the completion of a successful PD programme, 

with teachers wanting to continue to engage with the PD. However, this also raises 

ethical considerations regarding the immediate withdrawal of support following 

the completion of an intensive and prolonged period of PD. In future, a phased 

withdrawal of support might be more beneficial in order to aid transition. The 

comments that refer to an ongoing relationship with the researcher highlights how 

the researcher became more than just an objective researcher; assuming the role 

of a mentor, coach, critical friend, champion and advocate. This certainly aided 

the successfulness of the intervention but raises the question as to whether all PD 

providers are as invested in their participants.  
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This research proposes that PD (as designed in this study) can operationalise 

physical literacy within physical education teaching practice. This research now 

calls for future research to create more opportunities to extend and refine this 

research process, develop more experts, and recruit more participants across 

educational contexts.  

 

9.1.2 Research question 2 

How can professional development improve teacher understanding of the why, 

what and how of physical literacy informed physical education teaching practice?  

The research findings argue that PL PD can improve teacher understanding of the 

why, what and how of PL informed PE teaching practice. 

 

The why – The PD encouraged teachers to develop their philosophical positioning 

and underpinning rationale of the importance of PE and PL. This includes the value, 

role and purpose of PE informed by PL, specifically, by encouraging teachers to 

reconnect, re-evaluate, re-establish, create or re-create their own educational 

philosophy. Ultimately, the PD encouraged teachers to reinforce their 

philosophical beliefs and move away from potentially damaging rationales to 

more secure rationales. 

 

The what – The PD developed teachers’ understanding of what PL is, including its 

relationship with PE and the characteristics of a successful PE lesson. More 

specifically, the PD encouraged teachers to improve their understanding of PL, 

with teachers better able to define PL, its relationship with PE and how it can 

manifest in the characteristics of a successful PE lesson. Notably, the underpinning 

philosophy of PL was also evident in teacher descriptions of successful PE lessons, 

clearly signposting a PL informed approach to PE practice. 

 

The how – The PD extended teachers’ understanding of how to facilitate PE 

environments that develop PL, including how to nurture motivation and 
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confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding and additional 

aspects of PL within PE practice. The PD also enabled and encouraged teachers to 

identify, articulate and acknowledge how their PE practice is informed by PL. 

 

However, there is a tendency to revert back to previous thought patterns and 

practice. Therefore, it is essential that ongoing PD opportunities are provided in 

order to maintain and continue to develop PL understanding. It is recommended 

that in situ PL advocates are trained to continue the PL focus and accountability 

after the withdrawal of the expert. A whole school approach, especially with SLT 

buy-in, would also further the impact and sustainability of PL PD and PL informed 

practice.  

 

9.1.3 Research question 3 

What are the barriers and solutions to operationalising physical literacy in physical 

education teaching practice? The research findings identified a range of barriers 

that were categorised into the following areas: 

 

• Leadership and Governance Barriers – These derive from the government, 

Ofsted and national education and PE agendas. 

• Management and Institutional Barriers - These form at the individual 

school, multi academy trust (MAT) or local authority level as part of the 

management, organisation and operationalisation of educational policy. 

• Individual Barriers - These arise from an individual perspective such as the 

teacher, student or parent. 

• Philosophy and Value Barriers – These barriers permeate all sectors and 

relate to a lack of value (perceived or actual) of PE and/or PL. 

 

These findings highlight how there are multiple cultures and sub-cultures that can 

either promote or hinder the nurturing of PL. Schools in particular have their own 

culture and sub-cultures within their community. Within these cultures the value 
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placed upon PE in comparison with, and independently of, other subjects need to 

be understood in order to maximise the effectiveness of PL PD. Introducing PD 

without addressing or understanding the school culture, senior leadership, 

departmental, teacher, parent and pupil sub-cultures is unlikely to have a 

sustained or significant impact.  

 

The teachers in this research also identified two main solutions that could aid the 

operationalisation of PL and challenge, reduce or remove some of the barriers 

identified above. The solutions centred around two themes; raising the status and 

value of PE and improving teacher PD opportunities. While there may always be 

barriers to operationalising PL, it is important to understand the nature of these 

barriers and to respond accordingly; creating solutions that challenge, reduce, 

ease or remove barriers.  

 

These findings draw attention to the low status of PE within education despite 

public health and wellbeing concerns which continues to reinforce how education 

is primarily an academic endeavour. A change in educational culture is drastically 

needed to elevate the value of PE, and in doing so change the educational climate 

and environment, which is necessary for PL informed practice to flourish.  

 

9.2 Contribution to knowledge 

The contribution to knowledge that this research provides centres on two distinct 

but interrelated areas. Firstly, this research has extended the theoretical and 

conceptual rationale of PL, and in particular has unpacked the concept for use 

within education and with educators. Secondly, the researcher has designed and 

effectively implemented an appropriate PL PD intervention that improved both 

teachers understanding and practice, from which recommendations and tools for 

future PD can be developed, refined and extended.  
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9.2.1 Physical literacy theoretical and conceptual extension 

This research has extended the theoretical and conceptual basis of PL by 

examining previously unexplored areas. Specifically, the exploration of concepts 

and theories, as discussed in Chapter Four and Appendix 3, enabled the researcher 

to develop her knowledge and PL expertise, and subsequently informed the 

effective design and delivery of a PD intervention that was both conceptually and 

philosophically aligned to the concept. These discussions also raise important 

questions surrounding the perceived value of PA, PE and PL. This work has 

provided the basis from which the PD intervention was designed, implemented 

and evaluated. In particular, the relationship between PL and human flourishing, 

the exploration of the PL domains, how to unpack PL philosophy for educators and 

the creation of a PD conceptual framework were all unique contributions to the 

field of study.  

 

9.2.2 Physical literacy professional development framework  

The second contribution to knowledge surrounds the development of an effective 

PL PD framework. This framework outlines an effective PD process (action 

research and PD sessions) alongside a range of supporting tools (lesson planning, 

observation and reflection tools) and resources (website, folder, handouts). The 

PD design across both the primary and secondary school contexts is also unique 

to this study. This research has designed, implemented and evaluated an effective 

PL PD intervention; one that has operationalised PL within PE teaching practice. 

Therefore, this research provides a strong basis from which further PL PD may be 

developed.  

 

9.3 Research evaluation 

This section of the conclusion seeks to evaluate the research by considering and 

discussing what went well and what would have been changed in hindsight. The 

limitations and the trustworthiness of the research is also discussed. 
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9.3.1 What went well 

There were many aspects of this research that went well (see Chapter Five for 

more information), but the two most significant aspects are outlined below. 

 

Impact - The PD had a significant impact. Both primary and secondary school 

teachers expressed that their understanding of PL had improved, and their 

practice was now PL informed. As a result of the PD teachers within the primary 

and secondary contexts began to redesign curriculum provision. This included the 

primary school teachers moving their literacy and numeracy hour on a Monday 

morning, and replacing it with PE. This was a significant change in approach given 

the current practice of prioritising numeracy and literacy within the curriculum. 

This also reduced the disruption to PE lessons by securing a more stable timetable 

slot. In the secondary school context, the PD also sparked curriculum redesign with 

questions being raised in relation to moving away from a traditional sport model 

to a more balanced, physical activity-based curriculum. Further, the PD had a 

significant impact because of the willingness of the participants to embrace the 

concept and the PD process which supported them both theoretically and 

practically. Key to the success of the PD was the expertise and credibility of the 

researcher and the productive relationship between the researcher and the 

teachers.  

 

Philosophy in practice - There have been recent criticisms that the philosophy 

underpinning PL is inaccessible and may actually prevent people from embracing 

the concept (Jurbala, 2015). This research has found the opposite to be true. Some 

of the most meaningful and insightful moments from the PD occurred as a direct 

result of understanding the philosophy. This research has demonstrated that the 

philosophical principles underpinning PL can be delivered within PD, and that 

teachers are able understand and incorporate these principles within their 

practice. This is essential if teachers are to fully understand the concept in its 

entirety. The translation and unpacking of PL philosophy for teachers was 
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successful because of the expertise and experience of the researcher as an insider 

and outsider. This meant that potentially complex concepts were communicated 

in a meaningful and understandable way that related to their individual 

educational contexts. 

 

9.3.2 With the benefit of hindsight 

In hindsight, the researcher would have changed the following aspects of the PD 

process / experience.  

 

Refine PD sessions - The PD sessions could have been refined such that the 

researcher didn’t overload participants with too much information. Teacher 

engagement within PD sessions could have been improved by incorporating more 

interactive elements. At times during the PD process (especially within the weekly 

group sessions), the researcher covered too many areas and theoretical concepts 

rather than focusing on one aspect at a time and developing a deeper level of 

understanding. The researcher gave teachers too much information and 

introduced too many theories at once which overwhelmed some participants, 

with others only having a superficial understanding of the concept. The researcher 

did this unknowingly in their eagerness to provide the teachers with as much 

information, teaching strategies and tools as possible to help them embed PL 

within their practice. This meant that there was a lot of information to understand 

over the intervention cycle, and it is questionable whether teachers retained much 

of this information upon completion of the PD. This was confirmed by some 

teachers who stated that the process was a little intense at times. 

 

Improve flexibility - The researcher would have preferred to have had a more 

open-ended and more flexible intervention to respond to the needs of each 

teacher. For example, some teachers rapidly understood the concept and 

immediately improved their practice which meant the researcher could have 

observed their lessons less frequently but on an ongoing arrangement. 
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Alternatively, teachers could have requested when they required lesson 

observations, ramping up or down their observations in response to their needs 

but also in response to the wider pressures on their workload. This might have 

made the PD even more personalised with the teacher and the researcher co-

constructing a unique PD arrangement, dynamically responding to each teacher’s 

workload and individual needs. This was not possible in this research because the 

researcher was time bound in collecting data over a short data collection window 

(four months) and therefore, was subjected to time limits, which meant a 

definitive structure needed to be in place.  

 

Consciously develop teacher autonomy and empowerment - Teacher 

empowerment can be defined as teacher autonomy to make decisions (McGraw, 

1992), to make professional judgments regarding teaching (Bolin, 1989), and to 

have a professional voice. Empowered teachers are professionals who have the 

power to create curricula, administer their own lessons and, as a result, have the 

ability to effectively teach their students. When empowered to direct their own 

PD, teachers claim ownership of their work and invest in it accordingly. Engaged, 

focused, positive teachers have a tremendous impact on student achievement 

(Desimone, 2011). Moreover, empowered teachers are more likely to become 

activists for education reform within their own schools and advocates for 

themselves. In order for teachers to adequately be empowered however, they 

need certain levels of autonomy, professionalism, and intellectual stimulation 

(Gutmann, 1987; Webb et al., 2009).  

 

Teachers were beginning to become more self-directed and autonomous towards 

the end of the PD process, guiding the content covered in the weekly sessions and 

thinking on a more strategic and impactful level. But the researcher could have 

more formally and consciously developed teacher autonomy within the research 

design. They could have achieved this by shifting the focus from the PD being 

researcher lead to teacher lead by the end of the process. This would have 
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prepared them for the withdrawal of the researcher as the teacher became 

autonomous in identifying their own areas for development and seeking out 

strategies independently to improve aspects of their practice. This would support 

the development of future PL experts/champions who are then embedded within 

the school environment, allowing them to transform their own and others practice 

from within. 

 

Snap decision to recruit secondary two - Towards the end of the Secondary 1 

intervention the researcher decided to recruit another school, Secondary 2, due 

to the inexperienced nature of the teachers in the first school. While the rationale 

for recruiting this additional school was sound, the researcher approached, and 

subsequently started, the intervention with Secondary 2 very quickly (within three 

weeks from the initial meeting to starting the PD). This meant that there was not 

an adequate ‘courting’ period where the researcher could have been introduced 

to teachers who were undertaking the intervention as well as meeting the SLT. 

This resulted in an increased settling in period for teachers and students which 

hindered PD progress, and with the PD being undertaken in term six there was no 

option to extend the project to mitigate these circumstances. Shenton (2004) 

recommends prolonged engagement between the researcher and the participants 

such that both parties gain an adequate understanding and establish a 

relationship of trust prior to the commencement of research. Due to a quick 

courting period the researcher felt that it took longer to build a relationship of 

trust with the teachers, which limited the impact of the PD.  

 

9.3.3 Limitations 

There were a number of limitations associated with the research. The most 

significant four areas are identified below. 

 

Transferability and scalability - The main limitation of this research is its 

transferability and scalability, hindered by the reliance on an expert to guide 
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teachers in the intensive PD process. The researcher was at full capacity when 

simultaneously undertaking the interventions in Secondary 1 and Primary 1 which 

totalled 9 teachers undertaking the PD at once. This is not a scalable model given 

the number of teachers of PE. The teachers also highlighted their concerns over 

the sustainability of the PD. They articulated that they found the process useful 

and practice was improved but it may not be sustained without ongoing support. 

 

Sustainability is an issue with this type of intensive PD programme. Replicating the 

process at points throughout the year, whilst desirable, is an unlikely format 

because it places even more load on the researcher, further reducing scalability. 

There may be alternative types of support that could be offered throughout the 

year that are less time intensive. This ongoing support, which was identified as 

desirable from the teachers in the closing interviews, is something that will be 

considered in future research.  

 

Lack of student voice - Another limitation of this study was the distinct lack of 

student voice in the data collection. The researcher observed an improved student 

experience and had informal conversations with a number of students where they 

expressed an improvement in their experience. But the research would have been 

far more impactful if it could have captured the change in student experience as 

their respective PE teachers undertook the PD. Capturing the student perspective 

should be explored in future research. After all, without the observation of change 

at the student level it is not possible to concretely or fully ascertain the 

successfulness and impact of the PD. 

 

Lack of whole school approach - The researcher had intentionally targeted the 

intervention to be positioned within the PE department in the secondary contexts, 

and just across Key Stage two in the primary context, for the purpose of containing 

the research and being able to capture data and impact more easily. But in order 

for PL to be fully embedded within practice a whole school approach would have 
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been more effective. The need for a whole school approach was specifically 

mentioned by both primary and secondary teachers.  

 

The Key Stage two teachers had seen the benefit of embedding PL within their 

practice and wanted to share this across all stages. The secondary teachers 

articulated a top down approach, where pressure / directive was exerted from 

above (SLT). They believed a whole school approach should be adopted in order 

to have a complimentary philosophy in relation to the aim, purpose, and therefore 

accountability, between the PE department, SLT, and the wider school 

community.  

 

As mentioned previously, designing a whole school approach to PD is a strong 

recommendation for future research, as PL is not just something that underpins 

PE, but instead should inform the whole school ethos and philosophy surrounding 

PA engagement, developing an understanding and appreciation of children as 

embodied individuals. Without a whole school approach, sustainability of impact 

is uncertain, as there needs to be a whole school culture where the whole 

community understands and embraces PL.  

 

9.3.4 Research trustworthiness 

Guba and Lincoln (1981, 1982) state that research must have truth, value, 

applicability, consistency, and neutrality in order to be considered worthwhile. 

The researcher, wherever possible, tried to ensure credibility by documenting the 

authentic and accurate representation of the experience using complete and 

verbatim transcription of interviews which were also checked for accuracy. The 

researcher has been transparent in how the schools and participants were chosen 

(purposeful sampling) and has acknowledged the subjective nature of the 

research, identifying that the researcher is entwined within the research. In fact, 

this research is as much about the researcher as an educator/researcher 

(insider/outsider) as it is about the participant teachers themselves. All cases, 
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including negative and deviant cases, were analysed and are represented and 

discussed in the results.  

 

The research methodology and methods were clearly identified with notes 

detailing how the research data was collected, coded and analysed which all 

assisted in ensuring transferability. However, due to the constructionist, 

interpretivist and insider/outsider nature of the research, it is very difficult to 

replicate this study identically due to the varying contexts, teachers and pupils 

therein. But it is possible to repeat the process in varying contexts and settings. 

The major limitation, as mentioned previously, is repeating the study at scale 

because the research design is currently limited by the capacity of the expert.  

 

Dependability was ensured by reducing human error by having interview audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. Peer debriefing was also employed by the 

supervisory team to check the interpretation and accuracy of the data, reducing 

the possibility of misinterpretation and misquotation. However, there were a 

couple of occasions that resulted in missing data from the data set. This happened 

due to the researcher accidently missing out a question from the interview script. 

The large amount of data collected also meant that there might be mistakes or 

missing analysis of data across the whole data set given its volume. In hindsight, 

the researcher would have modified the length of the interview questions and 

consolidated some questions that hit similar topics that drew out similar findings. 

For example, the question, “how do you nurture physical literacy?” could have 

been combined with “how does physical literacy inform your practice?” because 

both questions returned similar remarks. If the research was to be repeated it may 

have also been worthwhile to have a larger research team to improve cross 

checking and thus, improve the dependability of the research. 

 

Confirmability was addressed by the researcher acknowledging potential 

researcher bias, but again due to the constructionist, interpretivist and 
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insider/outsider nature of the research it is very difficult to reduce the impact of 

researcher bias. This is another potential limitation of the research, but it was 

somewhat inevitable due to the research design. The researcher did however try 

to remain objective when analysing the data and repeated the same process for 

all participants. It is possible that confirmation bias is evident in this research. 

Given the steps taken above, the researcher argues that the research is 

trustworthy and has truth, value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality (with 

subjectivity identified). 

 

9.4 Research recommendations and next steps 

The findings from this research has led to the identification of a range of 

recommendations. The recommendations are categorised as recommendations 

for the improvement / refinement of this research (within this research), 

recommendations for future research (beyond this research) and 

recommendations more widely for the fields of education and PL (the bigger 

picture).  

 

9.4.1 Within this research 

Address research limitations - As mentioned in the limitations section (Section 

9.3.3), the major drawback of this research is its transferability and scalability 

when conducted with more participants. An alternative model, informed by this 

research, could be explored, e.g. creating a PL expert / champion in every school 

to conduct long-term and ongoing PL PD, in essence, a train the trainer model 

where the trainer replicates this process within their own school. In a future study, 

the researcher should also aim to capture and understand the perspectives of 

students as a result of their teachers receiving PL PD. Unless the students, as the 

end recipients, feel that there is an improved and observable positive change in 

their experience, then the PD cannot be considered fully effective.  
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Write up additional data – There was a lot of data not discussed in this thesis due 

to word limit constraints. Specifically, ‘Section 6.3.4 Additional aspects of the how 

of physical literacy’ was not discussed at length. These additional areas related to 

how teachers promoted individual value and responsibility (Key Principle 6, 

Durden-Myers et al., 2018), provided a range of PA environments, and facilitated 

personalised learning. Also, this thesis only reported on the opening, closing and 

final interviews and didn’t comment or discuss the data collected in the action 

research cycles and PD sessions. Further analysis of this data will reveal additional 

insights into the PD process and the operationalisation of PL in practice.  

 

Dissemination of findings - Further dissemination of the research findings is 

required to inform a wide array of audiences from teachers, initial teacher training 

and PD providers, policy makers and the PL community more broadly. This will 

ensure that this body of work informs as many individuals and organisations as 

possible. Key to this will be a publication strategy that targets both high impact 

factor journals, giving this research further academic credibility, and accessible 

professional publications, comprising practical recommendations for teachers and 

policy makers alike. 

 

9.4.2 Following this research 

Moving beyond teaching pedagogy - This research primarily looked at developing 

teachers’ pedagogy in relation to nurturing PL. In order to fully operationalise PL 

future interventions, need to also address curriculum design, assessment methods 

and pedagogical strategies. At present, addressing pedagogy whilst valuable, is 

only one part of the pedagogy, assessment and curriculum puzzle. The findings 

and recommendations from this research may also have implications for other 

sectors wider than education, including PD within, inter alia, sport, health and 

leisure. The researcher will identify the generalisable recommendations that can 

be used across a number of sectors and for use within the child, adult and older 

adult populations. 
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Develop whole school professional development - A whole school approach to PL 

PD is recommended to maximise the impact of PD. A whole school approach 

reduces the risk of tensions and therefore barriers between stakeholders and will 

align community culture and ethos. This needs to be explored more carefully in 

relation to the types of information and what specific PD is required by certain 

groups within the school community.  

 

9.4.3 The bigger picture 

Elevating the value of PE – Throughout this research the perceived low status, low 

value of PE has been a recurring theme. More needs to be done to address and 

elevate the current state and status of PE within education. At present the focus 

on academia, exam performance, and the dualistic value of mind over body 

continues to divorce PE from being a central aspect of the curriculum. The 

education system needs to accommodate new ideas and ways of approaching 

education if it is to respond to the needs of today’s society. Creating and building 

a shared vision surrounding the elevation of the value and purpose of PE is 

essential to raise PE to a more central role within education. PL could be the 

underpinning concept that provides a common language, purpose and direction 

for the educational value of PE. PL may also be the vehicle through which the PE 

profession could regain its professional voice, vision, direction and place within 

education.  

