& frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Sports and Active Living Review

") Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Alberto Ruiz-Ariza,
University of Jaén, Spain

REVIEWED BY

Maria Del Carmen Carcelén Fraile,
University of Jaén, Spain

José Enrique Moral Garcia,
University of Jaén, Spain

*CORRESPONDENCE
Yan Huang
yanh@xynu.edu.cn

RECEIVED 18 December 2023
ACCEPTED 09 May 2024
PUBLISHED 17 May 2024

CITATION
Huang Y (2024) A critical narrative questioning
the assessment of physical literacy: foster
authentic human flourishing across the life
course.

Front. Sports Act. Living 6:1353386.

doi: 10.3389/fspor.2024.1353386

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Huang. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The
use, distribution or reproduction in other
forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are
credited and that the original publication in
this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

17 May 2024
10.3389/fspor.2024.1353386
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the assessment of physical
literacy: foster authentic human
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The study provides a summary, reflection, and clarification on the existing
literature amid the recent rise in physical literacy assessment through a critical
narrative that will contribute to future developments. In this review, the author
addressed the significance of acknowledging the ultimate goal of assessing
physical literacy throughout the life course is to foster authentic human
flourishing. The study questioned the assessment practice in detail by
discussing whether it is to translate and validate or to establish locally and to
quantify or to specify qualitatively. The current tendency of a comprehensive
dimension but not an inclusive journey was found. Subject to limitation, the
merits of this study still stand and, moreover, further point to valuable areas
for further inquiry that may refine and foster physical literacy and authentic
human flourishing across the life course. And based on the arguments, future
direction and recommendations when conducting assessment were discussed.
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Introduction
Background

Establishing, implementing, and updating assessment methods has always been highly
valued in education and public health. Traditionally, a common view links the assessment
process with the screening mechanism (1). In the 2Ist century, scholars and experts
recognized that assessment is significant in learning in and outside the classroom (2).
And advanced and detailed assessments have further contributed to policy-making by
accumulating comprehensive materials encompassing assessment practices from around
the world (3). While in public health, measurements and evaluations are also common
and have a long history (4). In many cases, health-related assessments involve the
assessment of risks (5, 6), especially under the influence of the global pandemic for the
past few years, many scholars have boosted their research on health risk assessments and
control (7). In pursuit of positive status and health, evaluation scales of well-being have
been proposed and implemented in clinical psychology as well (8, 9). In recent years,
health literacy assessment tools have been experimented with in various countries and
regions to promote critical knowledge and skills for the public and communities (10-14).

Why is it crucial to develop and update the assessment in education and public health?

Dating back two decades ago, Broadfoot and Black (3) stated that an “evaluation
society” has become a reality in the modernization process since assessment is essential
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to ensure quality and equality and, in a way, to promote reform and
progress. Valid and reliable measurement tools generate valuable
scientific data that drives experimentation, and intervention, and
facilitates effective problem-solving systems. In general, most
educational issues and challenges within public health including
the maintenance of bodily functions, diseases, and health care,
are closely linked to the relatively opposite ends of our life
course. At the start of the life journey, education lights us up
and cultivates us by equipping individuals with knowledge,
abilities, social skills, and insights into facing society. Entering a
later stage, addressing public health challenges contributes to
ensuring better survival and aging.

In addition, there are emerging social issues or public health
challenges in the changing society, which require stakeholders to
constantly review and update policies and methods as well as to
introduce new insights respectively. Thus, reviewing and
updating related assessments promptly plays a crucial role.

At present, what are some of the noteworthy changes and
updates in our education and public health? The continuous
revolution of electronic technology has changed the leisure
lifestyle among groups of people and posed a crucial challenge of
negative health outcomes for physical inactivity, especially
sedentary behavior. Schools, as major educational settings around
the world are responsible for the performance of students in
academic subjects. But schools are more than that: they should
ensure students have a positive and healthy environment to
grow, and also follow a holistic developmental goal to cultivate
the physical, mental, emotional, and social development of
students (15). In this context, the developmental concept of
“physical literacy,”

which encompasses physical,

emotional, and emphasizing social domains at the same time, has

cognitive,

been gradually introduced into the education system worldwide
and has become a new indicator in educational research today.
Indeed, physical literacy has been increasingly seen as an
emerging public health agenda (16). The number and proportion
of older people are increasing globally with the intensification of
the aging process of the population regarded as one of the non-
negligible social trends of the 21st century. Therefore, it is well
worth it to encourage among older adults active cultivation and
development of physical literacy—including physical, cognitive,
and psychological health and well-being—under the promotion
of active aging publicizing efforts.

