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In recent years, the Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) movement 
has identified the urgent need for a systemic sea change 
to address the fact that Canada’s children are not being 
equipped with the full range of fundamental movement 
skills needed to be fit and active all life long. Well aware 
of the urgency amid escalating inactivity, obesity and 
lifestyle-related healthcare costs, Alberta Recreation and 
Parks Association (ARPA) formed a Community Sport 
Development Task Group in December 2008 to translate 
CS4L concepts and policies into a made-in-Alberta physical 
literacy movement at the community level. 

The May 31, 2011 dialogue, sponsored by ARPA with 
funding from Alberta Tourism, Parks and Recreation (ATPR) 
and hosted by ARPA’s Community Sport Development Task 
Group alongside the City of Leduc, provided an opportunity 
to share work to date with key stakeholders and gather 
insights for next steps. The one-day event attracted nearly 
60 participants, including provincial and municipal staff 
and representatives of allied service organizations. They 
heard from advocates such as Drs.. Steve Norris and Don 
Hunter as well as communities that are already shifting 
their programming to offer kids a broad range of age-
appropriate experiences in multiple environments. They 
also saw examples of the tools available to make this style of 
programming both effective and fun, including a new set of 
activity cards and charts detailing when and how to teach 
particular physical skills. 

Agreeing that communities need to put silos behind, those 
attending highlighted the need to collaborate closely with 
local educators, police, health networks, governments and 
others to map out responsibilities for teaching essential 
skills at each point in life, with particular focus on the crucial 
first decades. Many expressed interest in becoming involved 
in a movement that would shift the focus from competition 
to skills development, from one-dimensional to broad-
based programming and from sport versus recreation to 
sport plus recreation equals more.

Key visuals are included in this report, illustrating the 
resources freely available for widespread use. 

The fact that nearly double the predicted number of 
participants signed on to attend today’s Dialogue reflects 
the importance of this issue across the province. 
Rob Meckling
Chair, Community Sport Development Task Group

I. Context and Purpose
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II. Canadian Sport for Life: Working Together for System Change
Dr. Stephen Norris, Sleave Consulting
Director of Sport Physiology and Strategic
Planning, Canadian Sport Centre Calgary  

Across Canada, a “perfect storm” of converging conditions 
has created a society in which too many children pass 
through their crucial first two decades without picking up 
basic physical skills, Dr. Stephen Norris of Sleave Consulting 
told session participants. In a jam-packed talk that set the 
stage for a day of dialogue, Norris shared his vision for 
shifting reality so that everyone is physically literate, and 
thus equipped to be active and healthy all life long. 

Individuals who are physically literate move with 
competence in a wide variety of physical activities that 
benefit the development of the whole person.
Physical and Health Education Canada

“Life is an athletic event, largely aerobic endurance with 
a few sprints,” Norris observed. It doesn’t matter whether 
being athletic means lifting your grandchildren or 
competing in the Olympics, he added, it takes certain skills 
that need to be taught, whether in organized or informal 
environments. As society becomes increasingly reliant on 
technology for work and pleasure, daily opportunities to 
learn physical skills diminish even as schools cut corners 
on physical education. Although his position as Director of 
Sport Physiology and Strategic Planning at Canadian Sport 
Centre Calgary focuses on the small percentage of athletes 
that attempt to compete at the Olympic level, Norris said 
his passion is to make sure all children gain the necessary 
physical skills to live fulfilling lives.

That’s also the intent behind the Canadian Sport for Life 
(CS4L) movement, which Norris champions. Norris led his 
audience through the genesis, potential, challenges and 
positives offered by CS4L, concluding with a look at realities 
fueling the focus on physical literacy.

A. Genesis

Norris traced the journey that he and others in the 
movement have taken in recent decades, from recognizing 
a growing lack of physical literacy to becoming vocal 
advocates for a better way. His story began in the late 
‘90s, when Canada was seeing declining international 
sport performance and unable to find the next generation 
of winners while community recreation systems came 
increasingly under stress. 

Over the past two decades there has been a growing 
recognition that the Canadian sport and recreation 
community has not served either the competitive or 
recreational participant as well as possible. In particular it 
has been found that Canada’s international calibre athletes 
often arrived on national teams lacking fundamental 
movement skills, and having missed prime physical 
development opportunities during what should have been 
formative adolescent and young adult years.
CS4L, FUNdamental Movement Skills and Paddle 
Alberta: First Steps
Mark Lund, November 2010

In that environment, the federal government launched 
consultations all across Canada in 2000 with the intent 
of developing a Canadian Sport Policy and enhancing 
athletic development for the long term. Canadians called 
for increased participation in sport (broadly defined to 
include all sorts of recreation) from preschool through to 
elder years. They wanted to see increased sport capacity, 
including more facilities and more volunteers, but also 
more professionals and mentors who could pump up 
the excellence of coaching and other programs. They 
also wanted greater interaction among all the agencies 
involved in sport, education and physical activity. Where 
money is spent to breed elite athletes, Canadians said they 
want to see those athletes excel at home and abroad. A 
Canadian Sport Policy incorporating many of those ideas 
received ministerial endorsement in 2002. A next iteration is 
undergoing review this spring. 



The Vision of the Canadian Sport Policy is to have 
by 2012:
A dynamic and leading-edge sport environment that 
enables all Canadians to experience and enjoy involvement 
in sport to the extent of their abilities and interests and, 
for increasing numbers, to perform consistently and 
successfully at the highest competitive levels.

Lobbying continued as work began on fleshing out 
the policy. Meeting in 2004, federal and provincial 
sport ministers approved a generic Long-Term Athlete 
Development (LTAD) guide and directed that specific guides 
be developed for various sports. Sport Canada followed suit 
by mandating that each federally funded sport associations 
develop an LTAD model for its sport. With funding from 
Sport Canada, initially 20 national sporting bodies took on 
the task, mining best practices from around the world to 
create made-in-Canada guides. 

Individuals who are physically literate move with 
competence in a wide variety of physical activities that 
benefit the development of the whole person.
Physical and Health Education Canada

By the next annual ministerial meeting, it was clear that the 
project’s scope must expand to involve health, education 
and community. Collaborations included a joint consortium 
on school health. The concept of “physical literacy” began to 
take shape as the realization grew that certain physical skills 
are essential to living active, healthy lives. “If you can’t catch 
a ball, or run, or swim, or hit something with a racquet, it 
rules out a lot of sports,” Norris noted. “So those fundamental 
capabilities need to be built, and it’s not as though we had a 
well-designed system for doing that.” Indeed the mishmash 
of organizations, roles and responsibilities that has grown 
up over time “looks like a bowl of spaghetti,” he added. “It’s a 
mess, and that’s no one’s fault; it’s how it has evolved.”  

Nobody’s really clear about jurisdictions and we certainly 
don’t work together, not really. We haven’t even talked 
about the split between competitive sport, education, 
health, recreation and community – or the link to the 
workplace.
Dr. Stephen Norris

Figure 1 illustrates the shifting array of influences that 
follow a person through life.

Troubles begin at birth, when the responsibility for nurture 
lies firmly with parents and surrounding communities, 
Norris noted. “We do a terrible job of equipping parents and 
future parents with an understanding of what children need 
to learn at each developmental stage.” Instead, most parents 
draw from their recollections of growing up, in which 
physical education may not have played a positive role.