 

Increasing opportunities for meaningful professional development - More PL PD 

opportunities are required to support the PE and education profession in 

improving the health and wellbeing of children and youth. Meaningful PD extends 

beyond one day CPD courses, to a broader investment in long-term, ongoing and 

situated PD that is meaningful and can challenge and improve educational culture, 

policy and practice. This is crucial in the primary school setting with PE PD having 

been neglected, and arguably, even more so now, with PE being outsourced to 
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third party sports coaching organisations. It is also crucial in the secondary school 

setting to protect PE curriculum time especially at key stage four, and continue the 

promotion of PA for life, as the antidote for the increasing examination pressure 

faced by pupils. If the value of PE is elevated within education this will also come 

with more accountability. In such a case, PD will be essential in enabling the 

profession to deliver upon its objectives.  

 

Commercialisation of PD / PL - More accountability must also be placed upon PD 

providers to ensure that they are truly delivering high quality, well-informed and 

an impactful service for teachers. The commercialisation of knowledge and thus, 

commercial PD, is not helpful in ensuring that all teachers receive the best possible 

training and ongoing PD to support the health and wellbeing of their students. 

Ultimately, the health and wellbeing of children is not a commodity that should be 

commercialised. This has been observed within the PL community already 

whereby organisations are monetising products and services aimed at 

operationalising PL in sport and education practice, without depth or alignment to 

the concept. This risks devaluing the concept and the potential contribution of PL 

to health, wellbeing and lifelong engagement in PA. Therefore, demystifying PL 

and placing well-informed information in the public domain is essential in 

furthering the reach, impact and maintaining the integrity of PL. 

 

9.4.4 Further exploration 

During the analysis and discussion of results it soon became apparent that there 

were a range of other theories and theoretical concepts that had not been 

considered that could be useful for further exploration. To name but a few, the 

concepts of pedagogical change (Fullan, 2001; 2007), occupational socialisation 

(Lawson, 1986; 1988), teacher identity (Carson, 2005; Dewey, 1929/1984) and 

habitus (Bourdieu, 1984; 1990) could all be useful theoretical lenses through 

which this research could be further analysed and explored. Each of these theories 

are briefly outlined below.  
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Pedagogical change - Teachers play a key role in bringing about educational 

change in long-term and sustainable ways (Fullan, 2001; 2007). Fullan (2001, p. 

115) notes that “educational change depends upon what teachers do and think 

and it‘s as simple and complex as that”. Significant educational change occurs 

when teachers‘ beliefs and styles are reflected upon and re-evaluated; critically, 

this involves the personal development of the teacher in professional learning 

contexts (Atencio, Jess and Dewar, 2012). Fullan (2006) proposed that there are 

four broad phases in the change process: initiation, implementation, continuation, 

and outcome.  

 

• Initiation is also described as mobilisation or adoption and involves the 

processes leading up and comprising a decision to adopt or proceed with a 

change. Within this study it was highlighted that not enough of a courting 

period was given prior to commencing the professional development 

intervention with secondary two. This could have detrimentally affected 

the initiation phase and thus reduced the impact of the professional 

development. 

• Implementation involves the first experiences of attempting to put an idea 

or reform into practice. In fact, implementation consists of the processes 

that put an idea, program, set of activities or structures new to the people 

into the practice. There were a number of teachers in this study that 

struggled with the implementation phase, and especially for Dave his first 

experience of being observed led him to withdraw from the lesson 

observation part of the intervention.  

• Continuation, which is also called institutionalisation, incorporation or 

routinisation is an extension of the implementation phase and refers to 

whether the change builds as an ongoing part of the system or becomes 

unnoticeable with a decision of discarding or by attrition. Specifically, 

continuation could be explored further within this research by 
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understanding the wash-out effect experienced by some but not all 

teachers.  

• The outcome is related to the previous three phases and refers to several 

different results depending on the objectives, especially whether or not 

the objectives are achieved, whether or not student learning is enhanced, 

and whether or not experiences with change increase subsequent capacity 

to deal with future changes. On the other side, outcomes could involve 

improved student learning and attitudes; new skills, attitudes, or 

satisfaction of teachers and other school personnel; or improved problem-

solving capacity of the school (Fullan, 2007). In relation to this research the 

outcome would be whether or not, or to what extent physical literacy 

informed pedagogical practice was achieved and whether this pedagogical 

change was short-lived or ongoing. 

 

(Adapted from Thorburn, Carse, Jess, and Atencio, 2011). 

 

Interestingly, Fullan (2006, p.3) argues that theories of educational change, to 

date, are incomplete, with a lack of adequate ‘theory of action’ focus on the 

importance of pedagogical change and professional learning communities. 

Specifically, with regard to these areas, Fullan (2006) argues that focusing on levels 

of motivation, reflective action, persistence and flexibility are key to changes in 

practice becoming deeply embedded and self-sustaining. In hindsight this research 

could have explored educational change theory more completely drawing 

attention to key moments and phases significant to affecting change.  

 

Occupational socialisation - Occupational socialisation (Lawson, 1986; 1988) could 

be a useful lens in exploring this research further. Lawson (1986, p. 107) defines 

occupational socialisation as “all of the kinds of socialisation that initially influence 

persons to enter the field of physical education and later are responsible for their 
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perceptions and actions as teacher educators and teachers”. Lawson (1986) makes 

four primary assumptions regarding the socialisation of PE teachers.  

 

• Firstly, he suggests that the socialisation of PE teachers is a lifelong process 

beginning during early childhood.  

• Secondly, practices in PE are institutionalised and as a result, PE students 

and newly qualified PE teachers are subject to socialisation that 

encourages them to reproduce operations and maintain the status quo.  

• Thirdly, socialisation is problematic rather than automatic. While higher 

education and schools attempt to ‘typecast’ teachers, teachers also 

attempt to transform institutions. This may result in teachers accepting 

and internalising the contents of the socialisation; acting to change the 

socialisation setting; or being neither custodial nor innovative and merely 

‘sitting on the fence’, becoming custodial or innovative at a later stage 

(Zeichner and Tabachnik, 1981).  

• Finally, Lawson (1986) proposes that prospective and qualified PE teachers 

face three stages of occupational socialisation, acculturation, professional 

socialisation and occupational socialisation (Lawson, 1986). ‘Acculturation’ 

is the first stage, referring to childhood observations and experiences of PE 

and sport. This ‘apprenticeship of observation’ (Lortie, 1975) appears to be 

the most powerful phase of socialisation, with mainstream PE teachers 

shaping their views regarding good pedagogical practice (Curtner-Smith et 

al., 2008; O’Leary, 2012). ‘Professional socialisation’ refers to the impact 

of higher education and was defined by Lawson (1983, p. 4) as the process 

by which prospective teachers “acquire and maintain the values, 

sensitivities, skills, and knowledge that are deemed ideal for physical 

education teaching”. Finally, ‘organisational socialisation’ refers to the 

influence of the school and is defined as “the process by which one is 

taught and learns the ropes of a particular organisational role” (Van 

Maanen and Schein, 1979, p. 211). 
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(Adapted from O'Leary, Longmore and Medcalf, 2014) 

 

Taking this into consideration, if physical literacy is to inform physical education 

teaching practice it needs to be considered more holistically, beyond just teacher 

professional development, to include the experiences acquired through the 

acculturation, professional socialisation and occupational socialisation phases as 

defined by Lawson (1983).  

 

Teacher identity – Many teachers invest themselves in their work (Nias, 1996; van 

Veen and Lasky, 2005) and receive feelings of job satisfaction from the rewards of 

teaching (Day, 2002; Hargreaves, 1998; Lortie, 1975). Teachers ‘‘often so closely 

merge their sense of personal and professional identity that the classroom 

becomes a main site for their self-esteem and fulfilment, and so too for their 

vulnerability’’ (Nias, 1996, p. 297). This research raises the discussion around 

teacher professional vulnerability (Section 5.1.1, page 121) but further exploration 

could be included to extend this to personal and professional identity, self-esteem 

and vulnerability. Effecting or observing pedagogical and educational change from 

the perspective of changing the ‘who’ or the ‘person’ rather than the ‘what’ or the 

‘practice’ is not necessarily a new idea (Carson, 2005; Dewey, 1929/1984). In 

hindsight, this research placed too much emphasis on improving professional 

content and pedagogical knowledge (Armour and Yelling, 2004) and was too 

instructionally focussed as the research recommended (Durden-Myers and Kegan, 

2019; Harris et al., 2012; Hunzicker, 2011). A more holistic approach to 

professional development might consider the personal and professional identity, 

skills and attributes required in order to embed physical literacy within physical 

education teaching practice, embracing both instructional based approaches 

(Durden-Myers and Kegan, 2019; Harris et al., 2012; Hunzicker, 2011) and teacher 

identity based approaches (Carson, 2005; Dewey, 1929/1984; Nias, 1996; van 

Veen and Lasky, 2005). Observation of change, or lack thereof, in practice may also 
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be useful to be considered from a teacher identity perspective as to whether a 

physical literacy approach reinforced, reframed or clashed with existing teacher 

professional and personal identity. 

 

Habitus – Teacher professional and personal identity can also be linked with 

teacher habitus (Bourdieu, 1984), and how habitus orientates actions and 

dispositions. At its most formal, habitus is defined as “systems of durable, 

transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as 

structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organise practices 

and representations” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53). The notion of habitus can be more 

simply understood “as the dispositions which internalise our social location and 

which orient our actions” (Noble and Watkins, 2003, p. 2). The concept of habitus 

therefore offers an invaluable tool for exploring the interdependence of social 

determination and human agency and the structured and generative capacity of 

human action (Nobel and Watkins, 2003). Understanding habitus, can also be used 

to overcome the binaries of much social theory such as between objectivism and 

subjectivism, structure and agency, mind and body (Wacquant, 1992, p.3). 

Physical literacy is underpinned by monism and as such habitus may be a useful 

lens through which physical literacy professional development may be observed 

and approached with a more holistic non-binary approach. Specifically, habitus 

may be useful in the debate proposed by Cairney et al., (2019) as to whether 

physical literacy can be studied from a range of perspectives/paradigms such as 

positivism/empiricism (Cairney et al., 2019). It may also be useful in bringing 

together both person (who) and practice (what) based professional development 

and pedagogical / educational change interventions. Feldman (2016, p. 67) argues 

that teachers have ‘pedagogical habitus’ which informs the manner in which they 

enact their teaching practices. Feldman (2016) further suggests that in order to 

adapt or change teachers’ pedagogy you must first contend with the durability of 

the teachers’ pedagogical dispositions, which have formed over time, and thus 

understand their individual pedagogical habitus. The notion of pedagogical 
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habitus, therefore, may be useful in exploring how bound teachers are to their 

existing practice, and whether pedagogical change is achievable given the nature 

and strength of their existing pedagogical habitus.  

 

While these theories have been discussed in turn there is a tremendous amount 

of crossover and cross cutting themes evident between theories. Primarily, these 

theories can be used to better understand and explore the results obtained in this 

study, as well as provide theoretical frameworks to better inform future research, 

professional development design and physical literacy informed practice.  

 

9.5 Chapter and thesis summary 

Edwards et al., (2016) called for researchers to operationalise PL and generate 

meaningful and measurable differences in practice. In order to achieve this within 

PE teaching practice, a mechanism for providing effective PL PD is required. This 

research contributes towards determining what effective PL PD is, and how certain 

features of PD can enable PL informed practice. In short, this research has 

successfully demonstrated that PL can be operationalised within PE teaching 

practice using effective PD. 

 

It is difficult to fully summarise what has been learnt throughout this process with 

more questions being raised than answered, with certainly more work to be done. 

Throughout this process the researcher has developed her own understanding and 

appreciation of PL, teacher PD and the education profession more widely, all of 

which will inform her future work in initial teacher education and teacher PD.  

 

Theoretically, this research has extended and made connections between human 

flourishing and PL, teacher PL PD, PL informed PE pedagogy (including strategies 

for developing motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and 

understanding), as well as implications for PL philosophy in PE practice (including 

embodiment, monism, existentialism and phenomenology).  
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Empirically, this research has contributed towards the evidence base by capturing 

the impact of PL PD in relation to teacher knowledge and understanding of PL and 

documenting the accounts of PL informed practice over time. This research has 

also identified the challenges encountered by teachers as they engaged in PL PD 

and embedded PL within PE practice. This evidence is useful in improving future 

PL PD and furthering the potential of PL informed PE practice. 

 

Practically, this research has provided a clear conceptual framework, method and 

tools for delivering effective PL PD. The evaluation of the research process, as 

perceived by the researcher and the participants, provides useful insight for future 

PL PD and in nurturing PL informed PE practice more broadly. The teachers also 

highlighted barriers that were beyond their control, such as those at a governance 

and institutional level; solutions to which merit further investigation. 

 

A recurring theme throughout this research was the low perceived value placed 

upon PE within education. Improving the value of PE is essential if PL informed PE 

practice is to flourish. Moreover, elevating the value of PE is imperative to secure 

its future within education more broadly. More research and focus should be 

placed on elevating the value, and measuring the impact of, high quality PE to 

promote health, wellbeing and PA for life. PL has a tremendous role to play in the 

pursuit of this aim.  

 

With PA levels declining globally, especially within the child and adolescent 

populations, an attractive and effective PE offer has never been more important. 

Regular and sustained engagement in PA is central to the health and wellbeing of 

children and adolescents not only today, but also in developing positive lifestyle 

habits and routines throughout life. Further work is required to transform the 

perception of PE from the mere teaching of sports to a subject that promotes 

health, wellbeing and lifelong engagement in PA. PE provides a unique 
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environment whereby all children and adolescents can explore and make sense of 

the world as embodied beings. At present the PE profession as a whole does not 

fully embrace or embody this vision. However, a move to a PL informed approach 

could be the transformational catalyst that enables PE not only to survive but 

thrive in the 21st century education system. 
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Appendix 1: Glossary of terms 

Attributes - “are the constituent elements of physical literacy that are identified in 

the full definition of the concept. In growing in physical literacy individuals will 

discover that they have the potential to develop all the attributes [identified in the 

full definition]” (Whitehead, 2010, p.202). In recent years since the book, the 

attributes have been used to describe symptomatic behaviours of someone 

making progress on their physical literacy journey. 

 

Affective Domain - The affective domain refers to aspects of feelings or emotional 

areas (Bloom et al., 1956). Examples of these include motivation, confidence, self-

esteem, self-confidence and a positive sense of self, which are developed and 

nurtured in a range of environments. 

 

Cognitive Domain - The cognitive domain refers to the knowledge, understanding 

and the development of intellectual skills (Bloom et al., 1956). With regards to 

physical literacy, it refers to the knowledge and understanding of fitness and 

health including, exercise, nutrition, sleep and lifestyle, as well as the 

development of intelligent action, an understanding of movement, and 

application of creativity and imagination in a range of environments. 

 

Confidence - Can be described as the perception of one's own abilities (e.g. one’s 

belief that they can perform a certain task). Bandura (1977) identified 6 main areas 

which may affect one’s self-confidence:  

• Performance accomplishments – related to our experiences of succeeding 

or failing  

• Vicarious experiences – often referred to as modelling (e.g. watching role 

models and copying behaviour) 

• Verbal persuasion – positive and constructional feedback (e.g. praise)  

• Imaginal experiences – imagining yourself successfully completing the task  
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• Physiological states – how one views the situation (e.g. facilitative or 

debilitative), which can often link to symptoms of anxiety (e.g. increased 

heart rate, increase in sweating, constant thoughts)  

• Emotional states – related to positive or negative experiences (e.g. an 

athlete who experiences positive mental states like joy, excitement or 

happiness is more likely to increase in confidence which in turn leads to 

more enjoyable training sessions) 

 

Domains - Physical literacy domains refer to the interrelated affective, physical 

and cognitive domains that underpin the concept of physical literacy. The 

behavioural, social and environmental domains are also referred to in some 

literature. 

 

Dualism - “[Is] the view that human beings [are] comprised [of] two very different 

and separable ‘parts’, being the ‘body’ and the ‘mind’” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 202). 

 

Elements - The four elements of physical literacy are the means to achieve the 

ends of sustained engagement in physical activity for life and include the 

motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge and understanding 

(Whitehead, 2010). 

 

Embodied - “In the context of physical literacy, the term embodiment is used 

specifically to describe the potential individuals have to interact with the 

environment via our embodied dimension. This covers both embodiment as-lived 

as well as the embodiment as an instrument or object” (Whitehead, 2010, p.202-

203) 

 

Existentialism - Is a philosophy that generally speaking is based on the “principle 

that existence precedes essence. In other words, individuals make themselves as 

they interact with the world.” (Whitehead, 2010, p.203) 
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Health Literacy - The degree to which individuals and groups can obtain process, 

understand, evaluate, and act upon information needed to make public health 

decisions that benefit the community (Freedman et al., 2009).  

 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology - A phenomenological approach that seeks to 

combine theory, reflection and practice (Friesen, Hendriksson and Saevi, 2012). 

 

Human Dimension - “An aspect of human beings through which individuals can 

interact with the world and express themselves. Embodiment is one such 

dimension – hence, embodied dimension” (Whitehead, 2010, p.202). 

 

Intentionality - is a term used to describe the innate human urge to relate to and 

be stimulated by the environment / world and is an inherent part of our 

consciousness. 

 

Knowledge and Understanding - Is comprised of two main constituents, the 

grasping of essential principles in relation to movement and performance, and 

developing knowledge and understanding of fitness and health, including 

understanding the value of physical activity, exercise, appropriate diet and the 

need for relaxation and sleep (Whitehead, 2010)     

    

Leisure Education - Leisure education is a process where people become aware of 

and value leisure and can create or access a variety of leisure opportunities to 

meet their individual needs (Peterson, 2014).  

     

Literacy - “is crucial to the acquisition, by every child, youth and adult, of essential 

life skills that enable them to address the challenges they can face in life, and 

represents an essential step in basic education, which is an indispensable means 
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for effective participation in the societies and economies of the twenty-first 

century” (United Nations, 2002 p.1). 

 

Monism - Is the view that “humans are an entity, a whole, and not divisible into 

separate ‘parts’, such as the ‘body’ and the ‘mind’. This is also referred to as a 

holistic view or holism, again indicating that humans are an indivisible ‘whole’” 

(Whitehead, 2010, p. 203). 

 

Motivation - Can be defined as the direction and intensity of one’s effort 

(Weinberg and Gould, 2003).  

 

Motile / Motility - “The potential which individuals possess to take action in 

relation to the environment via their embodiment” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 203). 

 

Movement Capacities - “The constituent abilities of articulate movement” 

(Whitehead, 2010, p. 203). 

 

Movement Patterns - “general movement patterns comprise of the total stock of 

movements of which the human is capable. The general movement patterns 

mastered by an individual may be referred to as their foundation movement 

patterns … Specific movement patterns arise when refined movement patterns are 

applied within specific activity contexts and movement forms” (Whitehead, 2010, 

p. 203-204). 

 

Movement Vocabulary - Refer to movement patterns. 

 

Phenomenology - Is a philosophy that generally speaking is based on the “principle 

that we as human beings give meaning to the world as we perceive it. Objects in 

the world have no meaning prior to an individual’s perception of that feature. [In 
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other words], objects are what individuals ‘make of them’” (Whitehead, 2010, 

p.204). 

 

Physical Activity - Physical activity (PA) can be defined as “any bodily movement 

produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expenditure” (WHO, 2017, 

Online). Physical activity is also often discussed in relation to physical inactivity 

and sedentary behaviour.  

 

Physical Competence - “Can be described as the sufficiency in movement 

vocabulary, movement capacities and developed movement patterns plus the 

deployment of these in a range of movement forms” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 204). 

 

Physical Domain - The physical domain encompasses the nurturing of physical 

competence in a range of environments in order to develop a rich and wide-

ranging movement vocabulary (Whitehead, 2010). 

 

Physical Inactivity - Physical inactivity, or individuals described as being physically 

inactive are those who do not meet the weekly physical activity 

recommendations. The NHS (2015) suggest that individuals should participate in 

150 minutes of moderate exercise a week and strength activities at least twice a 

week. 

 

Physical Literacy - “Physical literacy can be described as the motivation, 

confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take 

responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.” (IPLA, 2017a). 

 

Sedentary Behaviour - Sedentary behaviour is described as any waking behaviour 

characterised by an energy expenditure of less than 1.5 metabolic equivalents 

(METs), while in a sitting, reclining or lying posture (Tremblay et al., 2017).  
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Appendix 2: Characteristics of human flourishing 

 

Rasmussen (1999) categorises human flourishing into six interrelated 

characteristics, these characteristics are discussed in more detail below: 

 

Objectively Good - The term human flourishing originates from the Greek word 

Eudaimonia which, traditionally translated, means ‘happiness’. This traditional 

translation, however, loses some of the original words meaning, as happiness fails 

to communicate clearly that eudaimonia is considered objectively good, not 

merely subjectively good (Ryan and Deci, 2001). In other words, happiness can be 

interpreted with hedonistic overtones, which focuses on pursuing happiness 

through pleasure attainment and pain avoidance and places a too narrow focus 

on the feelings and states of a person unrelated to others (De Ruyter, 2004, 2007). 