The concept

What is physical literacy, and why is it important to address the
need to review, explore, and question its assessments, especially in
educational and public health settings? Compared to the previous
terminologies concerning embodiment either for skills acquisition
or for health outcomes, what are the updates and optimizations
that deserve our special attention? Early concepts, for instance
physical training, fitness, physical performance, and physical
capacity are normally straightforward cultivations that only
involve the physical aspect while the term physical education is
often confined to the school settings. Physical literacy, a holistic
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concept with a wider scope, consists of not only the fundamental
physical domain but also considers the cognitive and affective
domain of each individual throughout the whole life course. As a
multidimensional construct, physical literacy has a long history
in use (17) but has been welcomed and embraced by global
educators, practitioners, researchers, and policymakers in recent
years. Currently, the widely accepted definition of physical
literacy involves motivation, confidence, physical ability,
knowledge and understanding to value and assume responsibility
for lifelong engagement in physical activity (18). This construct
arose from Whitehead’s years of exploration and inspiring
philosophical debate on the underpinnings, attributes, and future
directions of said concept (19). Physical literacy rejects a
metaphysical dualism that separates the human body and mind
when involved in physical activities and sports. Instead, it
advances that monism or holistic movement guidelines underpin
the construct facilitated with physical, cognitive, and affective
also

emphasized to allow for the active interaction with the natural

attributes.  Existentialism and phenomenology are
and social environment (20). Based on the Whiteheadian concept
and its philosophical underpinnings, different countries and
further built
of the definition and construction of the
framework in a way that adapts to their cultural contexts
(21-23). Whether the Whiteheadian understanding, a definition
introduced by the

Association as well, or its reinterpretation from diverse regional

regions have upon it according to local

interpretations

now International  Physical Literacy
cultures, the concept of physical literacy is multi-dimensional
This

traditional physical domain, cognitive domain, and our affective

from a horizontal dimension. mainly includes the
dimension, which mainly refers to our motivation, confidence
and emotions and psychological being while we participate in
physical activities and interact with the people and environment
around the process. From the perspective of vertical extension,
physical literacy is a concept that runs through the whole life
cycle, as Cairney et al. (24) pointed out physical literacy is a
journey, and the journey metaphor means that it is worth noting
that each person has their unique physical literacy journey due to
their different physical endowments, so from the birth to the end
of life, physical literacy can be a guiding and developmental
program that leads a life course.

Aims

There is a boom in conducting physical literacy-related
research. However, previous empirical research mainly dealt with
one or a single aspect measurement tool, while current reviews
either show most interest in one population or just a summary
that systematically analyzes the strengths and limits of each
measure included. Therefore, the author conducted this critical
narrative review in order to cover all the main aspects as well as
commonly used and newly adopted measures in practice over the
lifespan. The express goal is then to explore and argue for
the ultimate goal of physical literacy assessment, question the
prevailing tendencies, and add new insights to improve later
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assessment direction, design, and delivery. In short, the research
questions are as follows: Were we following the right goal? Were
we respecting nature and adopting the right methodology? Did
we consider all essential domains and settings?

Significance

The study addresses this issue of significance by providing a
summary, reflection, and clarification on the existing literature
amid the recent rise in research, which will contribute to future
developments. In practice, for instance, from the perspective of
education, the development of physical literacy is conducive to the
overall and healthy development of students, especially motivation
and cultivation of students’ active participation in sports. Through
more scientific and human-oriented evaluation, more research or
public projects fostering physical literacy among students could be
delivered smoothly and effectively. From the perspective of public
health, the development of physical literacy, especially for older
adults, can greatly enhance the positive effect of active aging,
encourage the elderly to actively cope with various challenges, and
also relieve the pressure on public medical resources. Therefore, it
is worth promoting the emphasis and development of physical
literacy throughout the life course and encouraging individuals to
take their own physical literacy journey. Therefore, for future
applications, we need more inclusive assessment tools that span a
wider range including aging groups, and even adapt to groups
with different chronic diseases or other health needs, so as to
reach more people and promote health and well-being broadly.
Additionally, it is key to promote scholars’ careful assessment and
evaluation of physical literacy as an important part of a
developmental project or framework.