As children grow, the circle of influence expands to include 
community, schools, associations and clubs. “Often, those 
organizations end up competing for the resource that is 
our children,” Norris said. “The number of children in the 
program is the revenue generator, and that becomes the 
motivator rather than the actual quality of the program. It’s a 
challenge for us as adults. We have to tread very carefully as 
we walk across the dreams of our youngsters.”

In university years, the onus for choosing clubs and activities 
increasingly shifts to the individual. Eventually, the focus 
returns closer to home, Norris said. “It starts in community 
and ends in community; that’s life.”

Figure 1
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The most critical window for building physical literacy 
comes at the very beginning, in the first 10 to 12 years of 
life. “This initial phase sets you up for what you can and 
cannot do,” Norris said. Yet we traditionally focus on the 
performance years, from the late teens through the mid-
30s. Equally crucial, we leave ordinary working folk to fend 
for themselves during the post-peak decades that follow, 
particularly employees whose free time comes at odd hours. 
“We need to really grow the concept of sport for life.”

What organizations can contribute to that movement? 
National and provincial sport federations would seem a 
natural fit, but their reach into the community is limited, 
Norris said. Rarely do any sports reach out to preschool 
children, and involvement typically ends by age 18 for 
all but the most elite or dedicated. Similarly, the funded 
education system enters the picture at about age 5 and 
ends with graduation from high school. Health services 
reach everyone all through life, but typically focus on acute 
care rather than educating for prevention. “That sends a 
strong message about the importance of community-based 
programs, and not only sports. Those first programs with 
new mothers could be very educational.” Such programs 
could fill in parental knowledge gaps, for example by 
outlining the smorgasbord of activities that would be good 
for a preschooler to try out at every developmental stage.  

From 0 to 5 years of age, community education and 
recreation programs are crucial. When you’re past 18, 
it grows right back there again. And I would suggest it 
didn’t diminish in between, other than for the few people 
involved in sport in an organized fashion.
Dr. Stephen Norris

Not that every child develops at the same rate, Norris 
cautioned. “There’s nothing linear when it comes to child 
and youth development; it’s much more organic. We need 
to expose youngsters to opportunities, but responses will 
vary depending on each child’s drive and determination.” He 
recalled a mentor who, like Eric Clapton, was given a guitar 
at about age 5. “I wouldn’t even know which end of the 
guitar to blow in,” he’d later say, “but Eric Clapton went on to 
great things with his guitar.” 

Given those realities, how can we do a better job of enabling 
people to be active for life? As depicted in Figure 2 everyone 
needs access to physical literacy in the crucial formative 
stage, which typically span ages 0-11 for girls and 0-12 in 
boys. As the years pass, fewer and fewer of us participate 
in competitive sport. That leaves the majority of the adult 
population in need of other opportunities for recreation 
and physical activity. “Our goal – and it’s a massively lofty 
goal – is to have 100% of the population described by this 
chart,” Norris said. “Young people will be exposed to physical 
literacy, a few to the highest level; many will partake 
competitively all throughout their lives, for example in 
curling or triathlon or swimming; and the rest will be active 
for life, from mall walking clubs in the depths of winter to 
gardening to whatever it might be.”

“Is there an ulterior motive? Yes, there’s a little bit of one,” 
Norris admitted. “If we can keep the entire population nice 
and healthy, we can do a better job of finding that little 
pyramid of elite athletes for me.” But it’s the majority that 
concerns him most.

Figure 2



B. Canadian Sport for Life

To describe the stages of physical development we 
all go through, the CS4L movement has adopted the 
terminology of Istvan Balyi of the Pacific Sport Canadian 
Sport Centre in Vancouver. As shown in Figure 3, children 
in the crucial Physical Literacy stage ideally pass from 
“Active Start” through “FUNdamentals” to “Learning to 
Train,” learning fundamental movement skills and then 
adding on fundamental sport skills. In the years that follow, 
the Active For Life stage, individuals build physical and 
mental capability through programs focused on “Training 
to Train” and “Training to Compete.” Those shooting for 
high performance sport would accelerate through those 
programs and enter “Training to Win” in their late teens. 

Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) is a movement to improve 
the quality of sport and physical activity in Canada. CS4L 
links sport, education, recreation and health and aligns 
community, provincial and national programming.
 
LTAD is a seven-stage training, competition, and recovery 
pathway guiding an individual’s experience in sport 
and physical activity from infancy through all phases of 
adulthood. 

CS4L, with LTAD, represents a paradigm shift in the way 
Canadians lead and deliver sport and physical activity in 
Canada.
www.canadiansportforlife.ca

Not everyone agrees with the terminology or approaches 
being taken by the CS4L movement, Norris said, but the 
resulting debates are welcome, particularly if they result in 
positive action. “It’s not good enough to rise to the occasion 
– we need to move with it.” Communities across Canada and 
around the world are doing just that, he added. 

As a crucial first step, Norris advocates raising the standard 
of program delivery by providing consistent leader training 
in schools, communities and age-group sports – and by 
creating a stamp of excellence for programs that meet key 
criteria. Jurisdictions taking the lead include the United 
Kingdom, which has created a “club mark” of excellence. 
In Canada, hockey will launch a certification program this 
summer to train and certify goalie coaches. Communities 
are being encouraged to initiate excellence programs and 
help parents and others identify excellence by providing 
handouts and “Parenting 101” sessions.

Norris’s confidence in Canadian Sport for Life as a vehicle 
for change is buoyed by the fact that as many as 90 
professionals are devoting time and energy to augmenting 
the knowledge and research underpinning this approach. 
The movement also received $75,000 over two years to 
complete specific LTAD guides, and has now posted guides 
for 46 sports on the CS4L website. It hosts an annual 
conference, the first to involve sport, recreation, health and 
education. And it has 83 distinct program thrusts, from 
investigations into the best way to nurture pre-pubescent 
females to rural versus urban programming.

Back in 2004, the handful who began this movement 
agreed to assign all copyright for CS4L literature to the 
Crown and Canadian public so that anyone can use it. You’ll 
find the growing body of Sport for Life resources at www.
canadiansportforlife.ca, which has resources specifically 
designed for parents, education/recreation and athletes/
coaches. It’s all free.

Figure 3
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C. Challenges

“Canadian Sport for Life faces numerous challenges in its 
efforts to effect systemic change,” Norris said. Chief among 
them is the inertia of a massive system that has grown 
topsy-turvy and hunkered down into silos, coupled with 
hostility from experts who are affronted to find upstarts 
with less academic prowess “shouting from the rooftops.” 

There’s also the divide between high-performance sport, 
which traditionally has the upper hand, and recreation, 
often seen as the poor cousin. A phenomenon unique to 
North America, the assumed hierarchy reaches all the way to 
communities, dividing parents and players, Norris observed. 
“We’re all racked. I love tennis, but I will not earn money at it. 
In fact, if I play someone ranked more than a couple million 
above me, we won’t have a very good game. But if I were 
one of the top few, I could earn a fine living at it. That’s life. 
We need to get over it.” 