Rasmussen (1999) asserts that human flourishing should move beyond mere 

happiness and should only be sought and achieved through eudemonic, 

objectively good, and virtuous means. For the purpose of this research when 

considering happiness, wellbeing or flourishing an eudemonic approach will be 

taken and hedonistic approaches rejected on the grounds that human flourishing 

is not merely subjectively determined.  

 

Inclusive - Human flourishing is essentially inclusive. Everyone can flourish by 

striving to live optimally and through the means of acquiring and developing goods 

and virtues conducive to nurturing a flourishing life. Thus, human flourishing is 

relevant to every human being maximizing individual potential, regardless of 

personal endowment, and as such is achievable by all. Human flourishing is not 

reserved for the elite in society but is instead possible for all to achieve. It is 

important, however, to recognize that within society there are challenges 

regarding equity, access, and opportunity that may restrict or impede flourishing. 

It is important that this is addressed to ensure that no one is impeded or prevented 
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from flourishing, including individuals from low socio-economic backgrounds and 

marginalised groups (Annett, 2016).  

 

Individualised - Human flourishing is individualized because it is dependent on who 

and what one is (Rasmussen, 1999). This means to say that the conditions in which 

an individual may flourish will be individualized and unique to that person. No two 

cases or people will be the same. Annett (2016) also highlighted that the 

flourishing of the individual is interlinked with the flourishing of the community. 

This relationship is important to note in that the community can play a role in 

promoting the flourishing of the individual and vice versa.  

 

Agent-dependent - Human flourishing is agent-dependent; this means that 

flourishing does not merely happen or occur within some person’s life, as if a 

person was simply a by-stander for this ultimate value. Rather, the relationship 

between flourishing and a person’s life is much more intimate (Rasmussen, 1999). 

This means to say that you cannot merely create the conditions for which a person 

may flourish, but instead there must be a relationship between these conditions 

and the agent. Therefore, for flourishing to be nurtured or expressed, the agent 

must attribute meaning or value to the means (developing and pursuing conducive 

goods and virtues) to achieve the ends (i.e., flourishing).  

 

Self-directed - Human flourishing is self-directed; this means that human 

flourishing must be attained through the individual's own actions and efforts and 

cannot therefore be purely achieved because of external factors that are beyond 

an individual's control (Rasmussen, 1999). Everyone is therefore on one’s own 

path to a flourishing life and this path must be travelled as a result of that person’s 

own volition and in the direction chosen by the individual. Self-direction can be 

supported by the capabilities approach associated with Sen (1999) and Nussbaum 

(2003). With its emphasis on agency and self-actualization, the capability 
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approach has some overlap with Eudaimonia, especially in relation to self-

direction.  

 

Socially Constructed - Rasmussen (1999) also describes human flourishing as a 

socially constructed concept. Human beings are naturally social animals, and 

human lives encounter multiple interactional encounters with others. Human 

flourishing therefore embraces this aspect of human nature and considers the 

acquisition of goods and virtues not only exclusively for oneself and forsaking all 

others, but instead appreciates the concern for others and the acquisition of goods 

and virtues for the sake of others as well as oneself. This means to say that a 

flourishing life may be achieved through nurturing others or through selfless acts. 
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Appendix 3: Exploration of the domains of physical literacy 

Whitehead (2010) refers to the three domains, the affective, physical and 

cognitive or the four elements; motivation, confidence, physical competence, 

knowledge and understanding that are integral in nurturing physical literacy and 

lifelong engaging in physical activity. Each interrelated domain and their 

corresponding element needs to be further unpacked to operationalise physical 

literacy in practice. Each domain and element is explored in more detail the 

following sub-sections. 

 

The affective domain 

The affective domain is comprised primarily of motivation and confidence but 

there are also other concepts that may be included within this domain. From birth 

humans are active, inquisitive, curious and playful, displaying a pervasive 

readiness to explore and learn (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Ryan and Deci, 2000a). 

Ryan and Deci (2006: 56) suggest that “this natural motivational tendency is a 

critical element in cognitive, social, and physical development because it is through 

acting on one’s inherent interests that one grows in knowledge and skills.” 

However, this natural motivational tendency is not always a stable and enduring 

trait. The question for educators is how do we continue to maintain this curiosity, 

motivation, confidence and interest throughout education and onto adult life, or 

indeed regain it once individuals have become amotivated or disinterested? In 

order to understand this, question a deeper understanding of motivation and 

confidence is required. 

 

Motivation 

A key psychological process that is fundamental to sustained participation in 

physical activity is motivation. Motivation can be defined as the direction and 

intensity of one’s effort (Weinberg and Gould, 2003).  The direction of effort refers 

to whether an individual seeks out, approaches or is attracted to certain 

situations.  Intensity of effort refers to how much effort a person puts into a 
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particular situation. Ryan and Deci (2000a) also describe motivation as being 

moved to do something. A person who feels no impetus or inspiration to act is 

thus characterised as unmotivated or amotivated, whereas someone who is 

energised or activated toward an end is considered to be motivated (Ryan and 

Deci, 2000a).  

 

There are three fundamental types of motivation these being amotivation, 

extrinsic motivation and intrinsic motivation. Amotivation is the apparent lack of 

motivation all together. Extrinsic motivation is being driven to do something for 

external reward. Extrinsic motives could take the form of trophies, prizes, praise 

and status. Alternatively, intrinsic motivation comes from within the individual. 

Intrinsic motives for taking part in physical activity may include excitement, fun, 

and the desire to improve skill (Jarvis, 2006). Which source or type of motivation 

is most beneficial for sustained engaged in physical activity? Ashford, Biddle, and 

Goudas (1993) interviewed 336 adults at a community sports centre in Leicester 

to ascertain the motives behind their engagement in physical activity. The main 

motives for participating in physical activity were; to improve physical and 

psychological well-being, improve performance, accomplish personal challenges 

and to gain status. Pelletier et al., (2001) also conducted a study that looked at the 

relationship between motivational sources and participation with competitive 

swimmers. The study concluded that intrinsic forms of motivation were associated 

with greater persistence in competitive swimming. In contrast to extrinsically 

motivated swimmers who had the highest rate of attrition over time. It is widely 

considered that intrinsic motivation should be nurtured and developed in order to 

maximise sustained engagement in physical activity. When individuals are 

intrinsically motivated they tend to carry out actions for fun, enjoyment and 

challenge (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Ryan and Deci, 2000a), and are associated 

with greater persistence. Deci and Ryan (1991), also highlight the significant 

positive correlations between intrinsic motivation and achievement, therefore 

facilitating success through scaffolding and careful consideration of the learning 
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tasks with appropriate levels of challenge, is essential. Physical education should 

where possible develop intrinsic motives and promote enjoyment, fun and 

challenge when participating in physical activity.  

 

This research suggests that in order to raise physical activity levels and sustain 

these levels in the long term it is paramount that the main sources of motivation 

are intrinsic in nature and this intrinsic motivation should be encouraged and 

nurtured. Taking this into consideration it is important to understand the key 

theories associated with motivation and how these may be used to promote 

intrinsic motivation or indeed initialise the shift from amotivation, through 

extrinsic motivation to the ultimate aim of engendering intrinsic motivation. 

Human motivation and more specifically theories of exercise behaviour is a well-

researched area with many proposed theories. Table 16 below outlines a range of 

exercise behaviour models or macro-theories that aim to understand the 

relationship between exercise behaviour and motivation which are useful to 

consider when nurturing the affective domain within physical literacy. 

 

Table 16: Models and theories of exercise behaviour  

Theories of 
exercise 
behaviour 
 

Belief attitude theories Achievement Goal Theory 
Competence based theories Self-Efficacy Theory 
Control based theories Self Determination Theory 
Stage based theories Transtheoretical Model 

Hybrid models 
Peak Experience and Flow 
Model 

 

Exploration of these theories may be able to provide clear recommendations for 

practice which will help operationalise physical literacy from theory to practice by 

explaining how positive motivational sources and climates that can be created 

within physical education. Each theory identified in the figure above is explored in 

more detail as follows: 

 

Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) 
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Nicholls’ (1984) theory of achievement goal theory (AGT) suggests that there are 

two styles of achievement motivation, these being task orientation where success 

is viewed in terms of task mastery and self-improvement as opposed to ego 

orientation where success is viewed in comparison to others (Nicholls, 1989 and 

Hastie et al., 2013). Studies have shown that a task-orientated goal perspective is 

linked to enjoyment and intrinsic motivation, and thus may promote sustained 

engagement in physical activity (Duda and Nicholls, 1992; Fox et al., 1994).  

 

Ego and task orientations can be encouraged or discouraged depending on the 

learning environment. If the learning environment rewards or encourages 

individuals to judge their success based on how well they have performed a task 

and take into consideration their levels of effort and persistence, then intrinsic 

forms of motivation may be encouraged. This view is supported by Hastie et al., 

(2013) who states that the learning environment can promote increased intrinsic 

motivation by encouraging task/mastery orientations which ‘relates students’ 

performance to their effort, persistence and personal improvement’. Ego 

orientations can also be encouraged as a result of the learning environment, for 

example if physical education lessons are presented to encourage individuals to 

judge their level of competence and success relative to their peers (Jarvis, 2006) 

then an ego orientation is reinforced. Table 17 below compares the characteristics 

of task and ego-orientations. 

 

Table 17: Task and ego orientation characteristics 

(Table 4 adapted from Jarvis, 2006) 

 

 Task Orientations Ego Orientations 
Criterion for judging 
success 

Improvement on past 
personal performance 

Comparison with others 

Judged cause of success 
Practice and skill 
development 

Chance and natural ability 

Response to 
difficulty/failure 

Persistence Cheating 
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Table 17 above illustrates how task orientations in comparison to ego orientations 

have the added advantage of greater persistence in the face of adversity, meaning 

that individuals are more likely to continue participating in physical activity when 

their competence and motivation is challenged.  

 

A number of AGT studies conducted within the field of physical education have 

examined the relationship between the task and ego orientations and the 

corresponding positive and negative effects on intrinsic motivation. These studies 

suggest that task orientations are positively associated with improvements in 

intrinsic motivation. Ego orientations tended to demonstrate a mixed pattern of 

results (Biddle, Wang, Kavussanu and Spray, 2003; Linnenbrink and Pintrich, 2002; 

Ntoumanis and Biddle, 1999). Therefore, encouraging task orientated dispositions 

may yield better results in promoting intrinsic motivation.  

 

Papaioannou et al., (2007) also concluded that a task and mastery climate along 

with self-referenced achievable goals corresponded positively with that of intrinsic 

motivation and the level of satisfaction experienced by pupils. Other achievement 

goal theory studies have concentrated on specific emotions as opposed to the 

positive and negative effects (Biddle, Soos and Chatzisarantis, 1999; Duda and 

Nicholls, 1992). These studies concluded that task orientations and frameworks 

were strongly associated with high levels of enjoyment, due to task goals 

promoting more inner sources of satisfaction and linked to higher levels of 

persistence (Roberts, 2001). The relationship between ego orientations and 

enjoyment are more ambiguous. Wang and Liu (2007) found a positive 

relationship between ego orientations and enjoyment, whereas Duda and Nicholls 

(1992) and Spray, Biddle and Fox (1999) were unable to confirm such a 

relationship. This research is useful in that if you can gauge how much the class as 

a whole is enjoying physical education, then higher levels of overall enjoyment 

should be related to more intrinsic/task forms of motivation because all 

participants are improving in relation to self-referenced goals, as opposed to lower 
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levels of enjoyment being associated with extrinsic/ego motivational sources, as 

only the participants that can demonstrate a higher ability than their peers will 

take enjoyment from physical education. Using this assumption, the level of task 

and ego orientation could be measured within the class and thus track changes in 

behaviour and motivational sources. 

 

The challenge for educators and more specifically physical educators is to 

encourage a healthy blend of orientations that positively affect intrinsic 

motivation. Considering this, the most effective way for physical educators to 

achieve this would be to encourage a predominant non-competitive, task and 

mastery environment within lessons and extracurricular clubs. This is due to task 

orientations having a more stable, positive effect on intrinsic motivation in 

comparison to ego and outcome based approaches that can have both positive 

and negative effects on intrinsic motivation. One strategy to encourage task 

orientations could be adopting the Target Strategy (Ames, 1992). The Target 

Strategy described in more detail below, is one method that could be used within 

lessons and extracurricular clubs to facilitate and encourage a task and mastery 

orientation environment. Individuals are encouraged to focus on personal 

improvement and to set self-referenced goals and targets. The Target Strategy 

(Ames, 1992) is an acronym for describing the characteristics of a learning 

environment that promotes a task and mastery focus. The acronym is expanded 

below: 

 

• Tasks - Focus on the learning and task involvement. Avoid emphasis on 

social comparison and competition, instead just simply focus on learning 

the new skill. This could be achieved by setting goals where the emphasis 

is on the process as opposed to the outcome. 

• Authority - Activities are centred on pupil involvement and discovery 

allowing pupils to make as much of a contribution to decision making 
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within the lesson, for example pupils will devise their own effective warm 

up and so on. 

• Reward - Give rewards for individual improvement not social comparison 

for example reward the individuals that improved their successful number 

of set shots in basketball regardless of how many they achieved in 

comparison to other individuals. 

• Grouping - Manage the class in order to achieve cooperative groups having 

pupils working together to solve problems rather than competing against 

one another. When putting pupils into groups mixed ability, gender, and 

friendship groups have to be considered, the best formula is individual to 

each class and a matter of trial and error. 

• Evaluation - Throughout the lesson evaluate the tasks in order to give 

purpose to the activity. Evaluations must be focussed on the learning 

process and not the outcome. 

• Timing - Timing is an integral part in ensuring that the above are effective, 

for example giving positive feedback immediately after the performance 

or task to reinforce behaviour, or keeping the lesson at an appropriate 

pace with progression to prevent tedium setting in. 

 

A task and mastery approach with an emphasis on enjoyment should be sought 

within physical education, in order to develop the personal resource and 

persistence required in order to encourage sustained engagement in physical 

activity, and thus, promote the development of physical literacy. Another theory 

that might be useful to consider in the promotion of the affective domain is self-

efficacy theory. 

 

Self-Efficacy Theory 

Self-esteem refers to how and what an individual globally feels about themselves. 

Self-esteem is relatively stable across a range of situations. Self-efficacy, on the 

other hand, refers to what an individual believes about their abilities in a given 
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situation. Unlike self-esteem, self-efficacy is situation specific; it is how we 

interpret our ability to carry out a particular task at a given point in time (Bandura, 

1982). Self-efficacy is the individual’s belief in his or her capabilities to execute the 

necessary actions to satisfy the situational demands. Figure 9 below illustrates the 

interconnectivity between self-efficacy, self-esteem and self-concept. 

 

Figure 9: Relationship between self-efficacy, self-esteem and self-concept 

 

 
(Adapted from Bandura, 1997) 

 

Self-efficacy influences the activities an individual chooses to approach, the effort 

expended on such activities and the degree of persistence demonstrated in the 

face of adversity (Berger, Pargman and Weinberg, 2002). Self-esteem refers to the 

judgments and evaluations individuals make more generally within a particular 

environment or activity. While, self-concept is a broader description of the self, 

referring to what individuals’ generally think about themselves. Self-efficacy, self-

esteem and self-concept are closely interrelated. For example, if a given task such 

as scoring a basket is considered by the individual as something they feel capable 

Self-Efficacy

Self-Esteem

Self-Concept
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of achieving, due to the demand of the task (differentiated to suit the learner) 

then they are more likely to take the shot and persist even if unsuccessful (high 

levels of self-efficacy). If this success is then repeated in a number skills and 

activities, then more generally the individual will perceive themselves to be 

proficient in basketball (self-esteem). Finally, if this process and success is 

repeated in a number of physical activities and environments then the individual 

is more likely to embrace physical activity as a part of who they are and meaningful 

and important to them (and their self-concept). 

 

If physical literacy aims to promote lifelong engagement in physical activity then a 

positive sense of self (self-concept), self-esteem and self-efficacy is required in 

order to ensure that individuals not only chose to participate in physical activity 

but also it becomes part of who they are (self-concept) and their lifestyle. 

According to Findorff, Wyman, and Gross (2009 p.1774) “Self-efficacy has been the 

most consistent idea in predicting exercise adherence”. In fact, previous research 

indicates a positive relationship between the physical self-perceptions of adults 

up to age 65 and participation in physical activity (McAuley, 1991; McAuley et al., 

1991; Sonstroem et al., 1992; Whaley, 2004). 

 

Schunk (1991) suggests that there are four main sources of information that affect 

our self-efficacy. These sources can provide practical guidance for physical 

education teachers and are outlined below: 

 

• Previous Experience - If you have previously succeeded in similar related 

tasks you are more likely to have a higher level of self-efficacy. This notion 

is also supported by the philosophical concepts of existentialism and 

phenomenology (please refer to the next section, the philosophical 

concepts underpinning physical literacy) that argue that we are a product 

of our experiences and this in turn shapes our view of the world. This 

highlights why it is important to provide individuals with the opportunity 
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to achieve success and build positive experiences as this has an impact on 

self-efficacy and therefore on future participation and performance. 

• Verbal Persuasion - Through the use of persuasion people may be 

convinced that their level of ability is capable of meeting the demands of 

the task and situation. Verbal persuasion and encouragement from peers, 

teachers and coaches can give participants the boost in self-efficacy 

required in order to perform the task or persist in the face of adversity. 

However, the persuasion needs to be personal, appropriate and relevant 

to the participant in order to gain any value (Weinberg, Gould and Jackson, 

1979). 

• Vicarious Experiences - If a peer of similar perceived ability is able to carry 

out the task then this success will encourage other individuals of similar 

ability to participate in the task. This is particularly relevant when providing 

demonstrations and modelling best practice, taking this into consideration 

peer models should be given where possible. Vicarious experiences can 

have both positive and negative effects on self-efficacy. For example, if 

someone of similar ability is able to perform the task then this will transfer 

into a positive vicarious experience. If they are unable to perform the task 

or if the peer is of a higher perceived ability compared with the participant, 

then this may have a negative effect of self-efficacy. It is for this reason 

that demonstrations should be used carefully to ensure a positive transfer 

of vicarious experience occurs. This can be achieved by ensuring that the 

demonstration is successful and is carried out by a peer of similar 

perceived ability to the other participants.  

• Physiological/Psychological States – This relates directly to how our body 

physiologically and psychologically responds to the task, if we have high 

anxiety levels whilst performing the task then it may be attributed to 

negative thoughts and feeling which may indirectly affect our self-efficacy. 

In contrast if we are relatively calm and relaxed when undertaking the task 

then we may interpret this as it being easily achievable and therefore 
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improve our self-efficacy (Maddux and Meier, 1995). Physiological and 

psychological states can be managed through appropriate preparation and 

physical conditioning (Maddux and Meier, 1995), it is also essential that 

the teacher pitches the task appropriately to the competency levels of the 

participants.  

 

Developing high levels of self-efficacy is essential in order to initialise changes in 

exercise behaviour (Berger, Pargman and Weinberg, 2002). By managing the 

above sources of self-efficacy (Schunk, 1991) teachers may be able create positive 

physical activity experience, that in turn, may promote lifelong engagement in 

physical activity. Another theory that might be useful to consider is self-

determination theory. 

 

Self-determination Theory (SDT) 

Deci and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) “is a macro-theory of 

human motivation, emotion, and development that takes interest in factors that 

either facilitate or forestall the assimilative and growth-oriented processes in 

people” (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009, p.134). As such, self-determination can be a 

useful theory for physical literacy as it looks to understand motivation from a 

growth-oriented perspective.  

 

Hastie et al., (2013) highlight how SDT is a multidimensional construct that 

identifies motivation as a continuum characterised at one end as an individual 

being amotivated (i.e. no desire to engage in a particular behaviour), that 

transitions through extrinsic motives (i.e. the desire to engage in a particular 

behaviour for external reasons) through to being intrinsically motivated (i.e. the 

desire to engage in a particular behaviour for the love or personal interest in it). 

Figure 10 below outlines the different stages of SDT. 
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Figure 10: Self-determination theory stages 

 

 

 

 

 

The figure above illustrates six stages on a continuum from amotivated to 

intrinsically motivated. Characteristics of each stage is described below: 

 

• Amotivation – Is apparent lack of motivation altogether and motivation is 

considered not self-determined. 

• External Regulation – Is considered a form of extrinsic motivation where 

participants engage for reward or because of coercion. 

