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RECOMMENDATIONS 

It is Recommended: 

1. THAT the Timiskaming Board of Health receive the briefing note for Physical Literacy for 
consideration; 

2. AND FURTHER THAT the Board of Health endorse Public Health Sudbury & District’s Motion #29-22: 
Physical Literacy for Healthy Active Children (Appendix A) and share a copy of THU’s motion and a 
summary of this briefing note with local school boards, sports and recreation organizations, early 
learning centres, and the local member Provincial Parliament.1   

Overview  

• Physical literacy is “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding 
to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life”.2 

• Physical literacy is an essential part of childhood development, equivalent to numeracy and literacy 
development.3 

• The fundamental time for children to develop physical literacy skills is when they are at an early 
age.4 Developing physical literacy skills at an early age lays the groundwork for a life-long love of and 
engagement in physical activity and sport.4 

• Physical literacy can be cultivated in children and youth populations through community, recreation, 
education, sport, and health settings.5  

• The Ontario Public Health Standards recognize the requirement for boards of health to have the 
knowledge of and increased capacity to act on the factors associated with the prevention of chronic 
diseases and promotion of wellbeing, including healthy living behaviours, healthy public policy, and 
creating supportive environments which supports the work of physical literacy.6 

• A Board of Health supported endorsement of physical literacy is an important step towards 
achieving physical literacy for all children and youth in the district of Timiskaming. 

Ontario Public Health Standards (2021) and Timiskaming Health Unit Strategic Plan 2019-2023 
This work directly contributes to meeting requirements and expected outcomes in the Ontario Public 
Health Standards (2021) and supports THU 2019-2023 strategic direction number 2:6,7 
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Background 

Physical literacy is “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to 
value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life”.2 The concept of physical 
literacy considers that people who are physically literate are more likely to develop progressive activity 
skills, and are more likely to engage in, and continue with physical activities throughout their lifespan.3,4 
Physical literacy develops fundamental movement and sport skills such as running, jumping, throwing 
and swimming.4  

The fundamental time for children to develop physical literacy skills is when they are young.4 Children’s 
encouragement to develop physical literacy skills from a young age lays the groundwork for a life-long 
love of and engagement in physical activity and sport.4 Physical literacy is an essential part of childhood 
development, equivalent to numeracy and literacy development.3 Physical literacy in children is 
developed through physical movement and activity.4 The importance of physical activity in children is 
well documented.8  

Children benefit from regular daily physical activity.8 Current Canadian guidelines state children 5 to 17 
should get at least 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity per day but only 37.6% 
of this population in Canada meets the recommendation.8 Regular physical activity helps children to 
develop physical literacy skills, cardiovascular fitness, strength, and bone density, and to maintain a 
healthy body weight while reducing the risk of chronic disease, cardiovascular illness, and substance 
use.4,8 

In the past, physical literacy skills were developed in part through active outdoor unstructured play in 
children and vocational and recreational activities in adults.4 In today’s electronic and largely sedentary 
world, an inactivity crisis has developed; children don’t engage in unstructured play and physical activity 
as much and adults are increasingly sedentary at work and at home.3,4,5 In 2019, 31.7%E of children and 
youth in Timiskaming (aged 3 to 17 years old) indicated that they did not participate in sports or physical 
activities with coaches or instructors in the past week; 9 this is not statistically different from the 25.6% 
of youth in Ontario.9 However, physical activity among children was disproportionately affected during 
the pandemic by measures including school and recreation and park closures and increased screen 
time.10, 11 Structural inequalities exacerbated by the pandemic have also impacted children’s physical 
activity levels:10 children who experience poverty, or who have inequitable access to indoor or outdoor 
recreation spaces and built environment features continue to deter the development of fundamental 
movement and physical literacy skills among populations.3,10Screen time is considered any time spent 
with an electronic device, and can be active (e.g., video chatting, online learning) or passive (e.g., 
watching television).11 The rising trend of screen time shows 83% of Ontario students spent three hours 
or more a day in front of an electronic screen in their free time.12 This rate increased between 2019 and 
2021 and also increased with the grade of the student (age).12 Increased screen time is equated with 
decreased physical activity and is associated with harms to children’s physical and mental health.4,11  
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Interventions to Promote Physical Literacy in Timiskaming  
In 2015 THU launched and provided training to implement a toolkit for childcare providers intended to 
increase children’s physical literacy skill development in early learning settings. The toolkit was 
developed in collaboration with other Northeastern Ontario public health units. Subsequent trainings 
and resources were offered to professionals working with children in Timiskaming.  

