
The Power of  
Physical Literacy

A 2-year study on the impact of 
Intentional Youth Sport Programming
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Located in Toronto’s urban 
centre in Moss Park, MLSE 
LaunchPad enables youth 
facing barriers to use sport 
to recognize and reach 
their potential. 
 
We believe that sport has 
the power to change lives. 

Physical activity  
levels for youth  
remain alarmingly  
low in Canada. CARDIOVASCULAR 
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HEALTH BENEFITS THAT 
IMPROVE WITH MORE 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Prior to the COVID-19  
pandemic, only

39%

of 5- to 17-year-olds were  
meeting the 24-hour movement 

guidelines for children and youth.

Youth that are more physically 
active demonstrate a variety of 
physical health benefits related 
to cardiovascular health, bone 
health, and cognitive develop-
ment, and regular participation 
in physical activity has been 
shown to improve academic 
achievement and health-related 
quality of life in the long-term. 
 
Demographic disparities in 
physical activity levels have 
been observed across age, 
gender, and household income 
level. Boys are more active than 
girls. Younger youth (ages 5-11) 
are more active than older youth 
(ages 12 to 17). Youth from 
higher income households 
(>$60,000 per year) are more 
active than youth from low-
income households ($20,000 - 
$29,000 per year). White youth 
are more active than Black and 
Racialized youth.

It has been argued  
that physical inactivity  
is a symptom of low 
physical literacy among 
Canadian youth.  
 
Physical literacy is an 
umbrella term referring 
to the confidence, 
physical competence, 
motivation, knowledge 
and understanding that 
set the foundation for 
physical activity  
for life. 

We argue that youth that are physically 
literate are more physically active in both 
the short and long-term, and are more 
likely to experience the myriad benefits 
associated with healthy levels of physical 
activity and sport engagement. From this 
perspective, physical literacy can be 
viewed as a powerful social determinant 
of health, and access to quality sport 
programming becomes an issue in racial, 
economic, and gender-based justice.   

· We take a multi-sport approach and  
  offer a wide variety of sport opportunities, 
  including girls-only, adaptive, and other  
  specialized opportunities.

· We put no limits on participation.  
  Youth can participate as much or as little  
  as they want.

· We focus on trying over succeeding and 
  create a supportive environment for youth  
  to try and fail so that they can try and   
  succeed in the future.

· We include supplementary program  
  components and offer additional  
  resources to support the growth of positive  
  physical activity and physical literacy  
  behaviors beyond the walls of our building,  
  including digital engagements and supports  
  to engage in active transportation.

· We build a focus on fundamental  
  movement skills into our program offerings  
  for 6-10 year olds, including after-school and  
  weekend programming, camps, and special  
  events such as PA Day programs.

At MLSE LaunchPad, we’re committed to helping  
youth develop the tools to be physically active for life.

Youth that enjoy physical 
activity and are confident in 
their physical abilities may be 
more likely to engage in sport 
and physical activity. 
Conversely youth with less 
enjoyment and confidence in 
movement may be less likely to 
engage in physical activity. In 
this way, physical literacy is 
an enabling, predisposing 
and reinforcing factor for 
physical activity. By extension, 
if we want more physically 
active youth, we need more 
physically literate youth.

Despite its promise to support 
physical activity, physical 
literacy isn’t traditionally seen 
as an important outcome of 
Sport For Development (SFD) 
programs. Among the 
community sport and SFD 
programs that do intentionally 
design and deliver programs to 
address physical literacy, 
promising and best practices 
for program development and 
implementation have not been 
thoroughly documented or 
well-communicated to youth-
serving organizations.

Youth that are physically literate:  
 
· Have more motivation to be move  
(e.g., “I want to go outside and play today.”);

· Have more confidence in their movement  
(e.g., “I believe that I can make a lay-up.”);

· Demonstrate competence in their movement  
(e.g., “I can catch the ball!”); 

· Know the benefits of movement  
(e.g., “I feel better about myself after  
playing a game of tag with my friends.“); and

· Understand how to be safe while moving  
(e.g., “I need to take a break for a bit so  
I can recover.“)

Youth facing barriers also have  
less access to high-quality sport 
programs designed to introduce 
and support the development of 
strong physical activity behaviours.  
 