• Introjected Regulation – Is considered somewhat extrinsic due to 

individuals feeling being that they ought to or should engage in the task. 

• Identified Regulation – Is considered somewhat internal or intrinsic as the 

task aligns with personal goals or that there is perceived value in the task. 

• Integrated Regulation – Is considered internal or intrinsic in nature and 

occurs when motives for participation are aligned with one’s own personal 

values and needs and help to reinforce one’s sense of self. 
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• Intrinsic Motivation – Occurs when the activity is inherently satisfying, 

enjoyable and engenders a sense of accomplishment and stimulation. 

 

Figure 11 below further highlights the differences between the stages of external, 

introjected, identified and integrated regulation. 

 

Figure 11: Self-determination internalisation continuum  

 
(Niemiec and Ryan, 2009, p.137) 

 

SDT states that intrinsic motivation is sustained or encouraged by the satisfaction 

of the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness 

(Niemiec and Ryan, 2009; Deci and Ryan, 1991). The relationship between 

autonomy and intrinsic motivation is of particular relevance as studies of 

classroom learning have shown that autonomy promotion as opposed to control 

environments are more successful in developing and maintaining intrinsic 

motivation. Autonomy supportive teachers induce greater intrinsic motivation, 

curiosity and a desire for challenge, whilst students who are overly controlled lose 

initiative and learn less well (Benware and Deci, 1984; Ryan and Deci, 2000; Reeve, 

2002; Ryan and Grolnick, 1986). SDT identifies teachers’ motivating style on a 
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continuum from highly controlling through to highly autonomy supportive (Reeve 

and Jang, 2006). This is significant for this study in that in order for teachers to 

promote or encourage intrinsic motives an autonomy supportive pedagogical 

approach is more successful and therefore should be encouraged. 

 

Reeve and Jang (2006) identify autonomy support as ‘the interpersonal behaviour 

one person provides to involve and nurture another person’s internally-focused, 

volitional intentions to act, such as when a teacher supports a student’s 

psychological needs (e.g., autonomy, competence, relatedness), interests, 

preferences, and values’. This helps learners become self-directed and therefore 

more self-determined. This is supported by Hastie et al., (2013) who advocate that 

all students need to be afforded opportunities for voice and choice within lessons, 

which, is an interesting point when considering the balance between teacher-led 

and pupil-initiated learning. Choice also helps students feel related to others in 

the learning context. This is particularly important for females as strong 

friendships made through their physical education participation, can increase 

student motivation (especially for girls) (Ntoumanis, 2005). Similarly, Reeve (2006, 

p.225) highlights that, “classroom conditions can support or frustrate” inner 

motivational resources. Therefore, the climate of the classroom and teachers’ 

behaviours are highly significant in determining the level of self- determination 

and intrinsic motivation of the pupils. 

 

The basic assumptions of SDT are that 1) human beings are active (rather than 

passive) in their development; 2) they are naturally inclined toward growth and 

development, and; 3) they have a set of basic psychological needs that are 

universal for all people. If these principles are taken into consideration as well as 

practical guidance relating to how teachers can support student’s psychological 

needs (e.g., autonomy, competence, relatedness) this may help in developing self-

determined motivation with the ultimate aim of individuals becoming intrinsically 

motivated. Another model that may help teachers understand where students are 
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in relation to their motivation towards physical activity is the Transtheoretical 

Model. This model is further explained in the next section.  

 

Transtheoretical Model 

The Transtheoretical Model (TTM) of behavior change (Velicer, Prochaska, Fava, 

Norman, and Redding, 1998) was originally developed by Prochaska (1979) in 

response to the increasing theoretical diversity within psychotherapy. Since its 

conception as a model for use within psychotherapy it has also been applied to a 

variety of behavior change contexts such as substance abuse, diet and physical 

activity (Brown et al., 2000; Steptoe et al., 1996; Kim, Hwang and Yoo, 2004). 

Similar to SDT, TTM also includes a number of stages and a key characteristic of 

the model is its multidimensional design including the facets of the stages of 

change, the processes of change, self-efficacy, and decisional balance (Hutchison, 

Breckon, and Johnston, 2008). Figure 12 below illustrates the different stages of 

the TTM model. 

 

Figure 12: Transtheoretical model stages 

 
(Moule, 2011)  
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• Pre-Contemplation – During this stage Individuals do not foresee a change 

to their behaviour in the future. Individuals may not recognise a need for 

change or believe that changing their behaviour is needed or will indeed 

be beneficial. 

• Contemplation – During the contemplation stage the individual has 

thought about participating in physical activity in the future but is currently 

not engaged in physical activity. Individuals in this stage can recognise their 

current level of behaviour and understand need for change. 

• Determination – Individuals in the determination stage are preparing and 

becoming determined to start participating in physical activity having 

made initial steps towards participation. For example, individuals may 

have acquired or purchased the relevant clothing or equipment for the 

activity or explored local physical activity groups and settings.  

• Action – Individuals who are in the action stage have gone beyond the 

determination stage and are actively participating in physical activity, 

although this has not yet become sustained engagement. 

• Maintenance – Individuals in the maintenance phase are participating in 

regular and sustained participation in physical activity. Individuals in this 

stage intend to continue to maintain their behaviour but may also benefit 

from strategies such as goal setting to support their sustained 

participation. 

• Relapse – Individuals can relapse at any stage, and this is typically 

characterised when individuals move backwards through the model or re-

start the cycle altogether. 

 

The TTM model can be used to understand where individuals are on the cycle and 

then provide appropriate interventions to encourage positive transition between 

stages. Processes of change reflect how individuals move from one stage to the 

next (O’Connor, 1995). Prochaska et al., (1992) identified ten processes of change 

using comparative analysis of leading systems of psychotherapy. Prochaska et al., 
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(1988) established validity and reliability for these theoretical and empirical 

processes. A description these processes of change are outlined below: 

 

• Consciousness raising - Efforts by the individual to seek new information 

and to gain understanding and feedback about the problem. This process 

can be enhanced by having readily available information for individuals to 

access. 

• Dramatic relief - Affective aspects of change, often involving intense 

emotional experiences related to the problem behaviour. Teachers can be 

mindful of this process and when significant emotional experiences occur 

use this to initiate action.   

• Environmental re-evaluation - Consideration and assessment by the 

individual of how the problem affects the physical and social environment. 

Teachers can support students in this re-evaluation and assessment 

process, helping to overcome potential environmental barriers to action. 

• Self-re-evaluation - Emotional and cognitive reappraisal of values by the 

individual with respect to the problem behaviour. This self-re-evaluation 

can also be achieved with outside support such as mentor or teacher. 

• Social liberation - Awareness, availability and acceptance by the individual 

of alternative, problem-free life-styles in society. Teachers can help this to 

occur by providing learning experiences whereby individuals can learn 

from other life-styles in society. 

• Counterconditioning - Substitution of alternative behaviours for the 

problem behaviour. Teachers can support this by understanding the 

problem behaviour and suggesting alternatives. 

• Helping relationships - Trusting, accepting, and utilizing the support of 

caring others during attempts to change the problem behaviour. This is the 

most significant process for teachers and significant others in providing a 

support network that encourages change. 
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• Reinforcement management - Changing the contingencies that control or 

maintain the problem behaviour. Again, teachers can be supportive in 

ensuring that students understand what these contingencies might be and 

how they can be managed. 

• Self-liberation - The individual's choice and commitment to change the 

problem behaviour, including the belief that one can change. Teachers can 

support this process by understanding what the individual believes in 

relation to if they can change and how committed they are to changing.  

• Stimulus control - Control of situations and other causes that trigger the 

problem behaviour. Again, the teacher can help the individual identify 

these triggers and thus create trigger avoidance strategies. 

(Marcus, et al., 1992, p. 387) 

 

Understanding and having an awareness of the processes of change listed above 

can help physical education teachers encourage transition between TTM stages. 

Prochaska et al., (1992) propose that physical educators should emphasize specific 

processes during specific stages of change. Two curriculum studies (O'Connor, 

1993; Rehor, 1991) applied constructs of the transtheoretical model in college 

physical education classes. These two studies demonstrate that the 

transtheoretical model can be practically and successful employed in a physical 

education setting to aid engagement in physical activity and initiate processes of 

change. Another model that can also be applied within physical education to 

improve engagement and motivation is the peak experience or flow model. This 

model is described in the following section. 

 

Peak Experience or Flow Model 

The concept of ‘flow’ can be described as “experiences during which individuals 

are fully involved in the present moment” (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, 

p.89). Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) explain that individuals who are in a 

state of flow may describe how an experience seamlessly enfolds from minute to 
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minute, and identify characteristics of this experience as intense, concentrated 

and focused on the present moment. Akey (2006) also describes that being in a 

state of flow within an education environment may suggest enjoyment of learning. 

Creative positive experiences and moreover creating positive learning experiences 

is essential if individuals are to effectively learn and develop without fear of failure 

or judgement. Enjoyment also maintains and strengthens intrinsic motives for 

participation, which is linked to greater persistence in adversity, therefore 

maximising the likelihood of sustained engagement in physical activity. 

 

The flow model argues that the differing level of challenge and perceived ability 

within a given situation can create numerous emotions and mood states. Positive 

emotions and mood states include arousal, flow, control and relaxation. These 

states are possible when the level of perceived ability is balanced with the level of 

challenge of the task. Negative emotions and mood states that should be avoided 

are boredom, apathy, worry and anxiety. These mood states exist when the level 

of perceived ability is unbalanced with the level of challenge of the task. The flow 

model may be useful in assisting teachers in creating positive learning 

environments that enable physical literacy to be fostered by creating an optimal 

experience. However, Laevers (2000, p.25) cautions that flow as a state of 

involvement is not easily obtained as it “only occurs in the small area in which the 

activity matches the capabilities of the person”. In order to increase the likelihood 

of flow Leavers suggests that young children should be encouraged to play, as it is 

through play that we see an exploratory attitude, defined by an openness for, and 

alertness to, the wide variety of stimuli that form our surroundings. This attitude 

enables a person to find the most intense forms of concentration and involvement 

and it is this attitude underpinned by deep intrinsic motivation that keeps a person 

learning and developing (Laevers, 2000). Relating this idea to older children and 

adolescences there are characteristics of play such as individual enjoyment, 

autonomy and control that can be used to create more sophisticated forms of play 
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with this age category, and by ensuring that learning is uninterrupted flow may be 

encouraged to take place.  

 

There is a vast amount of research that suggests that intrinsic motivation declines 

as children progress through the education system (Anderman and Maehr, 1994; 

Gottfried et al., 2001; Lepper et al., 2005; Nicholls, 1978; Sansone and Morgan, 

1992). The strategies mentioned above can all aid in developing and maintaining 

autonomy supportive and intrinsic sources of motivation. However, research is 

not expecting all teachers to be experts in each of these motivation and exercise 

behaviour theories but it is useful for the researcher to be familiar with these 

theories as it may help guide and shape physical education teacher practice and 

pedagogy, informing both the professional development and the lesson 

reflections. Motivation is just one aspect of the affective domain that needs to be 

nurtured if sustained engagement in physical activity is to be possible, another is 

confidence.  

 

Confidence 

There is an increasing amount of literature that highlights the importance of 

confidence in sustained participation in physical activity. Self-confidence has been 

the subject of much research in the sport and physical activity psychology 

literature. The perception of one's own abilities has been frequently cited as a 

mediating construct in achievement strivings and as a psychological factor 

affecting athletic performance and participation in physical activity (Lirgg, 1991). 

Confidence has been operationalised in a number of ways, including: the 

constructs of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) (mentioned previously in the 

motivation section), perceived competence (Harter, 1982; Nichols, 1984) (this is 

also discussed in the physical domain section), sport-confidence (Fox and Corbin, 

1989; Vealey, 1986), expectancies (Rotter, 1954), and movement confidence 

(Griffin and Keough, 1982) all of which have been proposed as measuring an 

individual's perception or confidence of his or her abilities. Regardless of the 
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method by which it is measured, self-confidence has been shown to be an 

important variable that influences motor performance and engagement in 

physical activity across the lifespan (Feltz, 1982, McAuley, 1985, McAuley, 

Courneya, and Lettunich 1991; Overdorf, Coker and Kollia, 2016).  

 

Confidence has been shown to be a significant factor in engagement in physical 

activity in adults and older adults. McAuley, Courneya, and Lettunich (1991) 

conducted a study of predictors of exercise behavior in 103 middle-aged sedentary 

adults, it was noted that two efficacy cognitions could best predict frequency and 

intensity of exercise participation: the participants’ perceptions of their own 

general physical ability, and the participants’ perceptions of their ability to 

conquer physical activity participation obstacles. Additionally, Overdorf, Coker 

and Kollia (2016) also found a positive correlation between confidence and 

participation in physical activity in older adults (60-79). Overdorf, Coker and Kollia 

(2016) recommended that the assessment of perceived competence be 

considered for older adult pre-exercise screening in order to customise exercise 

programmes that will improve movement confidence and increase the likelihood 

of continued physical activity engagement. Older males reported greater sport 

competence than their female counterparts and were more likely to engage in 

vigorous physical activity. Consequently, an intervention program that is 

perceived as requiring a high level of sport competence or includes exercises 

perceived to require higher levels of intensity would unlikely be attractive for older 

female participants.  

 

Many studies across a range of ages have shown differences between male and 

female confidence levels which in turn, impacts physical activity engagement both 

in relation to frequency and type of activity/activities. Females tend to 

demonstrate less confidence than males (Lirgg and Feltz, 1989; Stewart and 

Corbin, 1988; Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974), and in order to address this Baker and 

Davison (2011) suggest that developing perceived competence i.e. confidence, 
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appears to be a viable target for intervention strategies to increase engagement 

in physical activity, especially for adolescent girls. Understanding the relationship 

between confidence and motivation, physical competence and articulating 

knowledge and understanding is essential if teachers are to develop, nurture and 

chart physical literacy, pedagogical approaches that support the development of 

student confidence therefore should be central to an approach that fosters 

physical literacy. 

 

As can be seen from the discussion thus far the affective domain is central to 

engagement in physical activity. Therefore, educators need to be aware of how to 

create a learning environment where the affective components can be nurtured. 

Laevers (1994) in his theory of Experiential Education explains how deep 

immersion in learning has an affective component. Laevers (1997) suggests that 

involvement is seen as an indication for changes that are defined as “deep level 

learning” (Laevers, 1997, p.2) and in order to gain an insight into high quality 

learning environments the Leuven Involvement and Well-Being Scale was 

developed (Laevers, 1994). Subsequent studies have shown pupils’ involvement is 

dependent on the “interactions between the context (including the way teachers 

handle their group) and the characteristics of the children” (Laevers, 2000, p.25), 

which includes motivation and confidence. Therefore, one strategy to monitor 

student confidence and motivation is to monitor their involvement and 

engagement in learning tasks and activities. Additionally, reflecting and improving 

on how the teacher manages the lesson, group and context can also contribute in 

developing the affective domain. Teachers are incredibly important in developing 

student motivation and confidence as Ginott (1972, p15-16) articulates 

eloquently: 

  

“I am the decisive element in the classroom. It is my personal approach that 

creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. As a 

teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or 
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joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can 

humiliate or humour, hurt or heal. In all situations it is my response that 

decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child 

humanised or de-humanised”. 

 

The affective domain is just one of the three domains proposed by Whitehead 

(2010), the next domain as it appears in the definition is the physical domain.  

 

The physical domain 

The physical domain encourages the nurturing of physical competence in a range 

of environments in order to develop a rich and wide-ranging bank of movement 

patterns (Whitehead, 2010). Whitehead (2010) proposes that by developing 

physical competence in a wide variety of environments the likelihood of 

engagement in physical activity throughout life is increased. This view is supported 

by movement and motor competence research, with poor motor proficiency and 

development being linked to sedentary behavior, the avoidance of physical 

activity. The lack of proficiency in motor development can act as a barrier to later 

participation in physical activity (Wrotniak et al. 2006; Seedfelt, 1980 and Clarke 

and Metcalf, 2002). With this in mind, what does physical competence include and 

how can it be nurtured within physical education to promote lifelong engagement 

in physical activity. 

 

Physical competence 

Physical competence is described as “the sufficiency in movement vocabulary, 

movement capacities and developed movement patterns plus the deployment of 

these in a range of movement forms” (Whitehead, 2010, p.204). Within 

Whitehead’s description of physical competence, a number of aspects emerge 

including movement vocabulary and movement patterns, movement capacities, 

and movement forms. The aim is not necessarily to master each aspect but instead 

make progress and develop each individual’s physical competence as appropriate 
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to their endowment. Each aspect of physical competence as identified by 

Whitehead is further discussed below: 

 

Movement vocabulary  

Maude (2010, p.106) describes movement vocabulary as “the movement version 

of the content of a dictionary for speakers. Whereas a dictionary is made up of 

millions of individual words, the movement vocabulary comprises the millions of 

movements that are humanly possible”. Each individual movement can be 

considered as an ingredient that contributes to the totality of human movement 

otherwise known as movement vocabulary. Maude (2010, p.107) also suggests 

that “movement vocabulary can be categorised into a series of categories, rather 

like the A to Z of a dictionary”. For example, Maude suggests that one approach 

could be to adopt the gross and fine muscle activity as a classification system. 

There appears to be a range of categorisation systems that could be used to group 

movements. The system employed may change or develop in relation to the age 

or stage of the learner. Maude (2010) for young children suggests the following 

seven categories; balance, locomotion, flight, manipulation, projection, 

construction and non-verbal communication. Each of these categories are 

expanded to include specific movements in figure 13 overleaf. These movement 

categories are by no means an exhaustive list but instead constitute just a small 

sample of a young child’s movement vocabulary. Other categorisation systems can 

be used in isolation or combination with other systems. One example of another 

classification system could be the classification of skill continuum as outlined 

below: 

• Muscular Involvement Continuum – Gross / Fine 

• Environmental Influence Continuum – Open / Closed 

• Continuity Continuum – Discrete / Serial / Continuous 

• Pacing Continuum – Externally Paced / Internally Paced 

• Difficulty Continuum – Simple / Complex 

• Organisation Continuum – Low / High 
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Figure 13: Movement vocabulary: categories and examples 

(Maude, 2010, p.108) 
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With millions of possible movements and environments where these movements 

may take place, with the added complication of maturation and development over 

the life course it is difficult to create an all-encompassing categorisation system. 

Moreover, an all-encompassing categorisation system may be restrictive in 

responding to an individual’s movement development needs or not fully capture 

the totality of human movement potential. But having said this they can serve as 

a starting point from which additional movements can be developed. 

 

Movement capacities 

The development and refinement of an individual’s movement vocabulary 

throughout life is achieved by acquiring and applying a range of movement 

capacities. Movement capacities categorised as simple, combined or complex. 

 

Examples of simple capacities include: 

• Core stability 

• Balance 

• Coordination 

• Flexibility 

• Maintenance of stillness 

• Control 

• Use of power 

• Stamina and endurance 

• Moving at different rates / speeds 

• Orientating in space and accurate placement of the body 

• Proprioceptive awareness 

 

Examples of combined capacities include: 

• Poise which incorporates both balance and core stability 

• Fluency which incorporates coordination balance and proprioceptive 

awareness 
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• Precision which incorporates accurate placement of the embodied 

dimension and core stability 

• Agility which incorporates flexibility, balance and coordination 

• Dexterity which incorporates coordination, accurate placement and 

flexibility 

• Equilibrium which incorporates balance, core stability, orientation in space 

and maintenance of stillness 

 

Examples of complex capacities include: 

• Bilateral coordination 

• Inter-limb coordination 

• Hand-eye coordination 

• Control of acceleration and deceleration 

• Turning and twisting on a variety of rotational axis 

• Rhythmic movement 

(Adapted from Murdoch and Whitehead, 2010. P.177-178) 

 

Complex capacities require a greater level of movement sophistication in 

comparison to combined and simple capacities. Murdoch and Whitehead (2010, 

p. 178) suggest that individuals making progress with respect to developing their 

physical competence  

 

“will gradually acquire the ability to apply movement capacities. To develop 

the full range of capacities will require the individual to have both a broad 

and balanced experience of movement challenges that draw on the 

capacities, and to practice applying these capacities within a variety of 

contexts and activities. A well-developed repertoire of capacities will 

ensure that individuals are capable of drawing sensitively on these, in order 

to make it possible for them to perform effectively in a variety of activity 

settings”.  
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Another consideration for physical competence is the development of movement 

patterns. 

 

Movement patterns 

Movement patterns are suggested to be the building blocks of effective 

participation in physical activity and thus can provide the foundations from which 

of physical competence may be developed from general, to refined and the 

specific movement partners. Movement patterns are described by Murdoch and 

Whitehead (2010, p.178) as “configurations of movement which develop from the 

young child’s early movement vocabulary as a result of the selective application of 

appropriate movement capacities”. Movement patterns are categorised as 

general, refined or specific patterns. The key in progressing from general to 

refined and then specific patterns is determined by an individual’s ability to apply 

movement capacities. To realise an individual’s physical potential movement 

patterns, need to be develop, refined and challenged in a wide range of 

environments. 

