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Connecting Physical Literacy and (Quality) PE
in Hong Kong

Dr Robert NG (CUHK),
Dr Kevin KAM (EDUHK), and
Dr Violette LIN (HKPFA)
Key Points to note:

« Physical literacy is the foundation of physical education (PE) and an outcome of structured PE.
Through a range of age- and stage-appropriate opportunities, learners will achieve physical literacy
more readily.

« Physically literate people have a combination of motivation, confidence and competence to be
active, along with their knowledge and understanding of how being active contributes to their life.

« Provision of quality PE (QPE) and supportive school environments can impart physical and health
literacy for lifelong healthy, active lifestyles, prevention of non-communicable diseases and mental
health disorders as well as strengthen academic outcomes.

« PE Teacher Education (PETE) plays a crucial role in fostering physical literacy, which can be
achieved by integrating model-based practices, such as Teaching Games for Understanding
(TGFU), Sport Education model (SEM), and Mosston’s Spectrum of Teaching Styles, in curriculum
planning and physical activities execution.

What is “literacy
“Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate ... using ... materials associated
with varying contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to
develop their knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in their community and wider society....".
--the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2004)

The term “literacy” is not new to us nor to the education field. When you are reading the above
UNESCO (2004)’s definition on “literacy”, have you ever wondered how far you have gone from
identifying the alphabets ABC, to understanding the words, and interpreting the sentences? Besides
“literacy” on written/printed texts, do you possess other skills such as “digital literacy”, “health
literacy”, and the like that are essential for our daily life?

Literacy empowers and liberates people. In this era, literacy skills themselves are expanding and
evolving as people engage more and more with information and learning through digital technology.
Health educators embrace people with sound “health literacy”, which is defined as “the cognitive and
social skills which determine the motivation and ability of individuals to gain access to understand
and use information and to act upon in ways which promote and maintain good health.” (WHO,
2018). We will not hesitate to agree that “health literacy” is important for everyone when we are able
to find, understand, and use health information and services at some point in our lives. “Health
literacy” enables us in preventing health problems, protecting our health, and better managing health
problems when they arise.

The subject of “PE” provides an opportunity to develop children’s “physical literacy”. The
connection between “PE” and “physical literacy” may appear crystal clear to some educators and
foggy to others. While the notion that “physical literacy” is also important to every individual may be
supported by many education practitioners (Sum et al., 2020), some may not even know the ABC of
“physical literacy”, let alone being supportive of promoting “physical literacy” in different education
settings.
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In this article, we will elaborate the concepts of “physical literacy”, which may implicitly exist in the
“PE” curriculum, or explicitly operated in the different levels of Hong Kong education system:
primary, secondary, and tertiary education. We will then introduce certain model-based practices in
PE Teacher Education (PETE), such as Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU), Sport Education
model (SEM), and Mosston’s Spectrum of Teaching Styles, which have been practiced by many
physical educators in curriculum planning and physical activities execution.

How are “physical literacy” and “PE” connected?

There are many interpretations of “physical literacy” in the education field. Indisputably, the most
commonly quoted is Whitehead (2001)’s definition with five components: “the motivation, confidence,
physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout life”. It
refers to the skills needed to obtain, understand and use the information to make good decisions for
health. (UNESCO, 2015)

In Hong Kong, the Education Bureau (2017a, 2023) defines “PE” in the school curriculum as
“education through the physical”. It aims for students’ whole-person development through providing
a wide range of physical activities that help educate students to be responsible citizens. By developing
the physical competence, cognitive domain and generic skills, the PE curriculum enhances students’
health and fitness, and nurtures their positive values and attitudes. Students who are physically literate
are motivated to move with confidence and competence in a variety of physical activities. However,
we cannot expect all “physically educated” students to be “physically literate”, if it is not “quality PE
(QPE)”. This may explain why physical inactivity is still one of the major global public health issues
including Hong Kong, as the Population Health Survey 2020-22 revealed that about 25% of persons
aged 18 or above had insufficient physical activity (Department of Health, 2023).

Participation in QPE is one of the entry points necessary for students’ lifelong participation in
physical activity, sport and in society at large (UNESCO, 2015) as highlighted by the Education
Bureau (2017a). According to UNESCO (2024), QPE’s core factors, such as frequency, variety,
inclusivity and value content, differ from traditional “PE”, QPE promotes peer-led learning and well-
rounded skill development which can enhance educational and employability outcomes. The outcome
of QPE is a physically literate young person, possessing both the skills and confidence to bridge the
transition between adolescence and adulthood while maintaining an active lifestyle throughout their
life.