Youth experience multiple barriers 
to accessing community sport 
including cost of registration and 
equipment, transportation, and 
experiences of exclusion, 
discrimination, or racism.  
 
Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic 
cut off access for all Canadian 
youth to in-person structured 
physical activity, further increasing 
existing high levels of physical 
inactivity and disproportionately 
affecting youth facing barriers in 
urban areas.

On average, youth  
participated in only

of unstructured  
play each day.

At MLSE LaunchPad we use Sport 
For Development (SFD) to address 
some of the most significant issues  
facing youth today through our 
four programming pillars:

SFD programs have 
demonstrated a range of short-
term benefits for youth facing 
barriers, but the long-term 
impact of these types of 
programs is largely unknown.

We wanted to better understand 
the impacts this approach could 
have and whether this impact 
could create long-term, lasting 
change in the lives of the youth 
we work with. 

CAN SPORT FOR DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMS SUPPORT YOUTH TO 

BE MORE ACTIVE FOR LIFE?

15 MINS

WE SEE PHYSICAL LITERACY AS  
A LIFE SKILL AS VITAL TO A YOUTH’S 
POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT AS SELF-
ESTEEM, SOCIAL COMPETENCE,  

AND RESILIENCE.

YOUTH IN MLSE LAUNCHPAD 
PROGRAMS DEMONSTRATED 

INCREASING PHYSICAL LITERACY 
OVER TIME, WITH THE MOST 

DRAMATIC IMPACT OCCURRING  
IN THE FIRST 6-MONTHS TO 1-YEAR  

OF PARTICIPATION.

How we program to support the  
development of strong physical literacy

As part of a 2-year research study, 
we invited MLSE LaunchPad members 
between the ages of 6 and 12 to help 
us determine the impact of SFD 
programs on physical activity and 
physical literacy.

Youth participating in this research 
study were consistently engaged in 
MLSE LaunchPad programming over 
the two-year study period.  
 
Consistent participation in a few 
programs during the first year of 
engagement had similar impacts on 
physical literacy as consistent 
participation in a larger number of 
programs, suggesting that quality of 
programming opportunities is more 
important than the quantity. 

In contrast to recent trends reported by 
ParticipACTION and in other research, 
girls demonstrated a greater increase  
in physical literacy than boys over the 
2-year period. Most female participants 
in the study attended the weekly girls-
only programs in addition to co-ed 
program opportunities. Girls have told 
us that girls-only opportunities provide 
a space where they can feel safe to 
build their confidence and enjoyment  
of movement. 

Race, Household income, and Country 
of Birth were not related to physical 
literacy outcomes. This is a unique 
finding - other research has found 
differences based on these criteria.  
This suggests that SFD programs 
focusing on physical literacy can 
provide equitable impact for a wide 
diversity of youth, effectively erasing 
typical disparities between groups 
based on these criteria. 

Youth that participated in MLSE 
LaunchPad Sport-Plus programs  
were more physically active than  
most Canadian youth. Atleast 2/3 
youth achieved 60 minutes or more 
moderate to vigorous physical activity 
per day, and these habits were 
maintained over the 2-year study 
period. Race, household income, and 
country of birth were not associated 
with physical activity rates.  
 
Again, this finding is significant  
in that population research on  
physical activity levels among children 
and youth has consistently revealed 
disparities based on racial identity, 
household income level, and newcomer 
status, with racialized youth, youth  
new to Canada, and youth from  
lower-income households experiencing  
lower levels of physical activity  
than their counterparts.

Youth with high physical literacy were 
more likely to engage in sport-based 
physical activity (e.g., basketball, 
soccer, etc.) outside of MLSE LaunchPad 
programs than youth with lower 
physical literacy, and boys were more 
likely than girls to engage in sport-
based physical activity outside of the 
facility. 

Physical literacy did not impact 
whether youth engaged in play-based 
physical activity (e.g., playing on the 
playground) or walking (e.g., walking to 
school). Taken together, these findings 
suggest that participating in Sport-Plus 
programs that support the development 
of confidence in a youth’s ability to 
play a sport make them more likely to 
engage in sport-based activities outside 
of programs. 

We also collected demographic  
data about youth from their parents 
including age, gender, race or ethnicity, 
household income, housing status, and 
country of birth.  
 
A select number of youth and their 
parent/guardian also participated in an 
interview to take a deep dive into the 
impact of MLSE LaunchPad programs 
on their sport participation and 
physical literacy journey. 