Parent attitudes and knowledge also limit the speed of 
change. It’s the rare person who prepares for parenting by 
taking anything resembling Parenting 101; even for those 
who do, physical literacy has not been on the curriculum. 
“Their experience was probably a quarter century ago and 
may or may not have been positive.”

In most sports, an overemphasis on competition makes 
it hard to squeeze in time for basic skills, Norris said. “We do 
things in age-group sports that we wouldn’t do in music 
or any other activity, and that includes having more games 
than practices. It’s like saying you’ll look at the piano on 
Wednesday and every Saturday have a recital in front of 
screaming adults.” In the same vein, tryouts are held at the 
start of a year, before training begins. “So as you improve, 
you don’t have a chance to move on; you’re stuck in that 
team. It’s like saying we’ll do romantic novels next semester, 
but we’ll have the exam now. And if you pass, you’ll be able 
to do the course. It’s ridiculous, but we do it all the time.”

CS4L is also hampered by the fact that it’s not a program, 
but a philosophy based on an incomplete knowledge 
base. “Although we’re armed with a lot of information, we do 
not know everything yet about how to coach and mentor, 
Norris noted. “But does that stop great researchers? The fact 
that we don’t know 100 percent should not stymie us into 
inactivity.” Even the choice of physical literacy as a central 
concept has been the source of debate. Watch any kid 
moving, Norris says, and you’ll see what the term means. 

Traditional roles also hinder action as health, education 
and recreation are pulled outside their comfort zones and 
challenged to make better use of resources. Meeting that 
challenge demands breaking down barriers to cross-
agency communication so that systems and subsets of 
systems can spot potential to build synergies together. 

The focus and shape of our facilities also pose challenges. 
For example, gymnastics and dance are both crucial for 
teaching fundamental movements, yet neither is regularly 
included in public programming and facilities, including the 
new multiplexes dotting Alberta.    

Our ability to make best use of volunteers is limited by 
the training and coaching we give them, Norris said. “In 
communities, we rely heavily on volunteers, but despite our 
best efforts, programming for volunteers is not necessarily 
that good. You would not accept me to come in and teach 
Grade 3, because I know nothing about it, yet you expect 
someone to coach who may not know what learning is 
relevant to certain ages and stages. It’s a challenge. But 
one of the beauties of having vast numbers is that you can 
afford to have professional oversight. Perhaps this means 
community programming with a professional qualified in 
teaching/instructing who oversees volunteers and provides 
lesson plans for coaches at the various age levels.”



D. Positives

After seven years of development, CS4L can celebrate 
numerous positives, Norris said. 

“We have almost developed a common language, so if 
you walk into most provincial level support organizations 
and say, “Let’s have a conversation about the Learning 
to Train stage, most will know we’re talking about those 
fundamental early years.”  

Jurisdictions are striving to work together. They’re more 
willing to critically evaluate and critique their work, 
with the common aim of continuous improvement. 
Those attitudes and actions are beginning to bear fruit in 
improved programming and in a growing expectation 
of raised standards, especially in child/youth sports. 

As engagement expands, the movement it attracting 
essential expertise as well as practitioners who can test, 
demonstrate and improve on current findings. Research 
interest is growing at centres such as Brock University. 

Overall, Norris said, CS4L champions are seeing growing 
commitment to Kaizen – to never accepting the status quo 
as good enough.  

E. Realities

Norris concluded with a walk through some of the 
developmental and organizational realities fueling the need 
for a focus on fundamental literacy skills and sport for life. 

Children learn by mimicry. “Where do you suppose 
a preschooler learned to communicate with a referee like 
that?” Norris asked as Figure 4 flashed on the screen. “From 
adults.” Because children learn by mimicry, he added, skill 
demonstrations must be absolutely superb. “If no adults 
are available, use technology – or pull in a skilful youth. The 
most powerful role models are slightly older or from the 
same peer group; then kids say ‘I can do that, too.’”

Kids need places to play. Countless hours of deliberate 
practice, play and creativity are absolutely vital to mastering 
physical skills. Bjorn Borg used a steel garage door to hit 
hundreds of shots a day after his father won a tennis racquet. 
Wayne Gretzky used a backyard pond his dad flooded every 
winter. “Are we building places where kids can just go and 
play?” Norris asked. “Or do you have bylaws that stop street 
hockey in safe areas just because there’s an adult who 
complains? When running programs, it’s about motivating 
kids to go away and practice: ‘Try this, come back next week 
and show me what you can do.’”

Stages of competence. Although the terminology 
varies, most researchers identify four stages in physical skill 
development: 

1. child or basic
2. juvenile or intermediate
3. junior or advanced
4. adult or elite

In a global review of successful athletes by Professor Atko 
Viru of the University of Estonia in 1995, both Olympians 
and sport-for-life athletes reported a decade or more of 
fundamental preparation followed by a period where they 
allowed physical growth to happen before moving on to 
long-term sport mastery. By adopting and adapting such 
findings, Norris said, CS4L has created “a golden thread to 
which we can hang sport specific activity as well as generic 
health and lifestyle curriculum soundbites.” In Figure 5, 
Viru’s terminology appears at left, and the terminology used 
by CS4L at right.Figure 4
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Child and athlete development. As shown in Figure 
6, most neural development occurs early in our first 
decade of life, after which our brain begins to develop 
more advanced techniques, such as the ability to deal with 
new situations. Endocrine maturity peaks a decade later. 
“Overall, there’s a period of rapid development followed 
by relative stability and then chaos breaks out as we go 
through puberty,” Norris said. “Early on, we should be doing 
everything we can to expose children to as many stimuli as 
possible. We don’t have to get into high definition training, 
especially muscle mass, until they’re through puberty.” 

As seen in Figure 7, changing height also goes through 
a definite pattern, with two years of rapid growth, then a 
period of relative stability followed by accelerated growth 
that peaks around age 13 for girls and a few years later for 
boys. The period of relative stability, before puberty and 
accelerated growth, is “very important for laying down 
foundational capability,” Norris said. “We have less time 
with females, which means we have to be sure the quality 
of programming for girls is even better. And let me assure 
you we have done a terrible job in Canada.” High dropout 
rates, especially among females, occur exactly where peak 
height acceleration creates the potential for weak bone 
development, he added. “Just when we need to keep them 
engaged, they’re dropping out like flies and nobody’s 
picking them up. This will come back to haunt them not 
next decade, but three to six decades down the road. And 
it all started right here because we as humans – as adults – 
don’t get it.”

Figure 5 Figure 7

Figure 6



In all honesty, one of the things I’m most concerned about 
is the lack of ability for youth to come out of recreational 
streams and still get back into sports. Say you were small 
for your age and couldn’t make the ice hockey team; now 
you’ve grown but you still can’t break into the system.
Dr. Stephen Norris

Aspects of physical literacy. Physically literate youth 
enjoy abilities that enable them to be active in the following 
four environments: 

• On the ground, the basis for most games, sports, 
dance and physical activities (e.g., running jumping, 
throwing, hitting)

• In/on water, the basis for all aquatic activities (e.g., 
balance, swimming, comfort in alien environments, 
lifesaving, sailing) 

• On snow and ice, the basis for winter sliding 
activities (e.g., spatial awareness, balance)

• In the air, the basis for gymnastics, diving and other 
aerial activities (how to move in space and time 
without injury)

As you look at your programming, what’s on your 
dashboard as children come through the various age 
groups, recognizing that their needs differ at different 
ages? A child is only 6 years old once! Do you understand 
on average what is required? And if someone is 
developmentally only 5, how do you cope?
Dr. Stephen Norris

Teaching tools. CS4L and other agencies have produced 
excellent videos and other resources for spreading the word 
about physical literacy. Those include U.S. hockey’s “I am 
potential,” available as a free download (search for American 
Development Model). Hockey Canada is also set to release 
a long-term player development model that will provide 
a template for significant shifts from competition to skill 
development, particularly in early years.