 

General movement patterns - These are direct developments from the young 

child’s early movement vocabulary (Figure 8) and include for example, striking, 

receiving, running, jumping, climbing, balancing, inverting, rotating and gesturing. 

The acquisition of general movement patters is the prerequisite to developing 

refined patterns.  

 

Refined movement patterns - Refined movement patterns are related to general 

movement patterns and could be considered as an extension or refined version of 

a general movement. Table 18 overleaf illustrates the relationship between 

general and refined movement patterns.  
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Table 18: The relationship between general and refined movement patterns 

General movement patterns Refined movement patterns 
Sending Throwing, bowling, shooting 
Striking Batting, dribbling, driving 
Receiving Trapping, catching 
Running Sprinting, dodging 
Jumping Leaping, hopping 
Rotating Turning, spinning 

Murdoch and Whitehead (2010, p.179) 

 

Specific movement patterns - When refined movement patterns are drawn on I 

the context of specific physical activities, they need to be further developed in line 

with the demands of the rules of the situation. Specific patterns will need to be 

honed through the application of movement capacities (Murdoch and Whitehead, 

2010). For example, specific movement patterns in the context could be refining 

bowling to include over arm bowling, spin bowling, speed bowling in cricket. Or 

driving to include fading and drawing the ball in golf.  

 

Movement vocabulary, capacities and patterns can be developed through 

involvement in structured, guided and unstructured play, physical activity, 

recreation and education (Murdoch and Whitehead, 2010). They should all also be 

developed in a range of movement forms. 

 

Movement forms 

Murdoch and Whitehead (2010) proposed six movement forms. Each form has a 

unique ‘essence’ and takes place in a different situation in respect of both the 

physical environment and the relationships with others. Each form makes 

particular demands on the embodied dimension in drawing from particular 

clusters of movement patterns. These movement forms are identified as: 

 

• Adventure - Activities in the adventure form have a main focus on meeting 

risk and managing challenge within natural and unpredictable 
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environments. Adventure activities may include climbing, abseiling, 

rambling, orienteering, skiing, skating and swimming. 

• Aesthetic - Activities in the aesthetic and expressive form have a main focus 

on the embodied dimension being used as an expressive instrument within 

a creative, aesthetic or artistic context. Aesthetic and expressive activities 

may include: all forms of dance and gymnastics. 

• Athletic - Activities in the athletic form have a main focus on the performer 

reaching personal maximum / optimal power, distance, speed and 

accuracy within a competitive and controlled environment. Athletic 

activities may include gymnastics, athletics, swimming, cross country and 

powerlifting. 

• Competitive - Activities in the competitive form have a main focus on the 

achievement of predetermined goals through the outwitting of opponents 

while managing a variety of implements and objects in challenging and 

changing contexts. Competitive activities may include football, hockey, 

cricket, bowls, volleyball, rugby and archery. 

• Fitness and Health - Activities in the fitness and health form have a main 

focus on gradually improving the function of the body both qualitatively 

and quantitatively through regular, repetitive participation. Fitness and 

health activities may include aerobics, pilates, yoga, circuits and Zumba. 

• Interactional / Relational - Activities in the interactional / relational form 

are characterized by a main focus on recognition, and appreciation of 

empathy between people and groups as they move together in a social 

context. Interactive / relational activities may include line and folk dancing, 

synchronised swimming, diving and trampolining. 

Adapted from Murdoch and Whitehead (2010, P182-183) 

 

Whitehead (2010, p.45) highlights however that the analysis of physical 

competence described above “in no way claims to be the definitive method of 

describing human movement”, but instead is informed by and springs from 
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movement specialists and their research. With this in mind, it is important to 

understand some of the movement concepts and theories that have influence this 

thinking, as such a number of related movement concepts and theories are 

outlined in the following section. 

 

Movement memory and quality 

Maude (2010) describes movement memory as an internalisation process of 

movements experienced. The movement patterns of single actions, initially 

experienced as experimental experiences are gradually refined through practice, 

repetition, maturation and instruction until they become automatic and 

autonomous. At this autonomous stage movements and actions can be recalled 

without having to be consciously thought about in order for them to be performed 

(Maude, 2010). Developing movement memory is a constant challenge for young 

children, both in extending and maintaining their movement vocabulary.  

 

Movement quality develops as young children embed elements of movement 

vocabulary into movement memory, so they can be recalled into action with poise, 

coordination, efficiency and accuracy (Maude, 2010). Movement quality is a result 

of the refinement and honing each element in the movement vocabulary. This 

process depends on maturation and experience, and if children do not have ample 

early movement experiences in a range of environments then most recent 

research suggests development may be delayed (Goddard-Blythe, 2013).  

 

From the discussion, thus far physical competence can be described as acquiring 

a diverse movement vocabulary, within which a number of movement capacities 

are developed, these capacities are then refined into movement patterns. This 

process should be undertaken in a wide variety of movement forms and by doing 

so will provide individuals with a strong foundation from which engagement in 

multiple forms of physical activity may be possible throughout life. There are a 

number of related movement theories and concepts that may help inform the 
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researcher in guiding teachers in their teaching practice some of which are 

outlined in more detail in the following section. 

 

Related movement concepts and theories 

Physical competence or movement / motor competence level has been linked 

with both physical activity participation and weight status (Lubans et al., 2010). 

Moreover, high levels of movement competence are indicative of high levels of 

physical activity and physical fitness in adolescence (Barnett et al., 2008; Jaakkola, 

Yli-Piipari, Huotari, Watt, and Liukkonen, 2015; Lopes, Rodrigues, Maia, and 

Malina, 2011). Research findings suggest that early intervention programmes are 

needed (McDaid, 2011) and that improving children’s movement competence 

could have a significant effect on health outcomes in childhood, adolescence and 

in later life. It is, therefore, essential that movement including how it is acquired, 

developed and refined is understood so that individual’s physical competence can 

be nurtured in preparation for lifelong engagement in physical activity.  

 

Movement and motor competence 

There are a number of related terms that can provide further insight into physical 

competence including movement and motor competence. The ability to perform 

various movement skills such as: running, kicking, jumping, throwing and catching 

in a skilful manner, is defined as movement competence (Gallahue et al., 2012; 

Haga, Pedersen, and Sigmundsson, 2008). Physical literacy literature describes as 

movement vocabulary and movement skills being similar to movement capacities. 

Another related term that can be useful in understanding physical competence in 

more detail is motor competence. Motor competence is defined as the ability that 

underlies the performance of a wide variety of motor skills (Utesch et al., 2016). 

Motor competence is more concerned with the complex psychological and 

psychomotor processes including motor development and motor control that 

underpin the action and proficiency of movement/motor skills. This relates to 

movement memory and the process by which general, refined and specific 
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movement patterns can be developed. Therefore, research regarding movement 

and motor competence can also support physical competence in extending what 

is known and understood about movement. In recent years’ movement 

competency interventions have primarily involved developing fundamental 

movement skills (Cohen et al., 2015; Luban et al., 2010; Goodway and Branta 2003; 

Hardy et al., 2010 and Hardey et al., 2012, Foweather, 2010).   

 

Fundamental movement skills 

Gallahue, et al. (2012) suggest that movement competence skills can be 

categorised into three discrete constructs, these being: locomotor skills (run, hop, 

jump, slide, gallop, leap); object control skills (strike, dribble, kick, throw, 

underarm roll, catch); and stability skills (non-locomotor skills such as body rolling, 

bending, and twisting). Collectively, these are known as fundamental movement 

skills (FMS) and are considered by many to be the foundation skills that enable 

more specialised forms of movement required for participation in physical 

activities for both children and adolescents (Seefeldt, 1980b). In relation to 

physical literacy literature, FMS could be seen as one way to categories movement 

capacities, in relation to specific movement patterns.  

 

The mastery of FMS in relation to the promotion of physical activity engagement 

has however, been critiqued over the past few years (Almond, 2014; Pot and van 

Hilvoorde, 2014). Almond (2014) argues that FMS has a weak conceptual base, as 

not all of its constituents are fundamentally necessary for children to be physically 

active and to participate in the physical activity opportunities available in modern 

society. FMS is also criticised for not including a broad enough range of skills and 

that the existing classification of FMS will lead to children participating in only a 

limited number of sports and activities (Almond, 2014; Afonso, Coutinho, Araújo, 

Almond and Pot, 2014). The other criticism directed at the conceptual base of FMS 

is that skills are developed predominantly though experience and do not require 

explicit teaching (Afonso, et al., 2014). The view that FMS has a two narrow 
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conceptual base means that this concept / theory is an incompatible strategy in 

relation to physical literacy literature where the development of a range of 

movement vocabulary is explicitly encouraged through a range of movement 

patterns in a range of contexts and settings. A similar criticism could be applied to 

the Test of Gross Motor Development (TGMD). 

 

Test of gross motor development (TGMD) 

The Test of Gross Motor Development-2 (TGMD-2) (Ulrich, 2000) assesses an 

individual’s motor proficiency in six locomotor skills (run, hop, slide, gallop, leap, 

horizontal jump) and six object control skills (strike, dribble, catch, kick, overhand 

throw, and underhand roll). Each participant completes all 12 skills and is 

permitted one practice attempt and two assessment trials. During each 

assessment trial, the assessor marks the skill component as being either ‘present’ 

or ‘absent’. But is movement assessment as binary as this, can a movement be 

classified as absent? More specifically, what value do these twelve discrete skills 

have in relation to lifelong engagement in physical activity, over and above other 

skills or skills performed in context? It would appear that the TGMD although 

useful as an objective measure for a small range of physical competencies 

(capacities), in relation to the physical literacy literature mentioned above it would 

be incompatible due to its too narrow and restrictive focus in capturing only 

twelve movement capacities.  

 

Fleishman (1972/1984) cited in Magill (2003) identifies a slightly larger range of 

movement capacities that are categorised into eleven perceptual motor abilities 

and nine gross motor abilities. Perceptual motor abilities focus on movement 

involving the senses, with gross motor abilities focusing on certain components of 

fitness. Table 6 and 7 overleaf identify the eleven perceptual motor abilities (Table 

19) and nine gross motor abilities (Table 20) as proposed by Fleishman. 
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Table 19: Perceptual motor abilities  

Perceptual Motor Abilities 

Limb coordination 
The ability to coordinate the movement of a number of limbs 
simultaneously 

Control Precision 
The ability to make highly controlled and precise muscular 
adjustments where large muscle groups are involved 

Response 
Orientation 

Being able to choose rapidly where a response should be made 
(Choice Reaction Time) 

Reaction Time The ability to respond quickly to a stimulus when it is sensed 

Speed of Arm 
Movement 

Being able to make a gross, rapid arm movement 

Rate Control The ability to change the speed and direction of response 

Manual Dexterity 
Making skilful, well directed arm and hand movements when 
manipulating objects under speed conditions 

Finger Dexterity 
Being able to perform skilful controlled manipulations of tiny 
objects involving primarily the fingers 

Arm Hand 
Steadiness 

The ability to make precise arm and hand positioning 
movements where strength and speed are minimally involved 

Wrist Finger Speed The ability to move the wrists and finger rapidly 

Aiming Being able to aim precisely at a small object in space 

 

Table 20: Gross motor abilities  

Gross Motor Abilities 

Static Strength Maximum force exerted against an external object 

Dynamic Strength Exerting muscular force repeatedly over a period of time 

Explosive 
Strength 

Energy used effectively for a short burst of muscular effort 

Trunk Strength Strength of the trunk and abdominal muscles 

Extent Flexibility The ability to flex or stretch the trunk and back muscles 

Dynamic 
Flexibility 

Being able to make several rapid flexing movements 
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Gross Body Co-
ordination 

The ability to coordinate the action of several body parts whilst 
the moving 

Gross Body 
Equilibrium 

The ability to maintain balance using only the internal senses 

Stamina 
The capacity to sustain maximum effort involving the 
cardiovascular system 

Adapted from Magill (2003, p.43-44)  

 

Fleishman has identified a slightly larger range of movement capacities and also 

includes fitness related activities (gross motor abilities), which is also mentioned 

in the physical literacy literature. This model still does not include aspects of 

aesthetics, poise, fluency, proprioceptive awareness and rhythmic movements as 

identified previously within movement capacities. FMS, TGMD, and motor abilities 

could all be considered as observing, understanding and developing movement 

from a very mechanistic, objective and ‘body as machine’ point of view. Although 

this is part of physical competence within physical literacy to date, there is little 

research that explores developing physical competence in relation to embodied 

interaction, interpreting and developing physical competence in relation to 

context with the view of the ‘body as lived’. 

 

The narrow focus on mechanistic movement 

The focus on mechanistic movement or the output/energy expenditure of 

movement rather than the process, context or experience of movement can 

reinforce dualistic schools of thought. For example, there has been a recent focus 

on the intensity of physical activity, specifically focussing on increasing the level of 

moderate to vigorous physical activity. This focus aims to use physical activity as a 

means to promote health outcomes by increasing energy expenditure as well as 

the capitalising on the health benefits of working at higher intensities. Moderate 

to vigorous physical activity is also advocated by policy makers for example the 

World Health Organization (WHO, 2011, p.1) recommends that “Children and 

youths aged 5-17 should accumulate at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous 

intensity physical activity daily.” In light of this, much research focuses on the 
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levels of moderate to vigorous intensity physical activity (MVPA) (Trost et al., 

2001; 2002; 2003; Page et al., 2005). However, Pate et al. (2008, p.178) highlight 

how this focus on MVPA has meant that little is known about the potential health 

benefits of lower intensity activity that results in less sedentary behaviours and 

suggests that “future studies should measure sedentary and light activity to 

determine their independent and joint contributions to health outcomes”. This 

approach also does not take into consideration the quality of the experience. If 

individuals partake in the recommended MVPA dosage but as a result have a 

negative experience this is likely to negatively affect their future engagement in 

physical activity.  

 

This notion can also be applied to recent initiatives such as the ‘The Daily Mile’ 

(The Daily Mile Foundation, 2017) and the ‘The Golden Mile’ (The Golden Mile, 

2017). These initiatives encourage children to complete a mile run or walk a day, 

for health benefits but again the nature of the experience also needs to be 

considered in order to ensure future participation in physical activity. Doing more 

physical activity or physical activity more vigorously may not promote 

engagement in physical activity in the long term. More dynamic and multifaceted 

models are required that encompass the dosage, type and nature of physical 

activity experiences is required. Gains have been made in recent years by 

researchers to create just this. Stodden et al., (2008) developed the following 

model that takes into account both motor competence, perceived motor 

competence and fitness in relation to participation in physical activity.   
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Figure 14: Mechanisms influencing physical activity trajectories 

 
Stodden et al., (2008) 

 

The model above describes how levels of motor competence, fitness, perceived 

competence and physical activity can either create a positive spiral of engagement 

or a negative spiral of disengagement, increasing the risk or reducing the risk of 

obesity and hypokinetic diseases.  

 

Motor competence and fitness has been picked up previously in this section but 

this model adds perceived competence into the mix. This is a very interesting and 

important point in relation to physical literacy because as Whitehead (2010) 

articulates the “expression of physical competence must be accompanied by a 

positive attitude towards physical activity. [Individuals making progress on their 

physical literacy journey will] not only be competent but also confident in respect 

of the movement potential with which they have been endowed” (Whitehead, 

2010, p.44). This is an interesting point because an individual may be competent 
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but not confident in their physical competence, and as such, may avoid physical 

activity due to this lack of confidence. Therefore, an individual’s perception of 

their own physical competence is an important factor in developing sustained 

engagement in physical activity. This highlights how engagement in physical 

activity is determined by a multitude of factors relating to physical competence 

and as such any model must include a range of considerations rather than just 

focusing on motor competence alone. The inclusion of perceived physical 

competence in the model above is a welcomed addition because it plays a 

significant role in promoting sustained engagement in physical activity.  

 

Perceived physical competence 

The “physical activity patterns developed in childhood and adolescence have been 

theorised to carry over into adult lifestyle patterns of behaviour” (Bell, 1997, p. 9) 

as a result of this premise, there has been great research interest in promoting 

positive physical activity behaviour patterns in childhood and examining the 

relationship between perceived physical competence and engagement in physical 

activity. Gao (2008) explored, among other issues, how enjoyment and perceived 

physical competence affected physical activity during physical education classes. 

One of Gao’s (2008) findings was that those with high perceived physical 

competence were more physically active during class. This finding was also 

substantiated by Carney, Kwan, Veldiuzen, Jay, and Bray (2012) and earlier by 

Telama (1988). Similarly, Carroll and Loumidis (2001) also found that late-primary 

school aged children with high-perceived competence spent more time in physical 

activity outside of school. This finding supports the Stodden et al. (2008) model in 

that if children are more physically active as a result of their perceived physical 

competence then, they will also receive fitness benefits and actual physical 

competence gains as a direct result of more time being active. This then positively 

impacts perceived competence which in turn then continues the cycle.  
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Studies have shown that the relationship between perceived competence and 

engagement in physical activity also holds true within the adult population. 

Sonstroem, Speliotis, and Fava (1992) found in their research that the level of 

physical self-perception of adults aged between 31–66 years differentiated 

exercisers from non-exercisers. Stewart, Guilfoyle, and Rose (2004) also 

demonstrated a link between movement confidence and participation in different 

types of physical activity in adults aged between 50–65. Infante, Goñi, and 

Villarroel (2011) also found that the subjective perception of oneself as an active 

person is positively associated with physical self-concept. As the population lives 

longer, the importance of physical activity and exercise throughout life becomes 

of paramount concern. In order to promote lifelong engagement in physical 

activity it is important to consider the relationship between perceived physical 

competence and engagement in physical activity.  

 

Significantly higher levels of perceived physical competence are developed when 

a mastery motivational climate is used for motor skill instruction as opposed to a 

low autonomy climate (Logan et al., 2013; Robinson, 2011). Therefore, physical 

education teachers through adopting a task mastery approach within lessons may 

also improve perceived physical competence maximising the likelihood of 

sustained participation in physical activity. This recommendation is supported by 

achievement goal theory (discussed in previous affective section). It is important 

for teachers to appreciate the contribution of perceived physical competence as 

well as actual competence in relation to sustained engagement in physical activity. 

Developing physical competence in a range of environments can also unlock many 

cognitive learning opportunities.  

 

The cognitive domain 

The cognitive domain is concerned with facilitating the acquisition of knowledge 

and understanding and is comprised of two main constituents. The first, is 

grasping the essential principles of movement and performance. The second is 
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related to developing knowledge and understanding of fitness and health, 

including understanding the value of physical activity, exercise, appropriate diet 

and the need for relaxation and sleep (Whitehead, 2010). These areas are further 

explored below: 

 

Knowledge and understanding of movement principles 

Why is knowledge and understanding of movement principles essential in 

promoting and nurturing physical literacy and engagement in physical activities 

for life? Much physical activity throughout life will not be monitored by a teacher 

or coach, and individuals will need to be evaluate their own performance and 

identify the necessary steps to improve their own or others movement. 

Whitehead (2010) argues that each individual should have an appreciation of the 

basic components of movement and be able to evaluate their own performance 

and the performance of others. Having the knowledge and understanding to 

effectively reflect, analyse, evaluate and then effectively communicate movement 

observation is essential if individuals are to become responsible for their own 

engagement in physical activity throughout life. Whitehead (2010) describes that 

an individual making progress on their physical literacy journey within the 

cognitive domain, should be able to diagnose what is making movement more or 

less effective and recommend how movement can be improved and developed in 

relation to specific movement patterns or skills. This aspect of the cognitive 

domain is related to developing the personal resource, intellect and capacity to 

reflect and then in turn promote self-improvement, and improvement in others.  

 

An understanding of the nature of movement, of its constituents and how these 

constituents can be combined, is probably best introduced as the participant is 

engaged in exploring and developing movement capacities and movement 

patterns. In a sense this may be seen as part of the teaching approach adopted by 

the practitioner. The use by the practitioner of a rich, descriptive language will 

pave the way for an appreciation of the nature of movement and this can usefully 
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be followed by the expectation that the participants themselves use this language 

in evaluating their own and others’ movement. The use of appropriate questioning 

by the practitioner and the deployment of methods of recording movement that 

become the focus of subsequent discussion are both ways of encouraging use of 

movement language. Knowledge and understanding of movement are best 

fostered in the context of a wide range of structured activity settings and through 

teaching approaches that incorporate observation, analysis, description and 

evaluation on the part of the participant (student/pupil).  