Which age- and stage-appropriate opportunities have QPE provided to nurture “physical literacy” in
Hong Kong?

Answering how young shall we develop “physical literacy” is as difficult as answering how young
shall kids learn to read and write. In WHO (2018)’s latest global action plan to promote more active
people for a healthier world, one of the actions is to “strengthen provision of good-quality PE and
more positive experiences and opportunities for active recreation, sports and play for girls and boys,
applying the principles of the whole-of-school approach in all pre-primary, primary, secondary and
tertiary educational institutions, to establish and reinforce lifelong health and physical literacy, and
promote the enjoyment of, and participation in, physical activity, according to capacity and ability.
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“Physical literacy” was first introduced in 2015 to PE teachers in Hong Kong through a Continuing
Professional Development programme. Since then, limited operationalising physical literacy have
been developed in university, community, and primary and secondary school settings (Sum et al.,
2020). In this article, the discussion of nurturing “physical literacy” via QPE excludes the pre-primary
group (i.e., kindergarten), which has no specific PE curriculum (Education Bureau, 2017b). This
article however, includes tertiary educational institutions because PETE takes place here, and PETE
plays a crucial role in fostering physical literacy.

PE is one of the eight Key Learning Areas of the Hong Kong school curriculum. From primary 1 to
secondary 6, the PE curriculum contributes greatly to enabling students to lead a healthy lifestyle with
an interest and active participation in physical and aesthetic activities. Its implementation is not
confined to PE lessons, but to various physical activities arranged for them to develop a habit of
active participation in physical activities and enhance their lifelong interest in sports (Education
Bureau, 2017a). To ensure students achieve the ultimate aim of whole-person development and
encourage them to participate in physical activities regularly, schools have to allocate a certain
percentage of total lesson time to general PE in different key stages (i.e., KS1 to KS4).

In KS1 (covers Primary 1 to 3), students start learning the ABC’s of movement in “physical literacy”.
At the completion of KSI, they shall be able to develop fundamental movement (FM) skills through
FM activities and physical play, display positive attitudes towards participation in physical activities,
describe health benefits of physical activities, and express oneself and show creative thinking in
physical activities. No parents will accept their child leaving primary school lack of numeracy and
literacy skills (i.e., unable to read, write, add and subtract). So why would they accept the child unable
to perform basic FM skills when left school?

The teaching of FM skills is an old wine in new bottle to the local PE curriculum dated back to 1995
(Education Bureau, 2007). Physical educators have been encouraged to teach skills and movements
for application in dance, games and gymnastics activities at lower primary. FM skills include
locomotor skills, stability skills and manipulative skills (see Table 1). Education Bureau (2007) has
defined “movements” as the act of maintaining or changing the position(s) of body part(s), which
range from simple (e.g., walking) to complex (e.g., turning a somersault). Thus, FM is a movement
that children develop as they grow, and it is simple and basic for participating in or performing
different types of physical activities (e.g., walking, running, jumping, catching). On the other hand,
FM skills are refined FM for efficiency or expressive purposes, which need to be learned. As such, FM
activities are conducive to the development of FM skills.
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Table 1: FM skills include locomotor skills, stability skills and manipulative skills.

Locomotor skills

A N

- Travelling from one place to another
e.g. walk, run, jump, hop, leap

el o
Manipulative

ﬁ skills

Q

- Controlling small objects
e.g. catch, underhand throw, kick

|

Stability skills

;—{ _‘:l}..—

._H_ Jumping and landing j

- Maintaining balance on spot
or when movingr

e.g. stretch, bend, stop, twist/rotate

(Graphics credit to Education Bureau, 2007)
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We might have adult friends who cannot swim or cycle as they lack of the opportunities to learn
these skills at a younger age. A common misconception is that FM skills are naturally acquired from
birth and developed through physical activity or PE lessons. Although many children will develop
rudimentary forms of movement patterns, without appropriate practice, instruction and opportunity,
they will struggle to achieve a mature form of FM skills. Since FM skills have to be learnt, children
who have not mastered the pre-requisite FM skills will be unable to participate competently in many
activities. For example, those who cannot throw and catch will be limited in participation of sports
and activities that require their proficiency (e.g., badminton, cricket, and other ball games). In
contrast, children with high levels of FM proficiency in primary school age show little decline in
physical activity participation throughout crucial periods (e.g., from secondary school into
adulthood).