Figure 8

Figure 9

Figure 10

Brain density, depicted in Figure 8, shifts gradually in the 
early two decades. Not until the late teens do youth have 
the mature frontal cortex that facilitates rational thought, 
accountability, responsibility and decision-making. “Your 
children may be six feet tall and shaving,” Norris said, “but 
at 16 their brains are not like an adult’s, so we can’t expect 
them to behave like us.” 

Birth month disparities. Sport programs that group 
children by date of birth consistently disadvantage those 
born at certain times of the year. A review of the birth 
months of junior (WHL and OHL) hockey players (Figure 9) 
illustrates, with nearly 70 per cent born in the first quarter of 
the year. “The only way to get to this pivotal stepping stone 
is to make sure your parents have sex the previous April,” 
Norris said. The birth months of World Cup youth soccer 
players (Figure 10) show a similar trend, as do the vast 
majority of age-group sports. 
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The need for greater collaboration between community 
recreation and sport prompted the Canadian Parks and 
Recreation Association (CPRA) to commission management 
consultant Don Hunter to investigate how the sectors might 
work together more effectively. Hunter’s talk drew from that 
2011 work, which builds on earlier papers written by Gary 
Shelton and others on behalf of Canada Sport for Life (CS4L). 

A. Municipal roles

Municipal roles in recreation have expanded over the 
years to include a broad spectrum of facilities, services and 
supports: 

• Open Space System
• Indoor facilities 
• Programs, including less competitive opportunities for 

children not in the sport system
• Active lifestyle events (e.g., Leduc mayor’s walk/run) 
• Support to community organizations (e.g., Boys and 

Girls Clubs, cultural organizations)
• Affordable and accessible services
• Addressing community issues
• Contributing to overall Quality of Life within benefits 

approach 

Municipalities, along with education facilities, are the 
largest sport facility providers in communities, typically 
offering sport fields, ball diamonds, outdoor tennis and 
basketball courts, parks and open spaces for a whole 
range of outdoor activities, as well as indoor arenas for 
curling, hockey and skating, and pools for swimming and 
other water sports.
Don Hunter

Municipalities also play a significant role in making sport 
possible in a community:

• Facility provision for training and competition 
• Early skill development
• Ongoing sport play
• Coordination and support
• Allocation policies and subsidies
• Joint-use agreements with school districts
• Sport hosting and tourism
• Other supports  

Municipalities subsidize competitive use of their facilities 
to a surprising degree, Hunter said, and civic staff spend 
significant time supporting local sport organizations. In 
fact, municipalities, rather than provincial sport associations 
often become the place local sport organizations turn 
for help and joint initiatives. Joint development and 
programming of school sites benefit sports as well as 
recreation. What’s more, the fact that municipal venues 
exist opens doors to sport hosting and tourism. “So we’re 
involved in the sport business. Sometimes the breadth of 
municipal involvement is not fully understood by sport, but 
they won’t understand until we talk about it.”

III. The Recreation/Sport Connection at the Community Level:  
Challenges and Opportunities

 Dr. Don Hunter
dhunterconsulting@shaw.ca 
250-655-6545



B. Shifts in Recreation and Sport

Both recreation and sport have undergone significant 
change in recent decades, Hunter noted. 

Recreation has seen shrinking federal involvement, with 
provincial bodies attempting to backstop the resulting gap. 
Fitness Canada disappeared in 1992 and the government 
nearly succeeded in erasing its physical activity mandate in 
1996 despite advocacy from the field. Provincial associations 
such as ARPA have increased in capacity and influence 
without having the jurisdiction to do so. The CPRA is now 
re-emerging as an effective national player. Provincial 
governments have stepped in to some extent, with Alberta 
developing a physical activity strategy and other provinces 
following suit. 

For competitive sport, the Canadian Summit on Sport in 
2001 was a watershed event said Hunter, who was involved 
in round tables feeding into the document. Prior to the 
Summit, National Sport Organizations (NSOs) had placed 
a very heavy focus on national team programs and less on 
increasing participation levels. Now there was a surge of 
interest from Canadians demanding a greater emphasis on 
increasing and overall capacity in the sport system, as well 
as excellence. Indirectly, those new directions realities led to 
the creation of Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD) and 
Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) programs. 
 
C. Partnership principles

Hunter outlined several principles that should be 
understood for recreation and sport to partner successfully 
in the Alberta context. 

• Neither sport nor recreation is a sub-set of the other.
• It’s crucial to focus on opportunities for collaboration, 

recognizing that recreation and sport are unique yet 
overlaps exist.

• Sport is far more vertically integrated than recreation.
• Municipalities are autonomous, but recreation and 

parks departments relate most directly with provincial 
parks and recreation associations such as ARPA. 

• Tri-partnerships involving education as well as 
recreation and sport are essential to success.

D. Potential for Enhanced 
Collaboration

Having laid the groundwork, Hunter suggested five 
potential strategic areas for enhanced collaboration 
between recreation and sport. 

In another life, I coached University of Manitoba 
basketball, which included two national team players. 
Even varsity athletes, at this elite level, needed to learn 
how to effectively start and stop their bodies, change 
direction, receive a pass in balance and avoid travelling. 
Many of them still lacked those basic physical literacy skills 
at the outset. 
Don Hunter

1. Physical literacy program development
• Integrate physical literacy in preschool and daycare 

programs, in concert with unstructured play
• Together work with elementary teachers on 

integrating physical literacy into schools 
• Provide more focused physical literacy programs in 

recreation centres
• Enhance local coach exposure to physical literacy and 

CS4L
• Ensure that all leaders receive HIGH FIVE and CS4L 

training 
• Educate parents about physical literacy through 

enhanced program brochures, leisure centre guides 
and modules within programs

• Introduce children in recreation and sport programs 
to various skills and activities at developmentally 
appropriate times

We need to partner with sport organizations on not 
putting kids too quickly in one activity but rather take 
advantage of learning patterns to expose them to a 
variety of skills and activities.
Don Hunter
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2. Municipal planning and sport strategy development
• Include strategies for sport development and 

advancement of CS4L principles in annual municipal 
strategic plans

• Fully engage the sport community in the master 
planning processes

• Adopt a community sport strategy as municipal policy 
Vancouver developed a community sport strategy as a 
sub strategy of the Active Vancouver strategy, identifying 
how the municipality can work with the sport community 
to systematically make better use of facilities – and good 
things are starting to happen.
Don Hunter