 

Knowledge and understanding of fitness, health and well-being 

Strategies to acquire knowledge and understanding of the relationship between 

physical activity and health have long been debated. Two very different 

approaches have been advocated. In one approach health and fitness issues are 

delivered in discrete modules or lessons. In the other approach these issues are 

covered as movement learning is taking place; in other words, coverage of the 

information permeates all interactions between the practitioner and the 

participants. It is suggested that a combination of the two approaches can be the 

most effective. Disadvantages of the discrete approach alone are that the work 

can become purely theoretical or be seen as of a different order to other types of 

learning in the movement field. However, the advantage of this approach is that 

there is no danger that it is overlooked. The advantages of the permeation 

approach are, first, that movement experiences themselves can reveal some of 

the principles of the effect of movement on ‘body’ systems and thereby on health 

and fitness, thus making understanding immediate to the movers. With respect to 

developing positive attitudes to health-related exercise the most appropriate 

teaching approaches involve learning through active participation in purposeful 

physical activity. Second, through this approach the close relationship of health 

issues and participation is readily endorsed. The danger of this approach is that 

health issues can be lost in the range of movement challenges being explored. It 

is, however, important that this knowledge and understanding is fostered in a way 
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that will equip younger people with the appreciation of embodied health and the 

benefits of exercise, which they can take with them into later life, this links to the 

second aspect of the cognitive domain. 

 

Whitehead (2010) suggests that knowledge and understanding will start from a 

very simple base in the early years with young children appreciating the effect that 

exercise has on the heart and the lungs, and will gradually become more 

sophisticated, where this is feasible, in appreciating more complex aspects of 

health and fitness. In taking responsibility for health and well-being it is essential 

that individuals adopt an ‘objective’ view of themselves in deciding how best to 

manage aspects of their life. There is much debate in Western culture about, for 

example, the amount of exercise individuals should take, the nature of the food 

they should eat and the types of medication they should use. It therefore has to 

be accepted that to develop physically literacy in our culture, with its sophisticated 

knowledge of all aspects of health, an individual would require a basic 

understanding of the principles of health with respect to areas such as physical 

activity, sleep and nutrition.  

 

Notwithstanding the expectations discussed above, the cognitive domain of 

physical literacy is not concerned with knowledge and understanding at a 

technical biomechanical or medical scientific level but instead aims to instil a 

sufficient understanding to appreciate both how movement is structured and the 

importance of care of the embodiment-as-instrument for health. Individuals on 

their physical literacy journey will make progress as they gradually acquire more 

detailed knowledge and understanding concerning both the nature of movement 

and the relationship between physical activity and health. It is the responsibility 

of all significant others in contact with the young to ensure that this occurs and it 

is a responsibility of the participants themselves, as they mature, to keep abreast 

with new research and information in this field. However, practitioners of physical 
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education or physical activity may need additional understanding relating to the 

concept.  

 

Further knowledge and understanding for physical education practitioners 

There are two other areas of debate within the cognitive domain in relation to 

further understanding required for physical education practitioners. The first 

concerns whether, in order to develop physically literacy, individuals need to have 

an appreciation of their nature as beings-in-the-world and the role played in 

existence by the embodiment at a pre-reflective level. Some broad appreciation 

could be an asset but it would not seem essential to have grasped existential and 

phenomenological principles to be physically literate. However, a sound 
understanding of the underlying philosophical principles on which physical literacy 

is based would seem to be desirable, if not essential, for practitioners working to 

promote physical literacy in physical activity settings (Whitehead, 2010). This is 

significant as this suggests that professional development for teachers should 

include some aspect of philosophical understanding of embodiment, monism, 

existentialism and phenomenology.  

 

The second aspect is the relationship between cognition and physical 

development. Whitehead highlights literature that links embodiment to intellect, 

such as Clark (1997) who “suggests that cognitive development cannot be 

understood in isolation from children’s intimate relationships with the world via 

their embodied dimension” (cited in Whitehead, 2010, p.34). A growing body of 

research identifies the importance of physical interaction in early development. A 

variety of research (Ayres, 2005; Goddard-Blythe, 2013; Kirby and Drew, 2003 and 

Maude, 2010, 2013) all highlight the need for good early movement experiences 

for effective sensory motor integration. At birth an infant has a series of reflexes 

that are designed for survival, but also for early training for more complex actions 

(Goddard-Blythe, 2013). Although maturation of the nervous system is hard wired 

in a healthy infant brain, this maturation is “inter-dependent with physical 
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interaction with the environment, social engagement” and early adaptive 

responses (Ayres, 2005; Goddard-Blythe, 2013 p.9). Ayres (2005, p.7) explains how 

mental and social functions are “based upon a foundation of sensory motor 

processes,’ and that higher intellectual functions ‘develop better if the sensory 

motor functions are well developed” (p.24). This research highlights the 

inseparable interconnectivity between physical and cognitive development. 

 

Many programmes such as ‘Brain Gym’ and ‘Project SPARK’ use movement in 

schools to enhance concentration and claim to improve academic performance 

(Dennison and Dennison, 2010; Sallis, 2000) with more recently Donnelly et al. 

(2013) studying the links between physical activity and academic achievement 

with studies suggesting that increases in motor competence are linked to 

improved academic achievement (Hansen et al., (2010). As Hannaford (2005, p.35) 

explains “nerve networks grow out of our unique sensory experiences, laying down 

intricate patterns that govern all our higher level brain development”. These multi-

sensory experiences and interaction with the environment are gained primarily 

through movement.  

 

VanPragg et al. (2002) identified in their research that co-ordinated, balanced 

movements appear to stimulate production of neutrophins, such as dopamine, 

which stimulate growth of existing nerve cells and increase the number of new 

nerve cells and connections in the brain. The relationship between physical activity 

and cognitive development reinforce the importance of physical activity especially 

within childhood in promoting the healthy development of cognition and well as 

holistic health. This knowledge and understanding could be very powerful for 

practitioners to know and understand as it enables them to defend the credibility 

and value of physical activity to other education practitioners who are mainly 

concerned with cognitive attainment and outcomes. The danger is that armed 

with this knowledge and understanding physical activity can become a means to 

achieve other cognitive ends and not valued in itself. 
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Related knowledge and understanding theories 

In relation to nurturing the cognitive domain there are various psychological and 

pedagogical learning theories that may support this endeavour. An awareness of 

learning theories proposed by Vygotsky (1978) and Piaget (1985), learning 

taxonomies such as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956) and Solo Taxonomy 

(Biggs and Collis, 1989), mindset theories such as Mindfulness and the Growth 

Mindset (Dweck, 2006) as well as pedagogical learning tools and strategies such 

as pedagogical models, lesson structure, behavior management strategies, 

questioning, differentiation and teaching styles are also essential in creating the 

best possible learning and growing conditions for students. 

 

Learning in context  

Operative intentionality may be understood as incorporating those aspects of 

perception and response in which the embodiment plays the key role. The role of 

our embodied dimension in perception arises from our experience of relating to 

an object or feature through movement. Our embodied interaction with an aspect 

in the world becomes an integral part of our understanding of that aspect. As we 

move in relation to an object or feature of the world, we experience a particular 

embodied relationship with that feature. This relationship then becomes integral 

to our understanding of that feature. In fact, our perception of that feature 

incorporates the way we can relate to it effectively via our embodied dimension. 

Our perception of a flight of stairs incorporates the tacit knowledge of how to 

climb up and down these steps and our perception of a large jug of water 

incorporates the tacit knowledge of how we can lift this heavy object. This 

constant interplay in interaction between oneself and the environment, and how 

we begin to make sense of this interaction cognitively is an essential part of life.  

This can be linked with pedagogical approaches such as situated learning. Situated 

learning provides an authentic framework in which to position teaching and 

learning in physical education. Situated learning theory investigates the 



APPENDICES     

 

391 

relationships among the various physical, social, and cultural dimensions of the 

context of learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 

 

In summary, this section has aimed to combine the physical literacy literature and 

wider research relating to each identified domain by Whitehead (2010). The social 

(Australian Sports Commission, 2017) and behavioural (CS4L, 2015) domains are 

also acknowledged within wider international physical literacy research. However, 

for this research alignment to Whitehead is being adopted. This research will help 

the researcher guide and inform physical education teachers in relation to 

pedagogical strategies aimed at developing aspects within each domain. This 

research also legitimises the need to develop each domain in relation to physical 

literacy and physical activity promotion, adding credibility to the research and 

researcher’s recommendations. This approach would also be useful in exploring 

the philosophy underpinning physical literacy so that it can be understood and 

more importantly appreciated by educators.  
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Appendix 4: Physical literacy professional development (PLPD) 
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Appendix 5: Professional development content 

 

Week 

Number 

Primary 1 Secondary 1 Secondary 2 

0 Professional Development / Research Overview 

1 Physical Literacy Introduction 

2 Physical Literacy Philosophy 

3 Domains of Physical Literacy and the Physical Domain 

4 Affective Domain 

5 Cognitive Domain 

6 Physical, Affective and Cognitive in Practice / SWOT 

Analysis and Action Plan 

Physical, Affective and 

Cognitive in Practice / 

Curriculum Design SWOT 

Analysis and Action Plan 

7 Charting Physical Literacy Progress No Session 
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Appendix 6: Initial interview teacher questionnaire  

 

Theme Questions 

Professional 

information 

Can you describe your role in school and how many years you have been 

teaching? 

Prior to this what education and training have you received in teaching 

and specifically in physical education? 

Physical 

Literacy 

What is your understanding of physical literacy? 

How do you nurture physical literacy within physical education? 

What do you consider the relationship between physical literacy and 

physical education to be? 

Philosophy 

What is the role/purpose of physical education? 

Can you describe a successful physical education lesson? 

Why is physical education a valuable educational subject?  

Physical 
How do you develop students’ physical competence/skill/fitness within 

physical education? 

Affective 

How do you engage, motivate and build student confidence within 

physical education? 

How do you encourage students to value and take responsibility for their 

own physical activity within physical education? 

Cognitive 
How do you develop knowledge, understanding and creativity within 

physical education? 

Environment 

How do you encourage participation in a range of physical activities and 

environments?  

How do you personalise learning? 

Practice 

How does physical literacy inform your practice? 

What areas of your practice do you consider your strengths? 

What areas of your practice would you like to improve? 

Barriers 
Are there any barriers that prevent you developing physical literacy 

within your teaching practice? 

Professional 

Development 

What are you hoping to get out of this physical literacy professional 

development process? 
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Appendix 7: Closing interview teacher questionnaire  

 

Theme Questions 

Physical 

Literacy 

 

What is your understanding of physical literacy? 

How do you nurture physical literacy within physical education? 

What do you consider the relationship between physical literacy and 

physical education to be? 

Philosophy 

 

What is the role/purpose of physical education? 

Can you describe a successful physical education lesson? 

Why is physical education a valuable educational subject?  

Physical How do you develop students’ physical competence/skill/fitness within 

physical education? 

Affective How do you engage, motivate and build student confidence within physical 

education? 

How do you encourage students to value and take responsibility for their 

own physical activity within physical education? 

Cognitive How do you develop knowledge, understanding and creativity within 

physical education? 

Environment How do you encourage participation in a range of physical activities and 

environments?  

How do you personalise learning? 

Practice How does physical literacy inform your practice? 

What areas of your practice do you consider your strengths? 

What areas of your practice would you like to continue to improve? 

Barriers Are there any barriers that prevent you developing physical literacy within 

your teaching practice? 

Professional 

Development 

What will you take away from this physical literacy professional 

development process? 

Additional Questions 

Intervention 

In General 

How did you find the professional development process? What went well, 

and what requires improvement? 

How has the process impacted your knowledge and understanding? 
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How has the process impacted your practice? 

What do you consider to be the most valuable aspect of the professional 

development process and why? 

What recommendations would you give to improve the process? 

What do you think about the period of time the research was conducted 

over? Too long, just right or too short and why? 

What do you think about the time of year the professional development 

took place? Is there a better time to conduct professional development 

and why? 

Intervention 

Components 

To what extent did you use the range of resources below? 

Which of the following would you say was the most useful in terms of 

improving knowledge and understanding, and why? 

Which of the following would you say was the most useful in terms of 

improving physical education practice, and why? 

How could any of the following be improved? 

• Website 

• Folder 

• CPD Sessions 

• Lesson Plan 

• Observation 

• Reflection 

• Personal reflections (document) 

• Watching video back 

• Interaction with researcher 

• Interaction with colleagues 

Personal 

Journey 

What were some of the key moments for you within the professional 

development process? 

How have you changed as a result of this physical literacy professional 

development process? 

What are you hoping / planning to change in the future as a result of this 

professional development process? 

Philosophy Has this process changed your education philosophy, if so how? 
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Physical 

Education 

Do you think your PE lessons are more meaningful as a result of the 

professional development? Why? 

Predominantly as a result of the CPD sessions or the lesson cycles or both? 

Would you say fostering physical literacy is embedded within your physical 

education practice? If so how? If not why? 

Barriers What do you consider to be the major barriers preventing physical 

education from fostering physical literacy? Parent, Pupil, Teacher, School, 

Government level? 

Do you have any solutions or recommendations for any of these barriers? 

Physical 

literacy 

Is physical literacy important to you? Why? 

Do you consider physical literacy important for education? Why? 

Person 

Specific 

Questions 

Questions related to answers given. 

(On reflection what were the key themes that emerged in your practice?) 

(What CPD was particularly useful?) 

(Value of Reflection process?) 

Conclusion Is there anything else you wish to mention about this process in general or 

with regards to specific details? 
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Appendix 8: Final interview teacher questionnaire  

 

Theme Questions 

Physical 

Literacy 

 

What is your understanding of physical literacy? 

How do you nurture physical literacy within physical education? 

What do you consider the relationship between physical literacy and 

physical education to be? 

Philosophy 

 

What is the role/purpose of physical education? 

Can you describe a successful physical education lesson? 

Why is physical education a valuable educational subject?  

Physical How do you develop students’ physical competence/skill/fitness within 

physical education? 

Affective How do you engage, motivate and build student confidence within 

physical education? 

How do you encourage students to value and take responsibility for 

their own physical activity within physical education? 

Cognitive How do you develop knowledge, understanding and creativity within 

physical education? 

Environment How do you encourage participation in a range of physical activities and 

environments?  

How do you personalise learning? 

Practice How does physical literacy inform your practice? 

What areas of your practice do you consider your strengths? 

What areas of your practice would you like to improve? 

Barriers Are there any barriers that prevent you developing physical literacy 

within your teaching practice? 

Professional 

Development 

What have you got out of this physical literacy professional 

development process? 

Additional Questions 

Intervention In 

General 

Does the process continue to inform your practice, if so how? 

Does the process continue to inform your knowledge and 

understanding, if so how? 
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Intervention 

Components 

Have you used any resources since the last lesson cycle? If so which 

ones and how? 

• Website 

• Folder 

• CPD Sessions 

• Lesson Plan 

• Observation 

• Reflection 

• Personal reflections (document) 

• Watching video back 

• Interaction with researcher 

• Interaction with colleagues 

Other (own research?) 

School Has anything changed in your school as a result of the PD process? 

Personal 

Journey 

Have there been any key moments for you since the professional 

development process that has resonated with you? 

Do you feel that you continue to change as a result of this physical 

literacy professional development process? 

Have you actively planned or implemented points from the reflection?  

How has this impacted your practice or knowledge and understanding? 

Physical 

Education 

Do you think your PE lessons since the process are more meaningful? 

Why do you think the process is continually informing your lessons? 

Would you say fostering physical literacy is now embedded within your 

physical education practice? If so how? If not why? 

Barriers What do you consider to be the major barriers preventing physical 

education from fostering physical literacy? Parent, Pupil, Teacher, 

School, Government level? 

Do you have any solutions or recommendations for any of these 

barriers? 

Physical 

literacy 

Is physical literacy still important to you? Why? 

Do you still consider physical literacy important for education? Why? 

Person Questions related to answers given. 
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Specific 

Questions 

(Action plan, future plans) 

Future 

Support 

How would you like to be supported in the future? 

Conclusion Is there anything else you wish to mention about this process in general 

or with regards to specific details? 
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Appendix 9: Ethical approval confirmation 

 

 
 

07/07/14 Ethical Approval Confirmation  

Proposer: Elizabeth Myers Proposal title: Operationalising Physical Literacy  

 

Dear Proposer, 

Your proposal has now received ethical approval from the Institute for Sport 

and Physical Activity Research Ethics Panel.  

 

Approval number: 2014ISPAR004  

 

Please note that if it becomes necessary to make any substantive change to 

the research design, the sampling approach or the data collection methods 

a further application will be required.  

 

Please be advised that your research project may be subject to an ethical 

audit at any given time. If you require any further information please 

contact the ISPAR ethics Chair, Dr Laura Charalambous  

 

You are now clear to proceed with the data collection for this project.  

 

Kind Regards, 

Dr Laura Charalambous (ISPAR Ethics Chair)   
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Appendix 10: Research information, consent and non-disclosure form 

 

 

 

 

RESEARCH INFORMATION 

 

Project Title:  

Nurturing Physical Literacy within Physical Education Practice 

 

Principle Researcher:  

Miss Elizabeth Myers, MSc, MA, BA(Hons) 

 

To whom it may concern, 

We are inviting you to take part in a research study aimed at developing physical 

literacy within physical education. This research is conducted as part of the award 

of a PhD in Physical Literacy. Before you decide whether or not you would like to 

participate it is important that you understand why the research is being 

undertaken and what it involves. Please take the time to read the following 

information, and do not hesitate to ask if you require further clarification or 

information. 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The purpose of the study is to support teachers in guided reflection through action 

research to develop high quality physical education, that result in meaningful 

student experience that promotes physical literacy. Teachers will be interviewed 

to discover their experience of high quality physical education, student experience 

and physical literacy. This information will be used to identify themes that we will 

look to observe and develop in practice. 
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Do I have to take part? 

No. It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take 

part you will be given this information sheet and asked to sign a consent form. You 

are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

The study will involve completing a face-to-face interview with the principle 

researcher. This will be arranged at a time of your convenience and will take place 

within the school that you work. You will be asked about your experiences of high 

quality physical education, student experience and physical literacy. The 

interviews will be used to identify themes that would then be used to identify 

areas to develop and enhance within pedagogical practice. 

 

A number of physical education lessons will be videoed to identify practical 

examples of these themes in practice. The video would remain between the 

researcher and the practitioner and would not be distributed without consent.  

 

The practitioner and principle researcher will feedback and reflect in relation to 

how the lesson was experienced and perceived by the teacher, pupils and 

researcher in relation to the identified themes and/or critical incidents. 

 

4. Are there any risks / benefits involved? 

There are no expected physical and/or psychological risks involved. A benefit of 

taking part in the study is having the opportunity to influence the development of 

research in an emerging concept. The school may wish to use some of the methods 

used to aid reflection of lessons to improve practice pedagogy and student 

experience. You also get the opportunity to build links with your local University 

and be actively engaged in research informed pedagogy. 

 

5. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
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If you consent to take part in this research, the information you provide will be 

kept strictly confidential. The information you provide will be anonymous and no 

association to your personal information will be traceable within the study. 

Personal data, including name and email address, will be stored according to the 

Data Protection Act (1998) and only the research team will have access to this. 

Data held electronically will be stored on a password-protected computer. Paper 

copies of personal data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. Personal 

information will be stored for five years. This study has also received ethical from 

University of Bedfordshire’s Research Institute Ethics Committee.  

 

If you have any concerns about this research and wish to contact an independent 

member of staff at the University of Bedfordshire, please contact Toni 

O’Donnovan via email at toni.odonovan@beds.ac.uk. 

 

Summary 

Thank you for taking the time to consider this research proposal. If you are willing 

to proceed, we would hope to secure at least two practitioners from each school. 

 

Kind regards, 

Elizabeth Myers MSc, MA, BA(Hons) 

 

Senior Lecturer in Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy 

Liverpool John Moores University 

e.j.myers@ljmu.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

mailto:toni.odonovan@beds.ac.uk
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CONSENT AND NON-DISCLOSURE FORM 

 

Project Title: Nurturing Physical Literacy within Physical Education Practice 

Principle Researcher: Miss Elizabeth Myers, MSc, MA, BA(Hons) 

 Please tick 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information 

provided for the above study. I have had the opportunity to 

consider the information, ask questions and have had these 

answered satisfactorily. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free 

to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason. 
 

3. I understand that any personal information collected during the 

study will be anonymised and remain confidential. 
 

4. I understand that the study will include interviews, lesson 

observations, focus groups and feedback sessions, that will be 

audio and / or video recorded and I am happy to proceed. 
 

5. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

 

Name of Participant  Principle Researcher  

Signature Signature  

Date Date 
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Appendix 11: Pilot study semi-structured interview questions 

 

Theme Sub-Theme Opening Interview 

Question 

Lesson Reflection 

Questions  

Philosophy Purpose of 

Physical 

Education 

From your experience can 

you describe the 

role/purpose of physical 

education? 

