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Literacy is a complex concept, which continues to be interpreted and defined in multiple 
ways. The United Nations Resolution 56/116 (UN 2002) acknowledges the place of literacy 
at the heart of lifelong learning. It also acknowledges its fundamental role for the attain-
ment of essential skills that enable people of all ages to address the challenges they may 
face in life. Furthermore, literacy represents one of the essential steps in basic education 
– an indispensable means for effective participation in the societies and economies of the 
twenty-first century.

The IBE has kept emphasizing the need for new forms of literacy (UNESCO IBE 2017). 
These relate particularly to new technologies such as digital literacy, information literacy, 
mass-media literacy, and social-media literacy, which are increasingly taken into account 
in the curriculum.

For this reason, I am pleased to introduce this special issue, which signals the IBE’s 
strong interest in physical literacy, a concept that is beginning to shape learning theory and 
the global educational discourse.

The concept of physical literacy recognizes that humans learn for different reasons, 
whether for survival, social connection, or self-actualization. Learning to move could even 
be considered the first literacy we truly need to acquire as humans – at least well before we 
need to learn to read, write, comprehend, and calculate. If so, the importance of physical 
literacy becomes self-evident.

Learning to move one’s body for social, aesthetic, competitive, and even survival rea-
sons is linked not only to our health but also to the meaning and pleasure we gain from our 
everyday lives. Physical literacy is a concept that asks educators to celebrate each individ-
ual’s strengths and to use these as a foundation for learning (and teaching) to live meaning-
ful and healthy lives through physical activity, sport, recreation, and leisure.

Research on learning the necessary skills and attributes to live an active life pro-
vides insight that can be incorporated into how educators plan and execute appropriate 
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pedagogical and instructional interventions pertaining to physical literacy development 
(Dudley et  al. 2016; Cairney et  al. 2019). Educators can make a number of organiza-
tional decisions and develop content in ways that help students learn new and increas-
ingly complex movement sequences. If being physically literate is a goal of curriculum 
and sporting interventions, students need to learn a host of cognitive, social, affective, 
and physical skills, so they can use these outside formal educational institutions.

The aspirational goal of achieving a physically literate population begins with 
rethinking and applying good learning design in school and out-of-school movement 
experiences. Using UNESCO’s (2015b) Quality Physical Education: Guidelines for 
Policy-Makers, UNESCO and partners are currently supporting four countries (Fiji, 
Mexico, South Africa, and Zambia) to develop inclusive, child-centered school poli-
cies and processes driven by physical literacy. These revised policies promote physical 
literacy and values-based learning as part of rounded development and global education 
priorities such as the SDG 4.

Physical literacy is the foundation of physical education, sport, and public health 
agendas. It is not a program, but the process considerations and aspirational outcomes 
of structured physical education provision, which are achieved more readily if learners 
encounter a range of age- and stage-appropriate opportunities. Quality physical educa-
tion driven by physical literacy should expose and teach children and young people a 
wide variety of meaningful and inclusive movement experiences from the early years 
through their entire school journey to secondary-school education. Considering the 
importance of physical literacy for holistic human development, policy makers should 
place emphasis on this. They can make meaningful in-roads by constructing policy that 
supports physical literacy development from early years’ education programs onwards. 
This includes encouraging active play every day and ensuring that children of all abili-
ties will never be excluded from a movement learning experience. In terms of curricular 
and co-curricular programs, the promotion of physical literacy should then remain a key 
feature throughout primary and secondary education.

Furthermore, the International Charter for Physical Education, Physical Activity, and 
Sport (UNESCO 2015a) specifies that the education sector is not solely responsible for 
creating physically literate populations. Health and sport agencies must collaborate with 
education in creating a strategic vision that enables the fundamental right for all people 
to participate in meaningful physical activity across their life course.

Cornish et  al. (2020) recently noted that, while education had progressed the con-
cept of physical literacy extensively in recent times, applying this concept to the context 
of health is not well established. As physical literacy seeks to pursue and contribute 
solutions to multiple SDGs, the nature and direction of the relationship between physi-
cal literacy, physical activity, sporting participation, and health require further explora-
tion with consideration of the theoretical underpinnings of physical literacy as a holistic 
concept.

In the future, both developed and developing countries will need to make progress on 
interdisciplinary policy making around physical literacy (Dudley et  al. 2017). This has 
been, and will be, no small feat. There have been some notable achievements, as there is an 
abundance of public policy literature advocating for greater interdisciplinary collaboration 
(Holmes 2011). However, genuine engagement in the co-production of physical literacy 
policies will require changes in the culture and operations of health, sport, and education 
agencies. It will demand new competences and expectations of public servants as enablers. 
It will also ask and demand that education, sport, and health agencies have a clear orienta-
tion toward a public good and a readiness to actively engage with each other.
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I am pleased to introduce this special issue of Prospects, which brings together both 
conceptual and applied studies from around the globe in the common pursuit of creating a 
world of more engaged, thoughtful, and active citizens.
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