3. Sport councils
• Encourage the development of sport councils  
• Use the councils as vehicles for collaboration and 

action by local sport groups
• Provide ongoing supports to ensure they  

function effectively

Sport councils have been fairly effective in many 
communities in providing a collective voice, 
communication hub and vehicle for action. They work best 
when sport abandons the hunter/gatherer approach to the 
time and money pie and looks to advance the good of all.
Don Hunter

4. Facility planning and provision
• Involve sport fully in planning, recognizing that not 

everything will be funded 
• Design some facilities to meet a range of needs while 

making others sport focused
• Expect sport groups to make capital and  

equipment contributions 
• Elite level facilities require capital and operating 

legacies from senior governments 

We need to create Standards of Play to avoid excluding 
new and emerging sports. Women’s hockey, for example, is 
being blocked by male hockey in accessing ice time.
Don Hunter

5. Access and allocation policies
• Base allocation practices on “Standards of Play” 

principles rather than tradition
• Make sure policies and subsidies are transparent to 

sports groups
• Include the needs of emerging sports 
• Hold seasonal allocation meetings with common  

user groups
• Be flexible about mid-season re-allocation as  

needs shift

Get people together before each season to talk about 
what’s fair. They’ll be a lot more flexible when they’re in 
the same room, and if they learn to share there, they’ll 
share during the season.
Don Hunter



In any change movement, hearing from the ones who have 
forged ahead can be instructive and inspiring. Participants 
in this dialogue were treated to snapshots of the following 
initiatives:

A. Sport 4 Life Cochrane 
B. Spray Lake Sawmills Family Sports Centre,  

Cochrane 
C. CS4L Alberta Community Recreation and 

Sport Work Group
D. Red Deer – Hannah’s Story 
E. CS4L Assessment – Physical literacy 

environmental scan pilot results 
F. Be Fit for Life – Fundamental Movement Skill 

Cards

The Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) website offers more 
initiatives from around the country. 

A. Sport 4 Life Cochrane 

For Lea Norris, a recreation consultant living in Cochrane, 
the inability to sign children up for programs that would 
introduce a variety of skills and sports spurred a desire to 
spread the CS4L gospel. “I want my kids to learn skills from 
multiple sports,” she told Dialogue participants. “But hockey 
wants to be seven months, others do too, and our family  
has only so much time and money.” With the community  
gearing up to build a new arena and expand its external  
turf, she spotted an opportunity to get involved and 
influence the outcome.

We need to be building physically literate children, not 
only hockey players or soccer players. 
Lea Norris

Since then, Cochrane has gained a vision, a mission and a 
website (see box), not to mention a new toolkit of resources 
and projects. “Through collaboration, we want to create 
efficiency and reduce volunteer burnout,” Norris said. 

In addition, the town has gained a strong link to the CS4L 
Alberta Community Recreation and Sport Work Group, and 
is fruitfully sharing resources and findings. “We have focused 
on providing parent information, borrowing from the 
CS4L website with links back, so we’re speaking a common 
language,” Norris said. “That way parents know this is not a 
nutcase mom, but a movement backed by solid research.”

Current Sport 4 Life Cochrane initiatives include the 
following:

• Hosting Cochrane’s first-ever Minor Sport Week this 
fall, involving soccer and hockey

• Establishing a sport advisory group 
• Linking with education and health 
• Collaborating with the local recreation facility and the 

Town of Cochrane

Sport 4 Life Cochrane

Vision: Cochrane has a sustainable, collaborative and 
innovative sport and recreation delivery system 
Mission: Strengthening Our Community through 
Physical Activity and Sport
Website: www.sportforlifecochrane.com

Figure 11

Figure 12

IV. Sharing Successes
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B. Spray Lake Sawmills Family Sports
 Centre, Cochrane

The sports centre serving Cochrane and region began 
offering programming for the first time in summer 2010. In 
years past, the facility had simply rented space and time on 
its three sheets of ice, a gym, turf, gymnastics and martial 
arts areas. “It was a giant bricks and mortar building, a great 
facility that was not being fully used,” said Adam Pratt, a 
student hired last summer, and again this summer, to offer 
camps and more for kids. 

The facility board also hired Chris Kay as full-time 
programmer. Both attended the Dialogue and briefly 
described their work.  

We had an opportunity to hit the ground running with 
some great CS4L programming.
Lea Norris

Camps and other organized programs are deliberately 
varied, the programmers say. “With the CS4L philosophy, 
we’re trying to expose kids to as many things as possible 
as opposed to just basketball camp or just hockey. And it’s 
not geared toward winning but about fun and stimulation.” 
Figure 13 outlines the schedule for this year’s Fit Kids 
summer camps. 

Figure 13

The facility now attracts as many as 200 kids a day for free 
play. Kids can play pool and ping pong while their siblings 
engage in organized sports, or bounce on giant inflatable 
play structures (purchased for $30,000 and set up on a dry 
arena pad).

Thanks to collaborations with facility tenants, they can  
also dip into martial arts and gymnastics at lower cost  
than the norm. 

By mid-summer, the trainers will take responsibility for all 
martial arts training in the facility. They intend to encourage 
drop-in use and make classes “almost free.” They also see 
a need for an aquatics centre to round out the physical 
literacy opportunities available in town. And they hope to 
link ever more closely with schools, attracting classes to 
the facility and offering in-school fun. Already, they’ve run 
physical education classes in schools as a way of promoting 
summer camps and demonstrating the good times available 
at the facility. 

The duo invited ideas for dealing with two ages that they 
believe remain under served: preschoolers age 2-5 and 
teens age 13-17. “We’ve tried hip hop dance, but they’re 
either too cool to join in or Xbox is better,” Pratt said.” “If you 
have ideas on what will work, we would love to hear.” 

Figure 14



C. CS4L Alberta Community 
Recreation and Sport Work Group

Numerous sport and recreation organizations are working 
together with the goal of ensuring that programs for 
children and youth incorporate activities that build physical 
literacy. By mid-2011, the CS4L Alberta Community 
Recreation and Sport Work Group included these members: 

• ARPA 
• City of Red Deer 
• City of Calgary, Recreation 
• Be Fit For Life Centre, University of Calgary 
• Town of Cochrane, Recreation, Culture and the Arts, 

Spray Lake Sawmills Family Sports Centre
• Sport 4 Life Cochrane
• Town of Okotoks 
• EverActive Schools  
• Mount Royal University, Integrative Health Institute 

and Physical Education and Recreation Studies 
• University of Calgary, Dinos Athletics and Recreation 

and Kinesiology (Health and Wellness) 
• YMCA Calgary
• Alberta Sport, Recreation, Parks and  

Wildlife Foundation 

Beyond sports programs, we are asking, “How can we help 
leaders in an arts camp or a music camp to incorporate 
physical activities?”
Lea Norris

Lea Norris briefly outlined the work group’s vision, 
mission and purpose (see box) and highlighted early 
outcomes. The group has completed a resource list that 
is posted on CS4L website and is working on a guide to 
help parents understand the concepts behind the shift 
in emphasis from competition to building basic physical 
skills. It has developed municipal staff training workshops 
that Mount Royal will pilot to summer camp leaders in 
a handful of communities, with results to be shared in 
September. If those pilots prove useful, ARPA may offer 
training throughout Alberta, perhaps mounting a “CS4L 
in your Community” tour for municipal staff, augmented 
by “Parenting 101” and “Coaching 101” in concert with 
the Be Fit for Life Network, EverActive Schools and other 
LTAD experts. The idea, Norris said, would be to “blitz 
communities in a day or two and try to get the word out to 
teachers, parents and coaches.”   