THU’s focus on physical literacy has since been replaced by a focus on active outdoor play recognizing 
that in children, physical literacy is naturally developed through outdoor and unstructured play. 
Community partners have also invested in outdoor play through collaboration, trainings, and built 
environment. As was the case with many other public health programs, this work was stalled by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

Opportunities 
To reinvigorate physical literacy and reinstate the value and importance of this fundamental child and 
youth skill development, many approaches may be considered.  

In Sudbury, the sport, recreation, education and health communities are undertaking a Physical Literacy 
for Communities project (PLFC) to improve physical literacy development across the district.5 A PLFC 
project brings together local community partners within the health, education, recreation, sport and 
media sectors within a specified community under the leadership of a physical literacy project 
convenor.5 Funding support is secured through grants or partnerships to cover the project’s three 
phases of education and awareness, training and mentorship.5 In Sudbury, the PLFC project is intended 
to “create a community that understands and is invested in physical literacy, and ultimately, one that 
maintains active and healthy lifestyles, regardless of age or ability”.13 

Schools are also an ideal setting and conduit for physical literacy.3 The Government of Canada’s 
Common Vision for Increasing Physical Activity Across Canada calls for schools to use a whole of school 
model to implement physical activity throughout the school day, not just during physical education 
class.3 Essential to this model would be the incorporation of physical literacy to build the range of skills 
to assist children and youth in making movement a life-long pursuit.3 The Government of Canada has 
called upon schools and school boards to:  

• Use a comprehensive approach to work with local health authorities and recreation leaders to bring 
physical activity opportunities, including initiatives that promote the development of physical 
literacy, to children and youth before and after school.3 

• Partner with community organizers through joint use agreements to increase community access to 
school sport and recreation facilities to improve physical literacy outside of school hours.3  

Additionally, the federal government has called upon all governments, organizations, communities, and 
leaders to view physical literacy with a lens that will:  

• Recognize and promote physical literacy as an essential part of childhood development, like 
numeracy and literacy.3 

• Promote physical literacy education and knowledge development.3 
• Recognize that developing physical literacy, regardless of jurisdiction, is a component of a quality 

physical education curriculum, and that a minimum of 30 minutes of quality daily physical education 
is required for students to learn the knowledge, skills, competencies, and confidence for life-long 
movement.3 

Not all children and youth have access to appropriate and safe recreation and physical activity 
promoting spaces10 and inequalities between populations create barriers to development of physical 
literacy and activity skills.10  Investments are needed to increase equitable access to public indoor and 
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outdoor facilities or spaces through improvements in safety of existing spaces, development of 
additional facilities in low-income or racialized neighbourhoods, and increased availability of public 
transportation to green spaces outside of urban areas.10 

Next Steps 

Active outdoor play is still an important strategy to develop physical literacy among children and youth.4  
Recognizing partners have an interest in active outdoor play, combining opportunities for development 
of physical literacy skills with active outdoor play can be an effective approach which requires wider 
partnership to ensure all children and youth have opportunities to develop movement skills in both 
indoor and outdoor spaces. Using a public health approach, THU can advocate for the development of 
built and natural environments that support physical literacy skill development while addressing the 
social determinants of health, provide resources and training opportunities for professionals working in 
early learning centres, education and recreation, and advocate for affordable access to recreation, while 
considering policies and strategies to encourage populations at risk of physical activity disengagement, 
such as girls and women would all support greater development of physical literacy skill development 
among children and youth.3,4,5,10  

Physical literacy is necessary to build competency for movement and physical skills among children and 
youth.3,4 The incorporation of physical literacy into schools, sport, recreation, and community 
organizations should become standard practice.3,4,5 To facilitate the uptake of physical literacy 
awareness, training and skill development among children and youth, the health unit will:  

1. Collect data from community partners on their needs and interests in physical literacy skill 
development;  

2. Support all area school boards, sport and recreation organizations, and early learning centres to 
work together in a comprehensive manner to improve physical activity levels among children and 
youth across the district of Timiskaming;  

3. Offer resources, trainings, supports and opportunities for collaboration to school, community and 
sport and recreation partners based on need and interest; 

4. Advocate for equitable access to public indoor and outdoor facilities or spaces through 
improvements in safety of existing spaces, development of additional facilities in low-income or 
racialized neighbourhoods, and increased availability of public transportation to green spaces 
outside of urban areas. 
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