Method

In this study, the author takes stock of the growing interest and
practice in physical literacy assessment. The study examined the
literature for commonly used measurement tools as well as newly
adopted ones, e.g., data derived from databases ranging from
SPORTDiscus, PubMed, Scopus, ScienceDirect, EBSCO, ERIC,
and Web of Science. These databases cover substantial research
concerning education, public health, and physical activity-
oriented articles. The inclusion criteria were: (1) peer-reviewed
studies; (2) articles in the English language. The exclusion
criteria were also adopted: (1) studies not applying a validated
tool; (2)
Therefore, English-language, peer-reviewed published articles

measurement reports, editorials, and newsletters.

containing measurement of physical literacy have been
investigated. A Boolean logic combinations search strategy has
been also adopted within the electronic databases, including
“physical literacy assessment”. Inverted commas were applied to
the term “physical literacy assessment” to ensure searches would
find studies concerning physical competence as opposed to
related to “assessment”.

searches “physical

Keywords with related constructs and understanding have been

literacy” and
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also included in this search (e.g., “physical literacy measurement”
or “physical literacy evaluation”). And journal filter boxes have
been marked on all searches to ensure only these publications
would appear in the listing.

Further, the author investigated studies conducted from the past
two decades to ascertain just how the concept is gradually adopted
by academics. The method has evolved from a “screening/
synthesizing/summarizing” procedure to a philosophical one
premised on “debating/arguing/critically narrating.” At the early
stage, the author screened and selected articles based on keywords
and abstracts, and then according to the articles included,
synthesizing the assessments and summarizing key contents to be
discussed was conducted. Then, during the main stage, the author
drew the main lines of argumentation. At the final stage, the
critical narrative was completed. Below, the arguments will be
stated in the following discussion and the study will address the
conclusion and implications for future implementation as well.

Discussion

This narrative firstly demonstrated that prior to any design and
delivery, the ultimate goal of assessing physical literacy throughout
the life course shall be acknowledged, which is to foster authentic
human flourishing. And the author questioned the tendency and
the assessment in detail in the following section.

Fostering authentic human flourishing

After synthesizing the main findings and overall goals in the
literature, the author found that human flourishing is a desirable
outcome that should be addressed properly with regard to the
cultivation of physical literacy. Previous studies explored the
relationships between human flourishing and physical literacy
and further pointed out that the process of fostering physical
literacy can contribute to human flourishing (25). Earlier, in the
view of Rasmusssen (26), human flourishing is a term
concerning human nature and ethics that originates in ancient
Greek terminology that stands for a state of being happy. In
recent years it has been introduced into positive psychology as a
new theory (27). Human flourishing does not arise only in
Western culture: in the Eastern context, flourishing is clearly
found in Buddhism (28), where it is interpreted as a state of
healthy balance of mood and mind. In short, human flourishing
and physical literacy actually share a similar diverse cultural
basis. When delved in deeply, based on Rasmussen (26),
Durden-Myers and scholars (29) expand on the characteristics of
human flourishing and its attributes, i.e., objective good,
inclusivity, individualism, agent-dependency, self-directedness,
and being socially constructed. These attributes echo the
aforementioned nature of physical literacy in respective domains
and across the life course of each individual's own physical
literacy journey. Physical literacy proposes a conceptual model
for education and lays out the agenda for public health research.
Moreover, human flourishing has been proposed not only in the
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field of positive psychology but also endorsed by medical studies
and population health frameworks (28). Beforehand, in the
discipline of education, human flourishing has been proposed as
the goal for students along three axes: (1) in the cognitive
domain, to help with the development of knowledge and
wisdom, (2) in the physical domain, to encourage positive
behavior and a good state of health, and (3) in the affective
domain, to foster better decision-making and social enjoyment
(30). These comprehensive aspects justify the multi-dimensional
facets of physical literacy. Before critically assessing physical
literacy, the author clarifies and emphasizes that the ultimate
goal of engaging physical literacy is to foster authentic human
flourishing across the life course. With human flourishing as the
foundation, the study proceeds to review and discuss the current
assessment practice, and the arguments are as follows.

To translate and validate or to establish
locally?

A great number of assessment research focuses on the
translation and validation of well-established measurement tools
from one culture into another. Now, can we really make it a
perfect fit and achieve the ultimate goal of human flourishing
through direct “translation-validation™? Following are two cases
as examples that raise some concerns.

Over the years, Canada has been the pioneer in designing and
programming inclusive assessment tools. Among these, there is
The Canadian Assessment of Physical Literacy (CAPL) (31),
which has proven to have a high level of validity among children
aged 8-12 (32) to assess daily behavior, motivation and
confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding
of participants. This assessment tool has been included in many
Canadian educational programs and evidence-based research.
This Canadian assessment tool has been translated to and
validated in Greece (33) and Hong Kong (34) where it has been
included in local programs. Similarly. The perceived Physical
Literacy Instrument (PPLI) (35, 36), which was an instrument
established in Hong Kong, has been recently translated and
adopted in Spain (37) and France (38).