It’s important that we brought partners such as education, 
Be Fit for Life, EverActive and municipalities to the table. 
We’re all trying to create healthy environments for 
Canadians but we’re wasting resources and time because 
we’re running parallel. It has taken this initiative to make 
us slow down just for a minute to scan the environment, 
talk about how we can collaborate, come together and 
work together.
Rob Meckling, Chair, Alberta Community 
Recreation and Sport Work Group  

CS4L Alberta Community Recreation and 
Sport Work Group

Vision: Alberta’s children and youth recreation 
programs effectively incorporate physical literacy into 
their programs
Mission: To improve the quality of Active Start and 
FUNdamentals recreation programming through 
physical literacy-related leader training and resource 
delivery
Purpose: Create, identify and implement quality 
resources and promising practices related to promotion 
and delivery of physical literacy for children and youth 
ages 0-12
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D. Red Deer – Hannah’s Story 

“Red Deer is embracing CS4L by introducing physical literacy 
skills into preschool T-ball and promoting the importance of 
diverse preschool experiences,” said Rob Meckling, who is a 
community and program facilitator in that central Alberta 
community in addition to chairing the Alberta Community 
Recreation and Sport Work Group.

Working with baseball, softball, beach volleyball and flag 
football, municipal staff collaboratively created a program 
that incorporates 30 minutes of fundamental movement 
skills such as running and hitting in every hour-long 
practice, moving slowly to the ball diamond, Meckling said. 
“It’s a traditional program for us – we just changed the look. 
We work with Red Deer minor baseball so that our two 
years of T-ball feed into their programs. And because we’re 
drawing from a national program, we have the blessing 
of the provincial sport organization.” Now in its second 
year, the T-ball program is flourishing and oversubscribed. 
What’s more, kids are having a blast learning fundamental 
movement skills

We’re very lucky in Red Deer to have willingness in the 
municipality and within local sport groups to adapt what 
has been handed down from service organizations to fit 
the resources we have.
Rob Meckling

Not only programs, but attitudes must shift, Meckling noted 
– including the attitudes of this country’s 100,000 parents. “In 
Red Deer, we think that’s possible. And we change attitudes 
by educating.” 

Activity guides offer one vehicle. Red Deer activity guides 
outline the rationale behind this new approach to T-ball and 
challenge parents to evaluate programs based on whether 
they advance fundamental skills. Parents also receive a 
resource book outlining why physical literacy is so crucial 
to daily life and why kids need exposure to (and practice in) 
diverse skills. 

Having obtained some funding to promote physical literacy, 
Red Deer developed a short video featuring Hannah, an 
8-year-old in the community who revels in all sorts of 
physical activities. With enthusiasm and touches of humour, 
she illustrates how running, hopping, throwing, jumping, 
rolling, kicking, dribbling, dodging, climbing, stretching and 
other fun movements are helping her achieve an active, 
healthy life – and how her family helps make that possible.

Whatever happens, I want to be active all day long when I 
grow up.
Hannah

Produced by Glynis Wilson Boultbee and Paul Boultbee, 
the video demonstrates excellent use of digital storytelling 
to promote active living. Best of all, Hannah is a real 
Red Deer resident – a gal who came running late to ball 
hockey dressed in soccer gear and from there dashed off 
somewhere else active. “This 8-year-old girl is involved in 
many activities and thriving at school, in community, in her 
family and more,” Meckling said. “Early generalization is so 
important and specialization should be back-of-mind for 
parents of children at this age.”

To view Hannah’s story, go to 
www.reddeer.ca/hannah.



E. CS4L Assessment – Physical 
Literacy Environmental Scan  
Pilot Results 

As CS4L gathers momentum, it’s crucial that physical literacy 
programs be carefully evaluated to ensure that Albertans 
truly are benefiting. University of Alberta faculty members 
Vicki Harber and Teri McTavish recently embarked on an 
environmental scan of registered, instructor-led programs 
for ages 4 to 14 at the Spruce Grove multiplex to provide 
a baseline against which future results can be measured. 
Harber summarized the results of that scan and described 
a pilot physical literacy camp run specifically for young 
women in Spruce Grove.

Figure 15

Figure 16 Figure 17

Figure 18

The definition of physical literacy is still under debate, 
Harber noted, but it’s important to act based on what we 
know. Her presentation included useful ways to visualize 
physical literacy, including photos of 18 fundamental 
movement skills children need to learn (Figure 15), a 
categorization of movement skills (Figure 16) and a chart 
showing some of the many sports that become impossible 
to do without certain skills (Figure 17). 
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Inspired by Richard Louv, author of the internationally 
acclaimed book Last Child in the Woods, her analysis of the 
environments in which those movements occur (Figure 
18), includes “outdoors” in addition to ground, water, snow/
ice and air. 

Based on those concepts, researchers analyzed the key 
environments and fundamental movement skills employed 
by sports and compared those to the environments and 

Figure 19

Figure 20

skills employed by leisure centre programs. Due to time and 
money constraints, the analysis is based on descriptions 
contained in the Spruce Grove program booklet and 
does not consider delivery formats or address whether 
participants actually acquired the intended skills. 

Figure 19 and Figure 20 show the various activities, 
environments and fundamental movement skills found in 
sport and in the Spruce Grove leisure centre. 



Based on that data, Figures 21, 22, 23 and 24 show how 
frequently various environments are used in leisure centre 
programs and in sport. It becomes apparent, for example, 
that the leisure centre offers lots of water-based programs 
but limited programs using ice, snow and air. Also, that 45% 
of leisure centre programs teach the ABCs of agility, balance 
and coordination while skipping and cycling are rarely 
taught; that 38% of programs teach kicking and 32%  
teach throwing and catching while trapping and striking  
are less prevalent.

Figure 23

Figure 24

“At a glance, programmers can see how they might modify 
their offerings so that children have more opportunities 
to learn all the fundamental skills,” Harber said. “They also 
can extend invitations to other local sport groups to take 
advantage of the skills tied to their sports.” As shown in 
Figure 25, for example, an aquatic sports camp can be 
matched with various water sports and teaches skills that 
transfer to various other sports. 

Figure 21

Figure 22
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We’ve seen an adult hostile takeover of sport and 
children’s lives. That might sound threatening, but there is 
overwhelming evidence that we have destroyed so much 
of childhood. There’s a generation of parents who wear 
children’s achievements like medals on their chests.
Vicki Harber

Movement is a child’s first language, Harber noted, and 
as adults we need to do a better job of nurturing that 
language. A visual showing the sensitive periods in eight 
aspects of early brain development Figure 26 reinforces 
just how early in life some of those periods occur. “This 
is part of the reason we need to expose children to lots 
of stimuli; they’re very susceptible and have capacity to 
develop in those early years,” she said. “Many parents think 
physical activity always has to be paid for, but particularly at 
younger ages, we have to show them how to make physical 
activity part of everyday life.”

