
Educational Innovation Research and Exploration

    28

School Physical Education in Promoting Adolescent Phys-
ical Literacy Enhancement: A Theoretical and Strategic 
Inquiry
Xiaozhuo Li

Qiqihar University, Qiqihar 161000, Heilongjiang, China

Abstract: This paper examines the theoretical foundations, practical mechanisms, persistent challenges, and strategic pathways through 

which school physical education contributes to adolescent physical literacy enhancement. Drawing on Whitehead’s philosophical frame-

work, China’s Physical Education and Health Curriculum Standards, and international research, the study argues that effective promotion 

requires curriculum innovation, pedagogical transformation, extracurricular integration, and family-school-community collaboration. 

Key challenges include curriculum fragmentation, teacher capacity constraints, and inadequate assessment systems. 
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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Background

The concept of physical literacy has gained international prominence over the past two decades, largely due to Margaret Whitehe-

ad’s philosophical work, which defines it as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge, and understanding to main-

tain physical activity throughout the lifecourse.” This holistic view rejects mind-body dualism, emphasizing an integrated disposition 

toward embodied movement. In China, physical literacy has been elevated to a national policy priority through documents such as the 

Outline for Building a Sporting Power  and the Physical Education and Health Curriculum Standards. The latter operationalizes core 

literacy into three dimensions: motor competence, health behaviors, and sportsmanship. Adolescence is a critical window for habit for-

mation, and school physical education is the most systematic and universal mechanism for fostering these competencies. 

1.2 Research Purpose and Significance

This study aims to provide a theoretical and strategic analysis of how school physical education can enhance adolescent physical 

literacy. Specifically, it seeks to clarify conceptual foundations, analyze influence mechanisms, identify persistent barriers, and propose 

actionable pathways. The significance lies in bridging international physical literacy discourse with Chinese policy implementation, of-

fering practical insights for curriculum designers, teacher educators, and policymakers.

2. Conceptual Foundations and Policy Context

2.1 Defining Physical Literacy

Physical literacy is not merely the sum of motor skills or fitness levels but an integrated capacity that combines affective, cognitive, 

and physical domains. Whitehead’s monistic philosophy underpins this holistic view, asserting that human movement is an expression of 

the whole person. In the Chinese academic context, a widely adopted framework operationalizes physical literacy through five interrelat-

ed dimensions: physical awareness, knowledge, skills, behavior, and physical fitness. Alternatively, the 2022 curriculum standards define 

core literacy via motor competence (skill execution, tactical awareness), health behaviors (injury prevention, nutrition, stress manage-

ment), and sportsmanship (respect, teamwork, fair play). These dimensions are mutually reinforcing, and together they form a compre-

hensive competency profile for lifelong physical engagement[1].

2.2 Policy Support in China

The Outline for Building a Sporting Power explicitly mandates that “promoting adolescents’ improvement of physical literacy and 

the cultivation of healthy lifestyles shall be regarded as important content of school physical education.” The 2022 curriculum standards 

represent a paradigm shift from “double-base” (basic knowledge and skills) to literacy-oriented curriculum, emphasizing competency 

development over rote learning. Subsequent policies, such as the Student Physical Fitness Strengthening Plan, further reinforce this com-

mitment by requiring literacy monitoring. 
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3. Mechanisms of School Physical Education for Physical Literacy

3.1 Curriculum and Pedagogical Approaches

The curriculum is the primary vehicle for physical literacy development. A well-articulated, sequential curriculum ensures that 

students acquire knowledge, skills, and dispositions in a progressive manner. The 2022 standards advocate for competency-based pro-

gression, integrating knowledge, skills, and attitudes within meaningful learning contexts. Pedagogically, traditional direct instruction 

and skill drills are insufficient for fostering holistic literacy. Instead, student-centered approaches—such as problem-based learning, 

cooperative learning, differentiated instruction, and reflective practice—are more effective. These methods enhance intrinsic motivation, 

cognitive engagement, and self-awareness. International evidence supports that physical literacy-oriented programs produce significant 

improvements in fitness, activity levels, and motivational outcomes[2].