N/A 

Success in 

Physical 

Education 

From your experience can 

you describe a successful 

physical education lesson? 

N/A 

Meaningful 

Physical 

Education 

Experience 

From your experience can 

you describe a meaningful 

student experience within 

physical education? 

Do you think students 

had a meaningful 

experience?  

Affective Motivation From your experience of 

teaching physical education 

can you describe how you 

have developed participants 

motivation? 

Do you think the lesson 

developed participants 

motivation?  

Confidence From your experience of 

teaching physical education 

can you describe how you 

have fostered participants’ 

confidence? 

Do you think the lesson 

developed participants 

confidence?  

Responsibility From your experience of 

teaching physical education 

can you describe how you 

have developed 

participants’ ability to take 

Do you think the lesson 

developed participants’ 

ability to take 

responsibility for 

making decisions?  
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responsibility for making 

decisions? 

Cognitive Knowledge and 

Understanding 

From your experience of 

teaching physical education 

can you describe how you 

have increased knowledge 

and understanding? 

Do you think the lesson 

in- creased knowledge 

and understanding?  

Physical Physical 

Competence 

From your experience of 

teaching physical education 

can you describe how you 

have developed physical 

competence? 

Do you think the lesson 

developed physical 

competence?  

Practice Realising the 

Purpose of 

Physical 

Education 

In your experience how 

does your delivery of 

physical education 

contribute to the realisation 

of the role /purpose of 

physical education? 

Did this lesson 

contribute to the 

overall purpose of 

physical education? 

Further Support How can you be supported 

to deliver meaningful 

experiences within physical 

education lessons? 

How can you be 

supported to deliver 

meaningful experiences 

within physical 

education lessons in 

the future?  
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Appendix 12: Pilot study opening interview script 

 

Theme Question What, How and Why Other 

Philosophy From your 

experience can you 

describe the 

role/purpose of 

physical education? 

• What has informed your 

response? 

• How does this translate 

into your practice? 

• Why do you believe this to 

be the role/purpose of 

physical education? 

Do you think 

this needs to 

change / be 

re-addressed? 

Comments   

Philosophy From your 

experience can you 

describe a 

successful physical 

education lesson? 

• What were the essences of 

that lesson that made is 

successful? 

• How were those essences 

achieved? 

• Why were those essences 

importance? 

How could 

that lesson 

have been 

improved? 

   

Philosophy From your 

experience can you 

describe a 

meaningful student 

experience within 

physical education? 

• What are the 

characteristics of a student 

who is having a meaningful 

experience? 

• How do you promote 

meaningful experiences 

within your lessons? 

• Why are meaningful 

student experiences 

important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 
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Affective From your 

experience of 

teaching physical 

education can you 

describe how you 

have developed 

participants 

motivation? 

• What are the 

characteristics of a 

motivated individual? 

• How do you promote 

motivation within your 

lessons? 

• Why is motivation 

important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 

   

Affective From your 

experience of 

teaching physical 

education can you 

describe how you 

have fostered 

participants 

confidence? 

• What are the 

characteristics of a 

confident individual? 

• How do you promote 

confidence within your 

lessons? 

• Why is confidence 

important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 

   

Affective / 

Cognitive 

From your 

experience of 

teaching physical 

education can you 

describe how you 

have developed 

participants ability 

to take 

responsibility for 

making decisions? 

• What are the 

characteristics of an 

individual that is taking 

responsibility for making 

decisions? 

• How do you promote 

taking responsibility for 

making decisions within 

your lessons? 

• Why is taking 

responsibility for making 

decisions important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 
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Cognitive From your 

experience of 

teaching physical 

education can you 

describe how you 

have increased 

knowledge and 

understanding? 

• What are the 

characteristics of an 

individual having 

knowledge and 

understanding? 

• How do you promote 

knowledge and 

understanding within your 

lessons? 

• Why is knowledge and 

understanding important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 

   

Physical  From your 

experience of 

teaching physical 

education can you 

describe how you 

have developed 

physical 

competence? 

• What are the 

characteristics of a 

physically competent 

individual look like? 

• How do you promote 

physical competence 

within your lessons? 

• Why is physical 

competence important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 

   

Philosophy 

in practice 

In your experience 

how does your 

delivery of physical 

education 

contribute to the 

realisation of the 

role /purpose of 

physical education? 

• What evidence do you 

have of this? 

• How do you ensure 

delivery contributes to 

physical education’s 

purpose? 

• Why is alignment 

important? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 
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Philosophy 

in practice 

How can you be 

supported to deliver 

meaningful 

experiences within 

physical education 

lessons? 

• What resources 

information do you 

require? 

• How would support be 

delivered? 

• Why is support needed? 

Do you 

consider this 

to be a 

strength or 

area for 

development? 
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Appendix 13: Pilot study lesson reflection interview script  

 

Theme Question Reflection Plan of action 

Philosophy Do you think students had a 

meaningful experience? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Affective Do you think the lesson developed 

participants motivation? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Affective Do you think the lesson developed 

participants confidence? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Affective / 

Cognitive 

Do you think the lesson developed 

participants ability to take 

responsibility for making decisions? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Cognitive Do you think the lesson increased 

knowledge and understanding? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Physical  Do you think the lesson developed 

physical competence? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Philosophy 

in practice 

Did this lesson contribute to the 

overall purpose of physical 

education? 

What, 

How and 

Why  

How will this inform 

future lessons? 

   

Philosophy How can you be supported to What, How will this inform 
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in practice deliver meaningful experiences 

within physical education lessons in 

the future? 

How and 

Why  

 

future lessons? 
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Appendix 14: Pilot study thematic analysis 

 

 Pilot Teacher 1 Pilot Teacher 2 

Philosophy 

Purpose of PE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informed by 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inspire and Motivate Children 

to be Active  

Erm, I believe that perhaps it 

needs to, it needs to inspire and 

motivate children to become 

more active. I think with the 

digital age we are, kind of, 

breeding a very strong 

generation where perhaps 

playing on the computer is the 

best thing, and perhaps we need 

to obviously, get outside and 

experience our wider 

surroundings and get more 

active. 

 

National Health Picture 

I think looking at, um, a national 

picture, I think the rate of 

obesity is going up, there are 

health implications, erm, with 

asthma and things like that, and 

a lot of the things are to increase 

the activity of those children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Academic Alternative 

Um, I think especially at primary 

level it gives children who maybe 

not so academic the 

opportunities to do other things , 

like social skills as well I think are 

really important to achieve in 

other areas not just obviously 

class based activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Previous Experience 

Um, dunno, really from my 

personal experiences, I have a 

whole background of competing 

in different activities from within 

sport, that’s obviously where I 

have found from lots of what I 

have learnt myself is why I have 

decided to go into this kind of 

field.  So, um, I would say that’s 

how really, how  I would look at it 

how I have been taught and 

things like that and how I want to 
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Successful PE 

Lesson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meaningful 

Experience 

 

 

Engagement, Enjoyment and 

Inclusion 

I've had a lesson where I've had, 

erm, very reluctant sports 

people and they would try and, 

um, purposely not bring in their 

kit, and self-esteem has been a 

bit low, erm, but obviously 

trying to encourage those 

children to come in and say, do 

you know what, just participate 

as best you can. Um, and I've, 

over the coming months and so 

on, they have grown in 

confidence and they actually 

enjoy PE now, so I think that's 

probably, has kind of an 

overview, about just the 

enjoyment from my children. 

 

 

 

Achievement and Growth 

I think they need some sort of, 

um, kind of achievement at the 

end of it, and I always try and 

reflect on what they children 

actually get from this lesson, and 

I also think it's the enjoyment 

because, from personal 

experience and other children I 

give back to obviously to the kids 

from this age. 

 

Progression in Physical 

Competence 

Um, it depends in the games 

sessions, so say teaching today 

tennis, I want to be able to break 

down a certain movement or 

action within tennis like today we 

did the serve, by the end of the 

lesson I would hope that the 

children would feel comfortable 

enough to try and achieve what I 

have asked them to do, so we did 

obviously, an overarm serve 

today, and they have been 

working on underarm serves 

previously and by the end of the 

lesson I would hopefully expect 

them to be able to be competent 

enough to do it or practice it in 

further lessons. 

 

Feedback and Progression 

Um, so like they can give me 

feedback at the end of the lesson 

on obviously, hopefully on 

something that they have learnt, 

so if it’s obviously body position 

and things like that, so that they 

have taken something from the 

lesson. So I would  try and 
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have taught in the past, there 

are times when children just 

don't like getting up and being 

active, and I think if we can kind 

of build in the fun element of 

things and actually with the 

achievement, I think they're just 

going to continue to grow and 

develop. 

breakdown, because we do six 

weeks of a certain sport, I try and 

breakdown each different week 

into a target or a certain area of 

the sport and then from then, 

hopefully by the end of the 

session they should be able to be 

competent enough to play or 

compete in the activity they are 

doing. 

Affective 

Motivation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Autonomy, Competence and  

Relatedness  

We do a lot of games to warm up 

and things like that, and just try 

to, and do a lot of partner work. 

I don't insist of them actually, 

erm, giving them, er, partners as 

well, so they can have that 

freedom to choose so they're 

well within their comfort with 

their friendship groups, when 

they're outside on the 

playgrounds. Erm, I also think 

that, again, it's just through, 

building in that element of 

challenge and actually trying to 

push the children and once they 

can achieve it, then obviously 

their motivation has increased 

because they're now willing to 

try more and new things. 

 

 

Differentiation 

Um, I have found splitting them 

into gifted and talented groups 

and obviously different stages of 

performance, so obviously I have 

got to know the kids over being 

here for over a year and a half, I 

have noticed which children are 

not the best at every activity but 

they are a lot more confident in 

PE, so I won't necessarily put 

them with the children who 

struggle with PE, so I put them 

into different like levels of groups 

and let them work with children 

of a similar level, and if they are 

finding it easy I can obviously put 

them into higher groups, and I 

find that to be quite a good 

strategy because I think it gets 

the best out of the children and 

they are confident around the 

people they are with, if you put a 
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Importance of 

Motivation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Motivation promotes 

engagement which facilitates 

achievement 

Er, I think if the children are 

unmotivated, they're very, it's 

very hard for them to achieve, 

let alone be engaged within the 

lesson, erm, with actually trying 

to get them to do anything. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

low with a really high they 

sometimes feel as if they are not 

competent enough to participate 

with that individual, so. 

 

Differentiation, New Activities 

Creating and Level Playing field 

Um, I think my man one is like I 

have just said about putting them 

into groups where they are 

working with children of a similar 

ability, I do lots of games, I try 

and stay away from football or 

sports that are generally just for, 

especially of the lower age,  just 

or seen as just for boys as some 

of the girls don't like that. I like to 

give new challenges in games 

that they haven't played so that 

everyone are all at a similar level 

to start with, so obviously 

everyone is from different 

background and their parents 

may have pushed them all to 

participate in certain sports, I 

find, obviously they are going to 

be generally strongest so I try and 

give them fresh ideas in new 

sports that they haven't played 

before, so everyone starts at a 

similar level. 

 

Target Setting, Self-Directed 
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Confidence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positive Learning Environment 

and Positive Reinforcement 

What I've done is I've never 

actually singled out a child that 

actually has low confidence and 

what, erm, we kind of do a lot of 

is, kind of, observing the 

confident children just to, kind 

of, reassure them that actually 

you can do this, being the same 

gender, the same, er, body 

shape, the same, er, age, erm, 

and I think they, again, by giving 

them their partner work or 

groups that they feel 

comfortable with in their own 

peer groups, they, they naturally 

want to, kind of, get involved 

and try to, erm, get motivated 

themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oh yea, I would say I give them a 

clear target and then I give them 

time to work as their group and 

obviously, in the lesson today 

you'll notice that a lot of them 

will be speaking to each another 

about where they need to be, I 

kind of give them the 

responsibility after I have told 

what I want them to do, to try 

and get on with the activity and 

work together as kind of a group, 

so they have been in that same 

group, or I have moved it around 

slightly, If I have seen people 

improve. But for the whole of the 

six weeks, so I think I kind of leave 

them to it quite a lot of the time, 

so they do make their own 

decisions and stuff like that. 

 

Yea so especially a lot of them, 

have said to me, the ones that 

haven't done as much PE, I'm 

finding this bit slightly easier if I 

do it this way, is this ok and things 

like that, so it is quite a good 

gaining feedback from the 

children at the end how they 

have found things easier by doing 

it in a different way. Because that 

is the one thing that is difficult in 

all PE lessons I find that there is 
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Taking 

Responsibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scaffolding Learning 

Experiences 

What I'd do first of all is start 

with the individual work, erm, 

kind of identify some of their key 

areas for improvement, then 

while they're working with, erm, 

their peers I will just hang about 

and have a quiet word and say 

do you remember when you 

were working individually you 

couldn't do this, but now with 

working with a partner is that 

gonna help, and that obviously 

feeds into group work as well, 

and we kind of self-evaluate and 

self-review each other. 

 

Student Reflections, Choice and 

Voice 

Well after every lesson we do, 

erm, review what the children 

such  big difference between 

children and it is sometimes hard 

to get the lower ability children 

to be confident to do certain 

activities so them sometimes 

coming up to me and saying can 

we do it this way or can we move 

a little bit closer, and sometimes 

it make it a lot easier for them to 

benefit from it. 
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Importance 

Taking 

Responsibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

have learnt and where they'd 

like to take their learning 

forward. We also, kind of, erm, 

think about what apparatus in 

particular, with gym, erm, what 

they'd like to use next and why 

that perhaps, piece of 

apparatus, is the challenge, or 

why they could, and different 

ways they could use that piece 

of apparatus. Erm, also again 

they're making decisions with 

working with their partners. 

They're making decisions with, if 

I ask them to create a certain a 

sequence of movements in 

gymnastics, they'd have that 

freedom of how and where they 

can move, and again it's just 

about them being as much as 

creative as they possible can 

whilst still feeling able to achieve 

within the lesson. 

 

Ownership of Learning 

I think because it actually makes 

them more aware of their own 

learning. It's all very well me 

standing there saying do this, do 

this, do this, but I think if it 

actually comes from the 

children, not only, again linking 

with the motivational, not only 
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does it motivate themselves, but 

I think then ownership and I 

think they're more willing to get 

involved and actually enjoy 

being active. 

 

Cognitive 

Knowledge and 

Understanding 

Links to the Sporting Calendar 

Well it's, erm, national events 

like the Olympics and we've 

currently got the, er, Wimbledon 

going on. I think, what we've 

done from there is kind of 

brought that into the classroom, 

thought about the skills that we 

need and tried to tie in our 

creative curriculum with events 

such as this. So we do have 

tennis going on at the minute, 

we have had Paralympics going 

on while the Paralympics are 

running to just kind of, erm, 

make the bond stronger 

between what they're seeing 

out of school and then perhaps 

bringing it into school. And with 

our creative curriculum as well 

we think about, erm, kind of, 

games, perhaps they learnt 

during the war, or roman games, 

so again, it's just giving them 

different opportunities and 

different games that they 

Rules, Tactics, Teaching Points 

Um, in each lesson I try and teach 

them a rule, at least one rule or 

one technique in each lesson, 

obviously, like I said, I try and 

breakdown each sport into an 

area, so it is obviously, with 

primary PE, it’s not really a high 

end of competition, so it’s just 

the basics, but in each lesson 

there is a basic, there is a basic 

technique or activity or rule, and 

they are trying to enforce that in 

a game situation by the end of 

each lesson, so obviously once 

they have done week on week 

they should be able to do the 

sport hopefully. 
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wouldn't necessarily have 

experience of. 

 

Physical 

Physical 

Competence 

Maturation and High Quality 

Physical Education 

From physical competence, 

obviously staying with the same 

year group and teaching from 

September to July, there is a 

kind of a natural sense of them 

progressing and moving 

forward and there are times 

when children have come to me 

and said, do you know what, at 

first I couldn't do this in 

September but now I can, and I 

think, erm, through that, that's 

just the best, kind of, erm, 

satisfaction, knowing that 

actually they're learning and 

they're moving forward in their 

skills. 

 

I think that it's a bit of both, I 

think there is a maturation 

element of it, but I also think 

that having high quality PE 

lessons and being active, erm, 

they will just continue to build 

on their skills as they go 

through the school. 

Mastering Techniques and 

Individual Goals 

Um, I would say obviously with 

certain children get it, some 

children get it straight away, some 

kids take different amounts of 

time, so I do try for the children 

who understand I don't try and 

move on to a harder activity until 

everyone is starting to get to the 

same kind of love, so I will spend a 

lot more time with the lower 

ability children and the mid ability 

children until we take that net 

step, onto the next movement or 

technique really 

 

Yea manageable targets and goals 

for each child, so um a lot of them 

say they are struggling with a 

certain area, if we go into a game 

situation, I would then go and do 

a little session with a certain 

group just to cater for their needs 

to work on that certain area, 

maybe that they have struggled 

with in previous weeks. 

Practice 
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Teaching 

Practice Reflect 

Role of PE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alignment 

between 

purpose and 

practice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reinforcing the Importance of 

Being Active  

I think it does, and I think also 

knowing how many children 

have after school clubs, that do 

go swimming, that do rugby, 

that do football, it's a lot of, 

there is a purpose within, erm, 

PE, and I think they recognise 

the importance of moving, and 

being active, and have a healthy 

lifestyle, and that's just 

reinforced outside of school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continuity, progression and 

Purpose 

Because if they didn't 

necessarily know what the 

purpose was, there would be no 

clear direction within their 

skills. And also, if there was no 

practice, it's just lessons that 

would stand alone, they would 

actually build upon competence 

Engaging in PA outside of school 

Yea I think so because I feel, it is 

giving the children the confidence 

to try that sport outside of school, 

obviously there is only so much 

you can do, obviously if we try and 

change sport every half term, but 

I feel as if, by me giving them a 

taste or a chance of learning it, I 

have notice that a lot of children 

are then going on to do that 

activity outside of school and that 

becomes their sole priority at 

weekend and they play it with 

their family and friends, so I do 

think it helps socially as well, so 

they go with friend and meeting 

new children from other schools, I 

do think so because I think a lot of 

them are getting more involved in 

more activities outside of school 

now, so that’s good. 

 

Promoting Learning outside of 

School 

Definitely, like I said I think there 

is only so much you can teach 

within probably six weeks, so 

obviously I think it is great that a 

lot of them are going to explore 

and do things outside of school, to 

obviously further their learning 
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Professional 

Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PD a Priority 

and motivation and skills, and it 

would just be key, key lessons 

and standalones.  

 

Colleagues, PE Specialist, Other 

Schools and Independent 

Research  

rm, I would seek out other 

colleagues and what's worked 

for them, who have a particular 

interest in PE. We also have a 

sports coach that I could go to 

and just kind of run a few things 

past about, perhaps behaviour 

management, or a bit more 

motivational activity. I'd also 

perhaps go and look at other 

schools, to kind of view, how PE 

is developed in other schools 

because I am aware that this 

school is erm, with the whole 

creative curriculum approach, is 

very different. Erm, and I'd also, 

erm, perhaps just, kind of, look 

at, conduct research myself by 

looking on the internet, and 

actually, resources that are 

already available. 

 

 

 

Holistic Education 

and obviously how much activity 

they are doing. 

 

 

Other PE Specialists and Coaching 

Professionals 

Um, I think, um especially within 

this area it is good to get links with 

other like people and sporting, I 

don't know coaching groups and 

things like that, other schools’ 

other teachers, I think sometimes 

just to share ideas is really 

important. Um we have had a 

couple of club links, so like we 

have had, Luton hockey club and 

Luton rugby club and they have 

delivered an eight week 

programme and that has been 

really beneficial, because 

obviously, I am learning from 

other coaches a, other teachers 

on sports that I'm not as strong at 

and I think that is really good for 

the children as well. So, um, a 

good way of supporting it is 

looking outwards I think and 

getting new ideas and getting new 

people in to spend time with the 

children.  

 

Increasing Staffing Expertise 
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I think to give children the equal 

opportunities that they all 

deserve, I think all areas of the 

curriculum are deserved and 

important, and I, I do try to give 

each subject lesson an equal 

weighting, erm, I do appreciate 

there is pressure on the core 

subjects, whilst PE is kind of, 

sometimes can be forgotten, 

but again, if we can develop 

children that have the skills to 

move forward in life, they need, 

they need a well-rounded 

approach. 

Um, I think certain staff do, 

obviously the difference is that 

high school have their PE done by 

PE department will obviously 

helps obviously form their 

philosophy, um I think a lot of the 

staff do I think a lot of the staff see 

kids that possibly like I've said are 

not so academic and they want to 

obviously allow them to come to 

come of the clubs and things like 

that, I think that in some cases it 

does, but I think it would be nicer 

to have more of a specialised PE 

staff. 