 All too often, adult fears are holding children back, Harber 
said. “My kids went to a school where they closed the 
playground all winter, because it became a hazard in their 
minds. We have confused the waters of risk with hazard, and 
run afraid way too often. We have got to just let our kids go 
without being the hovering helicopter parent. This will have 
to be one of the areas we tackle quite consistently.”

Harber hopes research such as this will open conversations 
across sectors, promoting the development of physical 
literacy programs “through functional and collaborative 
relationships between sport, recreation education and 
health.” Ideally, the work will influence decisions about 
programs, staff development, facility allocation and parent/
coach/teacher education. 

Figure 26

Figure 25



The Pilot Physical Literacy Camp, called “WINGS,” 
demonstrated how a varied and purposeful menu of play 
can build movement skills, enthusiasm and confidence 
among girls. A selection of girls age 8 to 10 who play a 
variety of sports were invited to attend the camp, which 
ran five days during Spring Break. The camp was structured 
to teach fundamental movement skills in each of the five 
environments without being sport specific. The week also 
included “fuel” sessions focused on nutrition and “self” 
sessions focused on self-esteem. Care was taken to have a 
range of individual, cooperative and competitive sessions 
– and to offer both structured and free play. “Controlled 
chaos frightens a lot of leaders, but there’s a growing body 
of literature that children need opportunity to play freely,” 
Harber said. That said, all the play was planned with intent, 
unlike some multi-sport camps that “open the equipment 
room and roll out the balls with no rhyme or reason to what 
happens during the day.”

Figure 28 Figure 29

“Physical activity is the most powerful choice anybody can 
make in their life to make a positive difference,” Harber 
said. “Critics charge that long-term athlete development is 
simply a charade for getting more money for elite sport, but 
sport skills are life skills.” A set of commercials developed 
by KidSport does an excellent job of illustrating that fact, 
she added. In one commercial, a person is unable to help 
someone who is drowning due to a failure to learn how to 
swim. 

CS4L is the single most exciting initiative I have ever been 
a part of. If we lose this opportunity, we have no one to 
blame other than ourselves for the continued misery we 
cause our children.
Vicki Harber

“Everybody benefits from a physically active population,” 
Harber concluded. “Because everybody benefits, everybody 
is responsible for helping to make it happen. If we continue 
to find reasons not to work together, that would be the 
greatest tragedy.” 
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F. Be Fit for Life – FUNdamental 
Movement Skill Cards

In an interactive session that got participants up and 
moving, Be Fit for Life staff introduced FUNdamental 
Movement Skill Cards titled Move and Play Through Physical 
Literacy. This multi-stage resource includes sections for the 
stages of Active Start, Fundamentals and Learn to Train as 
well as Transition activities for leaders to use. 

Like other speakers throughout the day, Be Fit for Life 
leaders view physical literacy as a continuum involving 
many partners in equipping everyone to become active and 
healthy all life long (Figure 28). 

They provided a visual of brain development that 
clearly shows the rapid creation of synapses early in life, 
followed by years spent pruning out unused connections 
while steadily creating some more brain cells. Repeated 
practice early in life is key to keeping and strengthening 
those synapses, they said. Yet they too cautioned against 
concentrating on a single sport too soon: “All too often, early 
overspecialization leads to a failure to become physically 
literate, to poorer ultimate performance than would 
otherwise be the case, and to injury, burnout and early 
retirement from sport.” 

Instead, they recommended variety that includes the 
following fundamental motor skills:

• Stability skills, the ability to sense a shift in the 
body and adjust for it, including the ABCs (agility, 
balance and coordination)

• Locomotor skills, total body movement
• Object manipulation, the ability to give or receive 

an object

Children usually need to master certain stability skills before 
progressing on to locomotor skills. Manipulative skills are 
generally the last to emerge.

Session leaders reiterated the need to match activities to 
stages of development (Figure 29). “Until the brain and 
the body are strong enough, the child simply cannot learn 
the skills and trying to teach the child does little good,” they 
cautioned. Rather than learning, children who are asked 
to do something beyond their developmental capability 
may grow frustrated and quit trying. “What is important is 
providing the child with as many opportunities to explore 
movements in rich, safe and challenging environments.” 

Tools available to help match activities with developmental 
levels include Developing Physical Literacy: A Guide for 
Parents of Children Ages 0-12. Page 11 in that booklet 
(Figure 30) also indicates where those activities could be 
learned and practiced. 

Figure 30



Be Fit for Life cards and resources give program leaders tools 
to be inventive in building physical literacy. With intent, a 
simple game of tag, dodgeball or jump rope can reinforce 
particular movement skills while upping the fun factor and 
making parents aware of the importance of what’s being 
learned. Then each leader becomes part of the movement 
that is equipping Albertans to be active and fit for life. 

To request a set of cards or a workshop in your community, 
simply contact the Be Fit for Life Center nearest you. See 
www.befitforlife.ca for locations or contact the network 
office in Edmonton at 1-866-348-8648. 

Noting that “failure to plan is planning to fail,” session leaders 
also introduced other tools, including a session planning 
reflection tool and sample programs for both non-activity 
and activity camps.

With those ideas and tools as a foundation, the leaders 
introduced the Move and Play Through Physical Literacy 
cards (Figure 31) and invited participants to sample the 
activities. The focus is on learning through fun, as indicated 
by the titles of recommended activities: growing flower, 
hot potato (using a foam ball), spot hop, sailors in troubled 
waters, jump the creek and balloon bump.

Figure 31

Lesson Planning
Child and Youth Program Reflection

Program:

# of Sessions or Days: Duration of each Session:

Program Dates:

Instructor: 

Session/Day 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
FUNDAMENTAL MOV'T SKILLS
Stability
Balance
Bend
Stretch
Twist
Turn
Swing 
Stop
Push/Pull
Dodge 
Roll
Locomotor
Run
Jump
Walk
Skip
Gallop
Cycle
Slide
Skate
Swim
Object Manipulation
Throw
Kick
Strike
 Catch
Trap
FORMATS
Structured
Unstructured
ENVIRONMENTS
Outdoors
Ground
Air
Water
Snow/ice
RHYTHM AND MUSIC
TACTICS/DECISION MAKING (8+)
TRANSITION ACTIVITIES
FITNESS
Stamina (Cardio)
Speed
Strength
Flexibility
Core
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V. Table Exercises 
The Dialogue ended in two table discussion exercises that 
gave participants an opportunity to recommend next steps in 
light of the information and examples heard earlier in the day. 
Participants captured their ideas on index cards and shared 
key concepts verbally with the entire group. The results of 
these discussions are combined into common themes in 
this section; related comments made around the tables or in 
debriefing appear as quotations. 

There were two major topics used to focus the discussions in 
the table exercises were:

A.  Increasing Physical Literacy
B.  Enhancing Collaboration between                  

. Community Recreation and Sport

A. Increasing Physical Literacy 

Based on the “Sharing Successes” session, which 
demonstrated how some communities are developing 
physical literacy, participants were invited to identify 
potential strategies for advancing physical literacy at the 
community level, name potential partners and settings for 
those strategies, and predict some of the challenges that 
might arise. 