The problems of developing and nurturing physical literacy in primary and secondary settings are
insufficient or no lesson time allocated for PE classes, despite the specific guidelines promulgated by
the Education Bureau. Offering PE homework (similar practice as other subjects such as Chinese or
mathematics) may be one way to nurturing physical literacy. Ng and his colleagues (2016) examined
the implementation of PE homework in primary schools. They found that applying new initiatives in
the school needs the support of parents, schools and senior management. Moreover, a more practical
summer training course about the effectiveness of applying physical literacy in classes can be offered
to PE teachers.

In Hong Kong, only some colleges and universities offer compulsory, or at best elective, cognitive-
affective or activity-based health and PE courses for their students. A good example is the required PE
courses offered in The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) for all students, which adopt SEM.
At the tertiary level, required PE courses reach all segments of the college population, including
sedentary, special needs, and active students. Before entering the workforce, these courses provide the
last platform to promote and maintain physical activities motivation and exercise habits (Barney &
McGaha, 2006). The value of required PEhas been confirmed (Ermler, Kovar, & Reinders, 1993). The
long-term value of required PE is of special importance, as it provides a means for maintaining regular
exercise habits (Trudeau & Shephard, 2008).

To Teach OR To Be Taught? Who needs physical literacy?

Physical literacy is the cornerstone of lifelong physical activity, and the PE curriculum is its most
powerful vehicle. By embracing game- or model-based practices such as TGfU, SEM, and Mosston’s
Spectrum of Teaching Styles, in curriculum planning and physical activities execution, PE teachers
can create a learning environment that nurtures the cognitive, affective, and social dimensions of
physical literacy. However, the success of this endeavour depends on the quality of PETE, which must
equip teachers with the knowledge, skills, and mindset to inspire and empower the next generation of
physically literate individuals. Together, through thoughtful curriculum design and effective teacher
education, we can build a healthier, more active future for all.
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Integrating Model-Based Practices

Model-based practice in PE is the suggestion to transform PE in schools and challenge the
conventional approaches by reorienting the focal point of PE away from sport-specific content
towards pedagogy and student learning in which pedagogy is positioned as the dynamic interplay of
teaching, learning, curriculum and assessment as shown in the figure below (Casey & Kirk, 2024).
These models provide a structured framework for teaching and learning, enabling teachers to address
the educational intention with multiple dimensions of physical literacy. The late professor Li Chung
from the Education University of Hong Kong (EAUHK) led his colleagues (Cruz et al., 2012; Li et al.,
2013; Kam et al., 2014) to promote the paradigm shift of the pedagogy in PE. Their work on the three
prominent models, TGfU, SEM, and Mosston’s Spectrum of Teaching Styles aim to cultivate PE
teachers’ educational decision concerning the PE curriculum which can be promoted with a better
organisation and emphasis on those that appear to be more important in shaping student learning. It
offers valuable insights into how physical literacy can be nurtured indeed.

Curriculum

Teaching PEd agogy Learning

Assessment

Fig 1: Dynamic interplay of teaching, learning, curriculum and assessment.

Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU)
TGfU is a pedagogical approach that enhances students' understanding and strategic thinking in
games rather than focusing solely on technical skills (Cruz et al., 2012). By engaging students in

modified games that encourage problem-solving, decision-making, and tactical awareness, TGfU
fosters a deeper understanding of game dynamics. This approach aligns with the principles of physical
literacy by promoting cognitive engagement and helping students develop a sense of competence and
confidence in various game scenarios.
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TGfU nurtures physical literacy by enabling students to:

a) Develop tactical awareness and decision-making skills, enhancing their ability to adapt and
respond to diverse physical challenges.

b) Experience success and enjoyment through meaningful gameplay, fostering motivation and a
positive attitude towards physical activity.

¢) Build social skills through collaboration and communication in team settings, contributing to
emotional and social aspects of physical literacy.

TGfU

Game

Performance m‘ ion

Skill - = Tactical
Execution H[—b Awareness

Making Appropriate Decisions

What to do? How to do it? EB iPHYS-ED.C

Fig 2: The TGfU cycle incorporates 6 key stages: Game focused; Game appreciation; Tactical
awareness; Decision making; Skills execution and Performance.
(Graphics credit to https://www.iphys-ed.com/blog/what-is-teaching-games-for-understanding/)

Sport Education Model (SEM )