The question arises, however, whether it is appropriate to
“borrow” the assessment from another cultural setting even when
translation and adoption efforts are implemented? This study
contends that it would be more significant if the assessment had a
fully indigenous or local cultural underpinning. Different regions
have different political and economic systems, and aspects of social
and cultural activities are diverse accordingly, not to mention the
critical issues among education and public health. Although the
values of universal education and the development of students
appeal to a global consensus, there are differences in practice and
distinctions shown in the process of educational development or
reforms in each region, such that corresponding differences in the
cognition and views among students in these regions cannot be
merely equated or translated without significant modification. Such
challenges cannot be solved by simply “translating” a framework
even when putatively trying to adjust it to local cultural
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regulations. Just as different primary schools in the same region,
for instance, may not share the same teaching plans or course
outline, all things being equal, taking a much more complex
physical literacy instrument that has been developed based on and
to fit a specific population and its inherently unique needs is
beyond the scope of mere “translation-validation.” This difference
is even more obvious within public health. Different regions have
different levels of tension on public resources, and each has its
complex system for responding to public health issues and social
care policies; thus the health-related cognition, degree of physical
activity engagement, and lifestyle will not share the same standard.
From the perspective of anthropology, those aforementioned areas
are diverse ethnically, and in terms of physiological characteristics,
and the aging process. Accordingly, the same set of measurements,
interpretation, and classification obviously cannot perfectly be
matched to or refer to the same population (especially when
further comparisons are warranted).

Human flourishing must be culturally sensitive. When
the author
mentioned that there have been countries and areas that actively

introducing the concept of physical literacy,
make an effort to fit physical literacy—from concept to
framework—to the local culture. In this light, the study found
the positive case of a physical literacy instrument developed in
Australia (21, 39) which, aside from having spent years becoming
familiar and practicing with the Canadian model, was specifically
designed, from the concept construction to the assessment
guidelines exploration, to fit the local culture.

Therefore, concerning the issue of translating-validating or
establishing an assessment guideline, tool, or system for practice,
this study contends that local culture shall be respected and drive
research, guidelines, and implementation processes from the
ground up and more merely as “translated adaptation.” It is
appropriate to conduct further validation within the same culture
system for stronger evidence or larger significance. When a
distinction between the cultural background and the original
instrument of the framework is found, the author recommends
starting with the construction of the basic concept of physical
literacy with the local context in mind and, based on this
underpinning, establishing the assessment of physical literacy in
a culturally sensitive manner. Besides the aforementioned case of
Australia, The Greater China Region, which was significantly
different from the western in behavior, culture and other forms,
has also made a positive move in showing the cultural adaptation
of physical literacy in Chinese context through experts planning
and mapping, to appraisal, synthesis and recommendation phases
to explore the concept, meaning and key elements of physical
literacy in Chinese culture and society (22). It is a recommended
start especially when the distinction exists and with the adapted
key elements raised, more focused and detailed assessment
methods could be applied to the practice.

To quantify or to specify qualitatively?

It is not surprising that most assessment practices show interest
in accumulating quantitative data or objectively conducting the
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assessment. It meets the tradition of the physical tests. In terms of
the affective and cognitive domains of physical literacy, previous
research has also preferred adopting self-reported questionnaires
or Likert
framework as that of physical literacy, this begs the question of

scales. Nonetheless, for a purportedly holistic
whether the qualitative aspect is missing. Would the assessments
not benefit from more qualitative and self-directed specifications?

Indeed, there is little qualitative research in the physical literacy
assessment practices. Moreover, among those few, some are just
supplementary and others merely rely on previous research on
the experience or the perceptions of the physical literacy
program (40, 41). In 2022, Korean educators and scholars
proposed a new qualitative approach that combines E-Portfolios
and interviews in the charting of physical literacy journeys
among students. The features of the e-portfolio action were
categorized as (a) digital fumblers, (b) superficial participants, (c)
passionate creators, and (d) journey reflectors (42). This new
attempt gives new insight as to how to conduct specific in-depth
assessment that also takes into account quality.