3.2 The Integrated “Teaching-Practice-Competition” Model

A distinctive feature of Chinese reform is the integration of “teaching, practice, and competition” as a unified pedagogical cy-

cle. “Teaching” provides foundational knowledge and skill demonstration; “practice” offers structured opportunities for consolidation 

through in-class and extracurricular activities; “competition” creates authentic contexts for skill application, strategic thinking, and 

sportsmanship development. This model recognizes that literacy requires not only instruction but also sustained application and mean-

ingful challenge. When implemented coherently, it fosters comprehensive competency development.

3.3 Extracurricular and Whole-School Engagement

Physical literacy cannot be confined to PE class. Whole-school approaches—including recess activities, intramural sports, active 

transport, and school-wide events—reinforce literacy messages and provide diverse engagement opportunities. The “daily two-hour 

comprehensive physical activity” initiative exemplifies this by integrating in-class foundation, break-time habit formation, after-school 

specialization, and off-campus expansion. Research shows that such multi-contextual approaches significantly enhance student fitness 

and physical activity behaviors[3].

4. Persistent Challenges

4.1 Curriculum Fragmentation and Teacher Limitations

Despite policy advances, many schools suffer from “each managing their own section” syndrome, where curricula across grades 

lack coherence, leading to content repetition and skill stagnation. This undermines progressive development. Teacher capacity is another 

major constraint. Pre-service training often emphasizes traditional skill instruction rather than literacy-oriented pedagogy, and in-service 

professional development focused on physical literacy is limited. Heavy workloads further reduce time for pedagogical innovation. The 

gap between the holistic ambitions of the standards and teachers’ practical competencies remains a fundamental barrier.

4.2 Inadequate Assessment and Limited Engagement

Traditional assessment focuses on performance outcomes (skill tests, fitness scores) rather than holistic literacy dimensions, creat-

ing misalignment between teaching and evaluation. Although frameworks like the five-dimensional model (awareness, knowledge, skills, 

behavior, fitness) and the PLAY tools exist, their widespread adoption in Chinese schools is limited. Moreover, family and community 

engagement is often weak. Parents may lack awareness of physical literacy, and community recreational infrastructure is insufficient. 

Examination-oriented pressures also marginalize PE, reducing time and administrative support, and fostering test-preparation rather than 

genuine literacy development[4].

5. Strategic Pathways

5.1 Curriculum Integration and Teacher Development

To address fragmentation, schools should develop vertically articulated curricula with clear competency progressions across grades, 

and horizontally integrate PE with other subjects and school-wide initiatives. Competency-based progression allows flexible pacing. 

Teacher development is equally critical. Pre-service programs must embed physical literacy theory and student-centered pedagogy. 

In-service professional development should provide ongoing coaching, model lessons, and collaborative learning communities. Practical 

resources—lesson plans, assessment tools, video demonstrations—should be developed to support implementation.

5.2 Assessment Reform and Collaborative Engagement

Assessment must shift toward multidimensional, authentic, and formative practices. Schools should adopt validated frameworks 
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(e.g., the five-dimensional model or PLAY) and employ diverse methods: observation, self-report, performance tasks, and portfolios. 

Student involvement in self-assessment and goal-setting fosters metacognition. For family and community engagement, schools can of-

fer parent education, home-based activity suggestions, and family participation events. Partnerships with community organizations can 

expand activity opportunities. Cross-sector mechanisms should coordinate education, health, and recreation sectors to create supportive 

environments.

5.3 Policy and Institutional Reinforcement

Sustained progress requires adequate resource allocation (time, facilities, equipment, personnel) and accountability that recognizes 

physical literacy as a core educational outcome. While national policies are favorable, implementation at school level needs monitor-

ing, support, and incentives. Strengthening the link between policy intent and practice through regular evaluation and feedback loops is 

essential. Additionally, reducing examination-oriented pressures by reforming high-stakes testing systems can create space for genuine 

literacy cultivation.

6. Conclusion
This paper has systematically analyzed the role of school physical education in promoting adolescent physical literacy. The con-

cept, rooted in holistic philosophy and supported by Chinese policy, offers a comprehensive vision for physical education. Effective pro-

motion requires coherent curricula, student-centered pedagogy, integrated “teaching-practice-competition” cycles, and whole-school en-

gagement. However, challenges such as fragmentation, teacher capacity gaps, inadequate assessment, and limited collaboration persist. 

Addressing these demands integrated strategies: curriculum articulation, teacher professional development, multidimensional assessment 

reform, and strengthened family-school-community partnerships, backed by robust policy support. 
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