SEM is a pedagogical model that strongly emphasises providing students with authentic and
developmentally appropriate experiences. The teacher actively guiding the gradual shift from
traditional guided practice to supervising independent practice as the students take on more
ownership and responsibility. SEM’s primary objectives revolve around fostering students’
competence, literacy, and enthusiasm for active participation while instilling a lifelong desire to
remain physically active (Siedentop, Hastie, & Mars, 2019). SEM addresses the limitations of
traditional PE by promoting active engagement, teamwork, and personal growth.
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SEM places the greatest emphasis on the establishment of a student-centred learning environment,
where students actively engage in different roles such as players, coaches, officials, scorekeeper, and
equipment management, within the consistent same group. The unit is presented to the class as a mini-
season whereby students are placed in to teams which they stay in until the end of the unit. Within
their teams, students have to adopt a role (e.g., warm-up/cool-down specialist, skills coach, tactical
coach, fitness trainer, and referee) and will take responsibility for planning and leading that
component of the sessions which will be interspersed with games. As a result, this immersive approach
empowers students to appreciate the intricacies of sport while nurturing motivation, confidence,
competence, and knowledge in physical literacy, fostering a lifelong commitment to physical activity.
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Fig 3: The SEM compirrises six key structural features: season, affiliation, formal competition,
culminating events, record-keeping, and festivity. (Graphics credit to
https://www.thepeproject.com/teaching-models.html#sported)

Mosston’s Spectrum of Teaching Styles

Mosston’s Spectrum outlines a continuum of 11 teaching styles, ranging from teacher-directed (e.g.
Style A: Command) to student-centred (e.g. Style K: Self-teaching) approaches (Li et al., 2013). This
flexibility allows PE teachers to tailor their instruction to the needs of their students, promoting
autonomy and self-regulation—key aspects of physical literacy.

For example, a teacher might use the command style (teacher-directed) to introduce a new skill, then
transition to the discovery style (student-centred) to encourage exploration and creativity. By varying
their teaching styles, teachers can create a dynamic and inclusive learning environment that supports
the development of physical literacy.
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Fig 4: The Mosston’s Spectrum from teacher-directed to student-centred. The 11 styles are A:
Command, B: Practice; C: Reciprocal; D: Self-check; E: Inclusion; F: Guided discovery; G:
Convergent discovery; H: Divergent discovery; I: Learner designed; J: Learner initiated; K: Self-
teaching (Graphics credit to https://spectrumofteachingstyles.org/index.php?id=20)

The role of PE Teacher Education (PETE)

The majority of Hong Kong PE teachers are trained in EQUHK (including the few colleges of
education such as Northcote College of Education) and CUHK. The remaining PE teachers come
from other local or foreign universities, where they gain an additional postgraduate diploma majoring
in PE. However, the PETE programmes in both universities do not have formal specific courses on
physical literacy. To effectively implement model-based practices and nurture physical literacy, PETE
programmes must prioritise the development of educators who understand and value physical literacy.
PE teachers play a pivotal role in shaping the experiences and attitudes of their students towards
physical activity. Therefore, PETE programmes should focus on:

A.TGfU nurtures physical literacy by enabling students to:
« PETE programmes must ensure that future educators comprehensively understand physical

literacy, including its components and significance. Teachers should be equipped with the
knowledge to integrate physical literacy principles into their teaching practices, fostering a
holistic approach to PE.

B.Pedagogical Skills and Model-Based Practices
. Effective PETE programmes should emphasise the importance of pedagogical skills that align

with model-based practices like TGfU, SEM and Mosston’s Spectrum. Educators should be
trained to design lessons that prioritise cognitive engagement, strategic thinking, and authentic
experiences, nurturing physical literacy.

C.Reflective Practice and Continuous Professional Development
« PETE programmes should encourage reflective practice, enabling educators to critically assess

their teaching approaches and adapt them to meet the diverse needs of their students.
Continuous professional development opportunities should be provided to keep teachers
updated with the latest research and innovations in physical literacy and model-based
practices.

D.Creating Inclusive and Supportive Learning Environments
« Educators must be equipped to create inclusive and supportive learning environments that

accommodate students of all abilities and backgrounds. PETE programs should emphasise the
importance of differentiated instruction and strategies to engage and motivate every student,
fostering a positive attitude towards physical activity.
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Conclusion

Physical literacy encompasses the skills, knowledge, and behaviours that enable individuals to

engage in a wide range of physical activities confidently and competently throughout their lives. As

societies grapple with sedentary lifestyles and declining physical activity levels, the development of

physical literacy through quality PE has become a global priority.

For physical educators already in the field and future educators, it is important to bring physical

literacy into your teaching practice and to develop each child’s physical literacy. By promoting the
ABC of physical literacy (i.e., motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and
understanding) into the learning process, we can promote lifelong commitment to physical activity

starting from the young age.
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