Self-directedness is one of the attributes of human flourishing:
humans flourish only if they experience (30). Congruently, physical
literacy also requires an individual to take responsibility to engage
in physical activities for life. In this regard, there is still more to be
explored in the qualitative approach as it needs to take into account
each specific and self-centered physical literacy journey within
diverse groups and populations. To date, based on a large
number of quantitative assessments, a lot of data and empirical
results have been acquired but there is a clear need for
assessments that take into account the humanistic facet of
physical literacy such that they develop more qualitative, specific,
and personalized assessment systems especially customized for
different groups. Mixed methods are also recommended in the
assessment process. The author has just finished one such
attempt that combined qualitative exploration through life
history interviews, complemented by quantitative measures
including Short Physical Performance Battery and Perceived
Physical Literacy Instrument to explore the physical literacy
journeys among older adults in Hong Kong comprehensively and
deeply (43). In future practice, it is suggested to integrate
quantitative methods and qualitative ones in large-scale projects
especially when they are empirical studies within specific settings.

A comprehensive dimension but not an
inclusive journey

Some of the earlier attempts at physical literacy assessments
show a preference for the fundamental physical domain. In this
regard, there are two Canadian tools that were introduced in
earlier practice: the Physical Literacy Observatory Tool (PLOT)
(44) was designed to assess the fundamental movement skills of
children aged 6 months to 6 years, the Physical Literacy
Assessment for Youth (PLAY) focused on the measurement of
the physical domain among children, especially young athletes
aged 7-12 years (32). Similarly, in the UK, fundamental
movement skills were also a concern for the Youth Sport Trust
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(45), which designed an application for the use of physical
educators to evaluate skills. Although it has been further updated
it to Skills2Achieve, the affective and cognitive domains of
physical literacy are still being neglected.

The holistic nature of the concept requires a comprehensive
assessment. As an example of how this can be implemented, The
Society of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE) America (46)
developed outcome standards, including psychomotor, cognitive,
and affective domains for K-12 physical education in the US. It
showed a relatively comprehensive combination in the earlier
The
aforementioned PPLI records the knowledge and understanding,

years of physical literacy assessment construction.
self-expression and communication, sense of self, and self-
confidence of physical literacy. Consistent with my position, this
standard is developed in a customized and culturally sensitive
way. Recent common assessment practices show a balanced
approach that includes all the essential defining aspects of
physical literacy. In this manner, CAPL now takes all daily
behavior, motivation and confidence, physical competence,
knowledge and understanding into account as the outcome
measure items. The aforementioned Australian guidelines also
consider all the aspects based on their local context and concept.

The refinement in the comprehensiveness of the assessment
marks significant progress. However, this still does not seem to be
balanced duly enough if we consider the application of physical
The

abovementioned are mainly suitable for adolescents or developed

literacy across the life course. assessment  tools
within the field of school education, and some even have strict age
restrictions (e.g, PLOT: 6 months-6 years old; CAPL: 8-12 years
old). At present, there is a lack of design and practice of physical
literacy assessment for adults, especially older adults, with regard
to the public health agenda. As the study has already stated, a
holistic measurement system needs to include every aspect of
physical literacy but, crucially, also take every stage of life into
account (16). Hence, the study presently makes the case for

further research on the later stages of the physical literacy journey.

Conclusion

This study was inspired by the growing interest in physical
literacy assessment. While there are limiting factors—only articles
in English were examined, interpretation was based on the
authors” personal research experience and understanding within
the field, and no further result analysis with similar assessment
tools was conducted—the merits of this study still stand and,
moreover, further point to valuable areas for further inquiry that
may refine and foster physical literacy and authentic human
flourishing across the life course.

Having reviewed commonly used measurement tools and
newly adopted ones, the author has posited that human
flourishing is the ultimate goal when conducting physical literacy
assessments. Further, the study discussed how current research
shows a preference for translating and validating well-established
tools while designing the assessment based on local cultural
contexts has been neglected. There is a tendency to quantify
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physical literacy and the domains included, especially within
educational settings. In this regard, this study recommends
establishing the assessment of physical literacy carefully to fit the
local culture (not just translated and validated). It is suggested
that linking the concept of and elements within physical literacy
to the local history, behavior and practice will contribute to more
focused and detailed assessment methods, which will be the
foundation of an effective project. Moreover, the spirit and
principle are to encourage a more humanistic consideration with
more qualitative, specific, and personalized assessment systems
especially customized for different groups. Therefore, more
specific qualitative approaches are encouraged and could be
applied in a project together with quantitative ones as a mixed
design. Finally, there is a need to encourage older adults to be
more engaged in physical activities both physically and mentally
and increase their awareness of the individual’s body and health
through focusing also on the later stages of the physical literacy
journey, which can greatly enhance the active aging effectiveness.
In the future implementation, more inclusive assessment tools
that span a wider range including aging groups, and even adapt
to groups with different chronic diseases or other health needs
are encouraged to take each individual into account vis a vis the
public health agenda.
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