 

A number if inductive themes emerged from the semi-structured opening 

interviews including the following: 

 

Physical activity after and outside of school 

Both Pilot Study teachers highlighted that involvement in physical activity outside 

of curriculum time, whether at an after-school club or outside of school with 

parents, friends or within clubs may be an indicator of how well their physical 

education lessons are inspiring young people to participate in physical activity and 

take responsibility for that involvement. They also mentioned that when students 

do participate in outside clubs it largely has a positive affect within physical 

education lessons. 

 

Teacher interaction  

Within the interviews both practitioners expressed the importance of the 

interaction between the teacher and the student and vice versa. Pilot Teacher 1 
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said that giving adequate praise and prompting students when they are struggling 

is vital in developing a positive experience.  

 

“giving them adequate praise and I think the children needed a few 

prompts at the beginning based on their life experiences of what 

gymnastics is all about” (Pilot Teacher 1) 

 

Pilot Teacher 2 also said that allowing students to give him feedback at the end of 

the lesson was valuable in ascertaining what they had learnt, and how they would 

like to learn in the future. 

 

“they can give me feedback at the end of the lesson on obviously, hopefully 

on something that they have learnt, so if it’s obviously body position and 

things like that, so that they have taken something from the lesson” (Pilot 

Teacher 1). 

 

This demonstrates how teaching and learning is a collaborative process that both 

the practitioner and the participant should be given the opportunity to be involved 

in. 

 

Project based approach  

Pilot Teacher 1 discussed that creative curriculums that are project based may link 

topics within a number of subjects, this might have to be taken into consideration 

to ensure that the development of physical literacy is not lost during project-based 

approaches: 

 

“with our creative curriculum as well, we think about, the kind of, games, 

perhaps they learnt during the war, or roman games, so again, it's just 

giving them different opportunities and different games that they wouldn't 

necessarily have experience of.” (Pilot Teacher 1) 
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Whilst themes and projects can be embraced as a particular stimulus for the 

physical education curriculum there does still need to be sufficient content to 

develop physical literacy, as the purpose of physical education is not to learn 

information for other subjects. However, there is an opportunity to work with 

other subjects on content that is similar for example the bodily systems can be 

learnt both in physical education and science. 

 

Core subject pressure 

Pilot Teacher 1 highlighted the potential pressure from the core subjects that may 

restrict the time and opportunities provided for practitioners to develop their 

content knowledge and understanding within physical education; 

 

“I think all areas of the curriculum are deserved and important, and I, I do 

try to give each subject lesson an equal weighting, erm, I do appreciate 

there is pressure on the core subjects, whilst PE is kind of, sometimes can 

be forgotten, but again, if we can develop children that have the skills to 

move forward in life, they need, they need a well-rounded approach.” (Pilot 

Teacher 1) 

 

This is a very important statement as it highlights two things, firstly that physical 

education may have only a relative value within the school due to the focus on 

core subjects and this may permeate the school philosophy, which is restrictive 

and would need to be address if future research was a to be successful. Secondly, 

that as a primary school teacher the practitioner has a duty to provide a holistic 

education and to be a master of many subjects, therefore professional 

development time will compete will all those other areas and subjects. This as a 

theme may be evident in future research and is something to bear in mind for 

future data collection.  
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Appendix 15: Pilot study discussion and conclusion 

There were three major findings from the pilot study. Firstly, each practitioner was 

completely different with their responses regarding, philosophy, pedagogical 

approach and practice unique to the individual. Secondly, what the practitioners 

said they did and what they actually did was very different. Finally, the lesson 

reflections were not very critical and could have been supported with a reflective 

model to gain a deeper understanding of the previous lesson. 

 

Individualised Practitioners 

The individualised nature of the practitioners reinforces the philosophical 

underpinning of existentialism and phenomenology as each practitioner is the 

product of their previous experiences and sees the world from their own individual 

perspective. Therefore, it is essential that each practitioner has a tailor made 

professional development programme that responds to their needs and desires, 

as those requirements will be unique to that individual. This also raises the 

question of how do you build, get practitioners to buy in and maintain a shared 

philosophy. Creating a shared philosophy within the between the research and the 

practitioner, and eventually between practitioners will be vital in ensuring 

consistency across teaching. Ensuring that all practice is informed and 

underpinned by physical literacy and so that students receive a similar quality of 

experience.  

 

Disconnect between philosophy, theory and practice 

There was a clear disconnect between what practitioners described as their 

philosophy and their practice and what actually was observed. There might be a 

number of reasons for this. Firstly, practitioners may view their reality with ‘rose 

tinted spectacles’ highlighting all of their best practice and ignoring their areas for 

development. Secondly, the practitioners may have articulated what they thought 

the research wanted to hear, and finally, they may genuinely believe that they do 

what they say they do. This point is related with the next inductive theme, as 
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practitioners were not very critical of their lessons, this could add to this 

argument, as without critical reflection how do you actually know what your 

practice is.  

 

Criticality of reflections 

The practitioner’s reflections were largely superficial and when there was 

critically, it was outwardly focussed on, having more time, or extending the 

number of lessons, and didn’t really delve into what the practitioner could have 

done to really improve the experience of the participants. This is important for 

the main scale study and it is recommended that a reflective model be used to 

support practitioners developing the criticality of their reflections. 

 

Pilot study conclusion 

The data gathering process was relatively straightforward. The school including 

the head teacher, both practitioners and other staff members were welcoming 

and were supportive towards the research. They were flexible in their 

accommodation of the research schedule and used teaching assistants effectively 

in order to free up the practitioners for interviews during the working day. This, 

however, may not be as easy in the larger scale study with more practitioners to 

interview, observe and discuss their practice with. Due to the prolonged nature of 

the future research it will be important to negotiate with practitioners to establish 

suitable times to reflect and conduct interviews in order not continually disrupt 

the timetable.  

 

The practitioner interviews ran smoothly, both practitioners were happy to share 

their views and thoughts surrounding physical education. It was relatively easy to 

find and use a space that enabled the meeting to take place without disruption. 

There were a number of questions that could have been answered with a simple 

answer such as yes or no. In the main scale study questions will need to be more 

carefully considered so that they encourage discussion, therefore questions 
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should be open and not closed in the nature. The interview questions also need to 

carefully consider the use of terminology, and where practitioners are unsure of 

terminology clarification needs to be given to explain terms used. Ideally the 

questions will be constructed using terminology familiar to practitioners. 

 

The interview questions omitted a vital question surrounding what the 

practitioners understood by the term or concept of physical literacy. In order to 

demonstrate that an increased awareness of physical literacy is evident as a result 

of the main scale study it is vital that their understanding of the concept is 

captured at the opening, closing and final interviews. Reflections during the 

participatory action research will be informal discussions to allow for the 

conversation to be co-constructed between the researcher and the practitioner. 

Upon reflection on the semi-structured interviews this method would not be 

appropriate for the cyclical reflections, and thus a discussion supported by a 

reflective model will be implemented as the most appropriate method. 
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Appendix 16: Physical literacy professional development theme tree 

 

Figure 15: Physical literacy professional development theme tree 

  



APPENDICES     

 

444 

Appendix 17: Physical literacy understanding theme tree 

 

Figure 16: Physical literacy understanding theme tree 
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Appendix 18: Barriers and solutions theme tree 

 

Figure 17: Physical literacy barriers and solutions theme tree 
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Appendix 19: Excerpt from researcher field journal (Weeks 1-3) 

 

Week 1 

Monday What: Today was spent preparing the research materials for the week ahead, 

including printing out and constructing the Physical Literacy Professional 

Development (PLPD) folder for each participant and collecting the video 

recording and audio equipment. 

So What: I now have a folder for each participant and the equipment that will be 

needed to interview and observe lessons. I have tested the equipment and 

ensured that I have enough batteries, power packs and SD cards. 

Now What: Disseminate each folder after initial interview and start collecting the 

initial interview data. 

Tuesday What: Today was the first day of data collection. I arrived at 10:00am at 

Manchester Communications Academy (MAC) as instructed and then introduced 

myself and the research again to 9/11 members of staff from the department of 

health and wellbeing the other 2 teachers we not at school that day. After an 

initial introduction all teachers, qualified and non-qualified as well as the TA 

continued to agree to take part in the study. I then began interviewing the 

teachers individually as they went about their daily routine. In the afternoon due 

to everyone teaching I informally observed some lessons taking place and started 

to integrate myself into school life. 

So What: There was a good reception to the research and all participants seemed 

to be motivated and optimistic about the research potential. I managed to 

interview 7/11 participants. These interviews already seemed very thought 

provoking. Especially the diverse range of opinions and understanding of physical 

literacy. 

Now What: I now need to complete the other initial interviews and set up the 

participants on the online portal so they can view their lesson observations, 

interviews, feedback etc. online. 

Wednesday What: Today I contacted the remaining participants from MCA and scheduled 

meetings to conduct their initial interviews. I also began to construct the lesson 

observation timetable based on the availability that was given during the initial 

interview. 

So What: Due to the volume of participants and the long duration of their lessons 

each participant will be videoed for the whole lesson, but I will only be observed 
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by the researcher for one hour out of the two-hour lesson in order to be able to 

observe all participants.  

Now What: Complete the opening interviews for the other members of staff 

from MCA. 

Thursday What: Two more participants were interviewed from MCA (9/11) with the other 

two participants still not at school due to absences through sickness. I will 

interview the last two participants from MCA next week when back in school. 

So What: Most of the timetable has now been constructed and communicated 

with the practitioners. All have been instructed to use the lesson plan provided 

to plan their up and coming lesson. 

Now What: I now need to create all participants areas on the website so that 

they can begin to use the website as a resource. 

Friday What: Today was my first day in Moston Fields primary school. Again I was 

warmly welcomed, and each participant was optimistic although a little 

apprehensive to be interviewed and observed. Amy made a good point that she 

had only had two hours training in PE, with no on-going CPD in the subject, and 

this would be the first time she was to be observed in the subject which made 

her feel a little anxious. I informally observed the afternoon PE lessons and 

introduced myself to the students as part of the integration process. 

So What: It will be interesting to compare the interviews of primary and 

secondary teachers to see whether their answered were similar or different. The 

atmosphere in the primary school was very controlled and this was also felt in 

the lessons.  

Now What: Now most of the opening interviews have been collected I need to 

begin the transcription process and their answers may prove insightful in guiding 

the first phase of professional development material to be covered in the weekly 

meetings. 

Weekend What: Having informally observed a few lessons as part of my integration process 

I realised that in order to standardise and improve my observations moving 

forwards that a lesson observation proforma / template would be beneficial. I 

therefore research a number of lesson planning observation forms that are 

currently in use and created one that supports the observation of physical 

literacy outcomes. 

So What: This lesson observation form will allow me to structure comments to 

ensure that I observe teacher and student behaviours that are in line with 

physical, affective and cognitive development in a range of environments.  
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Now What: The next step is to use the form in practice and refine if required. 

 

Week 2 

Monday What: Today I completed the upload of the opening interviews to the website 

and uploaded the PLPD document together with a video from Canadian Sport for 

Life. I also emailed all teachers their log in details and planned the first meeting 

material for MCA. 

So What: Now each participant has their area on the website I need to train them 

in how to access and comment on their material. 

Now What: I need to continue to produce material to support the development 

of understanding and promote this content on the website so that participants 

use the website and see it as a useful resource. 

Tuesday What: Today the first lessons were observed, and the first professional 

development session was delivered. We had full attendance at the professional 

development session, and all actively engaged in the collaborative tasks. Lessons 

were disrupted heavily by poor organisation and groups didn’t start being 

physically active until well into their lessons. 

So What: Good attendance and engagement in the professional development 

demonstrates an initial commitment to improving their understanding of 

physical literacy. Poor organisation highlighted curriculum design issues that are 

not being managed well at the moment, which reduces the effectiveness and 

professionalism of PE and therefore encourages poor behaviour from students 

and a lack of progression within lessons.  

Now What: Next week’s professional development will be based around 

exploring the philosophy of physical literacy and I want to give teachers an 

opportunity to direct what content will be included in the following session. 

Lessons should settle down next week without the initial disruption and 

therefore it will be interesting to see a comparison between next and this week’s 

lesson. 

Wednesday What: Two lessons were planned to be observed today swimming and WGSG. 

The swimming lesson was recorded and some good evidence of the impact of the 

physical literacy professional development was evident within the lesson. Next 

week the public will also be using the pool and therefore only audio will be able 

to be captured. The WGSG didn’t take place due to immunisations and will 

resume next week. 
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So What: It will be interesting ask the swimming practitioner what she would like 

to be included in the next professional development as she is clearly engaging 

with the sessions and is attempting to put this into her planning and delivery. The 

WGSG highlighted how disruption to timetable is a regular feature for pe lessons 

whereas this would not happen in maths for example. The argument is that it is 

health and wellbeing and therefore comes under that remit.   

Now What: Ask the swimming teacher in her reflection whether she has adapted 

any of her practice as a result of the professional development and if so what in 

particular and whether this has had an impact on her perception of her lessons. 

Capture the first lesson of the WGSG group next week, which is a group who are 

struggling with their confidence. 

Thursday What: Two secondary school lessons were observed today and the first primary 

lesson and professional development session. Reflections had to happen within 

the changing room and while the next class was undertaking an exam. This 

highlights how teachers are very pushed for time. The trampolining lesson was 

very basic and resulted in students becoming disengaged. Recommendations 

were made to provide task cards for students off of the trampoline. The 

professional development session went well in the primary school and they also 

constructed their shared definition. 

So What: It was good to get feedback on what the primary school teachers would 

like to cover the following week to tailor the PD to their needs. 

Now What: Plan the PD sessions. 

Friday What: The other two primary school teachers were due to be observed today 

however the snow meant that the school had to be closed. 

So What: This means that these teachers will have one less lesson in their cycle, 

unless I observe their indoor lesson to catch up. 

Now What: Continue to support teachers and observe their next lesson next 

week. 

Weekend What: Over the weekend the lessons were uploaded to the website along with 

feedback and recommendations. An email was also sent out to all participants to 

notify them that their first lesson cycle is now visible on the website. 

So What: I need to reflect on the statistics to ensure that all participants have 

logged and start to engage with the content. 

Now What: I need to set up accounts for Margaret and Helen so they can advise 

me on how I am going about the research data collection. The next professional 

development session also needs to be designed for each school. 
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Week 3 

Monday What: Taught at university all day no PhD work completed. 

So What: It was actually a nice break from PhD work. 

Now What: Start collecting the next week of data. 

Tuesday What: Delivered the second professional development session, it went well all 

were engaged and the team contribution task engaged them in contributing to 

the session. Jamie had a more active lesson and had a “light bulb moment” about 

facilitating learning through student led activities. Steve was not in due to a 

family illness. 

So What: The PD sessions seem to be adding significant value to practitioner’s 

knowledge and understanding. Need to be mindful about Steve’s return 

depending on the health of his mother. 

Now What: Continue to collect and analyse data. Think about how I can ensure 

PL is being nurtured not just commenting on HQPE. 

Wednesday What: Observed Sarah’s swimming lesson it was a massive improvement on the 

week before because she organised them in threes they were performing a 

continuous relay which meant that she was able to give more feedback as all 

students were occupied either swimming, waiting to take over swimming or 

receiving feedback. As a result the quality and progress of the swimming from 

students was much improved. 

So What: Sarah also mentioned that me pitching in giving regression, progression 

or activities to correct poor technique was valuable and allowed her to be able 

to correct technique more effectively. 

Now What: Using peers to feedback as well as continuing to develop subject 

knowledge.  

Thursday What: Today I observed Joe, Anne-Marie and Olivia. Joes lesson was not as active 

as it could have been and drew attention to some safe practice issues. Joe was 

also interrupted around 10 times during his lesson, which disrupted the flow of 

the lesson; This raises questions about the perceived value of PE and respecting 

the learning over administration. Anne-Marie had a very difficult lesson, she is 

struggling with behaviour management and there were some significant safety 

issues (not spotting correctly, behaviour management, kit safety). She broke 

down during the reflection there is a new group next week that we are going to 

try and work on together.  
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So What: In order to build Anne-Marie’s confidence it was recommended that 

she team taught next week with another member of staff to allow her to practice 

setting and maintaining high expectations with the support of another teacher. 

Now What: Analyse lessons and provide feedback to participants. 

Friday What: Today I observed Amy and Stephen’s lesson, both lessons were trying to 

incorporate the suggestions made during the CPD sessions. The appropriate use 

of terminology and language was much improved and there was a clear rationale 

for the selection of learning outcomes and activities. Amy’s lesson was very 

successful with clear instruction, high quality feedback and good use of the 

resource cards to impart subject knowledge to students that were then used as 

peer coaches. Stephen differentiated learning groups to enable him to work with 

the lower ability students. However, the attention on these students meant that 

the overall lesson suffered.  

So What: Provide feedback to Stephen about how groups can be used in order 

to quickly identify home and away teams (Mixed and Similar ability teams) and 

how the upper and lower abilities can be supported within the activity. Amy 

needs to now look at identifying those that are working above, at and below the 

expected standard and then provide guidance in order to support the higher and 

lower ability students so that all students can make progress and enjoy and 

achieve success within the lesson. 

Now What: Identify during the next CPD session how physical development can 

be facilitated in order to ensure that students develop their physical competency 

within a range of environments. 

Weekend What: Prepare and upload all lesson cycles from last week to the website. Plan 

the next weeks professional development sessions. 

So What: The interactive tasks used during the professional development 

sessions have proven useful to engage and get practitioners to apply their 

knowledge which increases their ability to apply principles in practice. 

Now What: I need to make sure that Practitioners log in and view their lessons 

to make the reflections / process more meaningful and ensure all practitioners 

are planning and reflecting using the resources provided. Try and ensure that 

anyone who misses the professional development catch up by viewing the 

resources online. 
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Appendix 20: Joe Neild observation feedback 

Over the past two terms I have observed Joe teach six lessons. During these 

lessons Joe has consistently demonstrated a good rapport with students, setting 

high expectations for students through positive behaviour management strategies 

and creating a conducive learning environment whereby students make progress 

and are engaged in their learning. Joe’s strength within his teaching currently 

include behaviour management, organisation, routine and structure, positive 

rapport and demeanour with students. 

 

I would recommend that Joe explores the following three areas in order to 

continue to improve his teaching practice. Firstly, a wider and more frequent use 

of differentiation by task and outcome. Secondly, a systematic approach to 

assessment using carefully selected assessment criteria and learning episodes that 

allow for accurate and informative assessment process to take place. And thirdly, 

the careful selection of teaching strategies informed by a strong rationale to 

maximise learning, engagement and physical activity time. 

 

Joe is secure in his teaching and now should aim to develop his pedagogical 

knowledge and practice in order to ensure that all students are able to engage in 

and maximise their learning. Finally, as Joe continues next year with his 

responsibility for KS3 he should look to develop the practice of others within the 

department and strive for the highest standards of teaching and learning within a 

rich, broad and balanced curriculum. I have been impressed with Joe’s approach 

to reflective practice and his willingness to embrace feedback. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 
Elizabeth Myers, MSc, MA, BA(Hons). 
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Appendix 21: Practice architecture 

Cultural-Discursive – This arrangement can be observed in the language used and 

culture of an organisation, this is often referred to as the semantic space. Kemmis 

et al. (2014, p. 32) argue that we can see this feature at work in terms of ‘what 

language or specialist discourse is appropriate for describing, interpreting, and 

justifying the practice’. For example, a teacher might justify their use of a teacher-

led approach by using terms or phrases such as ‘tighter control’, ‘safer’, ‘well-

managed’ and ‘students remain on task’ (Goodyear, Casey and Kirk, 2017).  

 

Social-Political – Occurs in a social space and is the medium of power and solidarity 

between those with a specific investment in a particular practice. This 

arrangement can be seen at work in the organisation’s functions, rules and roles, 

and in the shared understandings and practical agreements a group of teachers 

have about what to do in particular situations (Kemmis et al., 2014). For example, 

teachers within the same school may have a shared view that a teacher-led 

approach is most effective for enabling students to learn subject content. This 

understanding could be further endorsed by national and school policies and 

curriculum documents that suggest successful lessons occur when teachers 

manage / control an effective learning environment (Goodyear et al., 2017). 

 

Material-Economic – Can be found in the physical space through activity and work. 

Activity and work are the resources that make practice possible. For example, this 

feature works by ‘constraining what can be done amid the physical set-ups of 

various kinds of rooms and indoor and outdoor spaces in a school’ (Kemmis et al., 

2014, p. 32). A classroom with tables in rows and a whiteboard at the front is a 

good example of this arrangement. This kind of layout of a teaching space 

predetermines the one-way conveyance of information, limits opportunities for 

dialogue between students, supports a well-managed and teacher-controlled 

environment and subsequently, ‘hangs together’ with the cultural-discursive and 

the social-political arrangements (Goodyear et al., 2017). 
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