All data was collected prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Like most other youth-serving sport 
organizations, restrictions on activity and social 
gathering forced our programs into a virtual 
environment, and a variety of physical activity 
programs continue to be offered virtually to this 
age group. We are continuing to monitor 
physical activity levels and physical literacy 
with program participants.Youth completed their first survey  

within the first three weeks of joining 
MLSE LaunchPad. We then checked in 
with participants 6-months, 1-year and 
2-years after their first program session. 
At each follow-up, youth answered 
questions about their confidence and 
motivations towards physical activity, 
as well as their physical activity habits. 
Youth were given pedometers for a week 
at each follow-up that recorded the 
duration and intensity of their  
physical activity. 

NOTE

MLSE LaunchPad members between 
the ages of 6 and 12 participated in 
this research study. 

Average age

were born outside Canada 
(Average 7.8 years  

in Canada)

Median household income between

25% Black 26% Mixed Race

19% White

4.2 % Central or  
South American

5.3% East Asian

5.3% South Asian

16% Middle Eastern

124

9 y.o.
87%

$30,000 and $50,000

47% 
female

Physical Literacy

1242

1303

1353

1331

1180

BASELINE

NOTE: 
We measured physical literacy using Sport for Life’s  
PLAYself self-report tool (play.physicalliteracy.ca). 
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“For my child, he is not a sporty kid (…) but since 
he has been coming to the LaunchPad, he has 

practiced skills drastically, like I think he’s pretty 
good at some of the stuff. He’s never going to be 

the best at anything, but he’s – I think it’s the 
confidence. (…) I think the coaches really build 

these kids up and I don’t think you can do that as 
parents. (…) The coaches are one of the biggest 
values they have there. I feel like they really care 
about these kids and I think the kids sense that.” 

“I’ll go into MLSE saying ‘Oh, I can’t, I don’t think 
I can rock climb, I can’t really do that, I can’t 
finish that wall’ and then I’ll go in and I’ll see 

myself as a better me, like ‘Oh I’m a rock 
climber’, I’ll tell people I can, I did it at MLSE.”

NO. 1

NO. 3

NO. 2

NO. 4

SFD programs can produce 
equitable impact and reduce 
disparities in physical 
activity outcomes among 
youth facing barriers.

Setting a strong foundation 
makes for lasting change.

Participating in programs 
that focus on physical 
literacy make youth more 
physically active. 

Girls need girls-only  
and co-ed opportunities.

Providing low barrier 
opportunities for youth to 
participate in multi-sport 
activities gives all youth the 
chance to try new things, learn 
new skills, and develop the 
confidence to be healthy and 
active for life. Equitable impact 
transcending expected trends 
is an achievement to celebrate, 
and represents an important 
and concrete change that is 
likely to generate a large ripple 
effect in the lives of individual 
youth, in the community, and 
at a societal level.

The first 6-months to 1-year of 
engagement with youth is 
where the greatest impacts are 
made, and continued 
engagement maintains these 
impacts in the long-term. As we 
emerge from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the opportunity 
exists to create dramatic 
impacts on youth health and 
wellbeing in the first 6-months 
of sport participation that can 
help to close the gaps created 
by the pandemic restrictions. 

It sounds simple and it is. The 
impact of creating low barrier 
opportunities for youth facing 
barriers to engage in 
structured physical activity 
programs can support the 
development of strong 
physically activity habits as 
youth that set them up to be 
physically active adults. 

Providing options for girls  
to participate in both single 
gender and open programs 
allow girls to choose the 
environment they feel most 
comfortable in to explore 
movement. Girls-only multi-
sport programs lead by female-
identifying coaches help young 
girls to develop the confidence 
to participate in sport  
long-term.

BACKGROUND

STUDY

RESULTS

IMPLICATIONS FOR  
YOUTH SPORT PROGRAMS

Sport for 
Development

The intentional use of sport and physical 
activity as tools to bring about positive  
change in the lives of people and communities.

OUR SAMPLE

THIS STUDY PROVIDES IMPORTANT INSIGHT 
INTO HOW WE CAN BUILD SPORT PROGRAMS 

THAT BETTER PREPARE YOUTH TO BE 
PHYSICALLY ACTIVE FOR LIFE.