The following themes emerged: 

1. Take a holistic approach to investing in physical 
literacy, identifying roles and responsibilities for all 
involved
• Early childhood specialists
• School boards
• Teachers
• Parents and school parent councils
• Program leaders and trainers
• Municipalities (as facilitator and direct provider)
• Joint-use planning committees
• Provincial sport organizations (PSOs)
• Sport councils
• Healthcare system
• Federal and provincial bodies

Seventy three per cent of parents say their kids come home 
and go immediately to an electronic device, even when their 
parents are in the house. They’re developing their thumb 
muscles, not getting out and exploring.

Review roles and responsibilities: what’s municipal, what’s 
sport groups/clubs? Who impacts those crucial ages  
of 0-10? How do you integrate all those players inside a 
structure that includes rental and competition? And does 
the municipality have responsibility to require, for  
example, that programs using our facilities shift to 75% 
training, 25% competition? 

2. Build awareness and understanding of physical 
literacy and its importance, developing a cross-sector 
advocacy movement: 
• Do research that supports changes in practice, 

and package the results in a way that helps people 
understand and take action

• Link health to physical activity, recreation and sport
• Make information easily accessible using a  

common lexicon
• Do in-services for teachers
• Introduce CS4L and physical literacy to school  

parent councils
• Ensure consistent messaging that resonates with a 

broad audience 
• Encourage dialogue specific to parents, healthcare, 

teachers and other key groups
• Use existing marketing tools (e.g., “fact of the day” 

boards in childcare facilities, digital boards, brochures)
• Utilize technology and social media, including You 

Tube videos (e.g., “You are potential”) and  
KidSport videos  

• Take risks, emulating powerful campaigns such as “If 
you can’t….” in the U.S. 

• Take a simple menu approach, itemizing the skills 
children must develop for life 

• Educate municipal councils and get a commitment  
to action

Involve kids in marketing programs. Leduc put up a website 
and Twitter account that attracted 320 followers. Kids 
started their own page and had 458 followers, so we’re now 
using their page to market municipal programs.

We’ve got to cause a bit of a stir. Cause marketing is what 
captures attention. What cause could Sport for Life be 
associated with – diabetes? – heart health? – nature deficit? 
How do we attract the right cause?



3. Share resources rather than reinventing the wheel:
• Embed physical literacy into existing programs
• Expect municipalities to facilitate as well as directly 

provide physical literacy
• Gain access to free community based resources, 

including facilities, spaces and programs
• Finish developing the Assessment Tools and  

distribute them
• Develop common physical literacy training tools  

for leaders

Create a new work group with responsibility to create 
advocacy messages. The current group is working quite 
well at creating resources, but how do we do the advocacy 
to get buy-in from others? It may be that we need to create 
another group within the group, to help that energy along.

4. Incorporate physical literacy into planning, strategies 
and funding:
• Educate political and recreation leaders at all levels on 

the need to invest in physical literacy
• Obtain endorsement from municipal councils, and use 

that endorsement when consulting with stakeholders
• Obtain provincial sport organization buy-in 
• Involve recreation departments
• Consult with public stakeholders

Local municipal government has to invest from a 
programming perspective. Cochrane and others who are 
doing it can help by demonstrating results.

5. Develop varied physical literacy programs that teach 
all essential skills over time:
• Have developmentally appropriate programs,  

from least to more skilled, so play is challenging  
for all levels 

• Include a broad range of activities and types of sport
• Use a variety of physical environments
• Include free active play

We’re sending conflicting messages, saying kids are too 
structured while also saying we need structure in the 
afterschool hours so kids don’t turn into criminals.

It’s not a question of more or less structure, but of getting to 
know what your community needs. Do a needs assessment 
and then partner up with specific programs. 

6. Ensure excellence: 
• Develop standards for programs and facilities
• Train leaders using a common standard, such as 

HIGH FIVE so that every program is built on the same 
knowledge base

• Address and redirect parents’ safety concerns
• Make practices relevant and easily implemented

Introduce these concepts when children are very young, so 
it becomes a normal part of their participation in physical 
activity.

7. Ensure access to physical literacy for ALL children:
• Reach kids while they are young (preschoolers)
• Work closely with multicultural centers
• Identify how to make programs/activities attractive  

to teenagers
• Address affordability issues

Facility design is really important, including physical 
accessibility; in some communities, 20% of the population is 
physically disabled. 

8. Shift Alberta Health focus from reactive to 
preventative:
• Encourage physicians to ask about physical activity 

and prescribe physical activity and physical literacy for 
children, as some PCNs (Primary Health Networks) are 
already doing

• Encourage PCNs to learn from each other and from 
the physical literacy movement 

• Go for a walk and talk with the executive director 
of your PCN to find out what programs would be 
beneficial to them

Leduc is doing three programs with our local Primary Care 
Network, which is targeting diabetes. We’ve actually got 
doctors prescribing physical fitness instead of medication. 
They’re loving it, boasting about it – and we’re getting new 
clients in our facility. 
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9. Integrate physical literacy into learning at school:
• Advocate for specialized physical education teachers 
• Incorporate physical literacy into school curriculum
• Dedicate more school time to learning fundamental 

physical skills
• Introduce CS4L at parents meetings and parent 

councils
• Do in-services for teachers
• Research what is working in countries such as the 

United Kingdom, Scotland and New Zealand

We really have to redesign urban forests: identify a quadrant, 
and then let kids go in and do whatever they want (other 
than drugs, alcohol, weapons). In 10 years, move to another 
quadrant and let the first quadrant regenerate.

10. Train sport and recreation leaders to teach physical 
literacy:
• Commit to a common standard for training and 

evaluation, partnering with certification programs 
such as HIGH FIVE  

• Provide consistent, high quality training to all 
program leaders, paid and volunteer

• Equip instructors to explain these concepts to 
volunteer coaches, parents and others who  
work with children

Less than a quarter of the kids who could walk or cycle to 
school actually do so. If you teach your kid from an early age 
on that kind of convenience, it will stick. 

We need to change 100,000 parents’ minds. How do  
we translate what we know into documents that are  
easy to digest?

11. Equip parents to help their children gain necessary 
physical skills:
• Involve parents in programming, especially with 

younger children
• In program confirmations, include a short info clip on 

CS4L and why this program is beneficial 
• Begin every community sport program with a 101 

session for parents on physical literacy, showing what 
“life skills” are required

• Provide information sessions on CS4L, fundamental 
movement skills and physical literacy

• Run programs that expose parents and children to 
games and activities they can integrate into their lives 
at home, in the park and in other environments

• Create a template report card on FUNdamental skills 
so parents can select programs to fill in skill gaps

My dad lives in Vancouver and helped kids photograph 
their neighbourhood. They gave the kids cameras and sent 
them out and built a collage. The kids themselves were able 
to identify what’s safe and what’s not and where there are 
playgrounds. It was a good opportunity to get to know their 
community, and they did it because they wanted to.

Common challenges identified by the table groups include 
time, commitment, confidence, funding and the need to 
obtain buy-in from disparate parties. 

The average volunteer in the community is a parent and 
their shelf-life is short-lived. We need a long-term view of 
what we’re trying to accomplish, some sort of sustainable 
model that creates that continuity.



B.   Enhancing Collaboration Between 
Community Recreation and Sport

In the second table exercise, Dialogue participants were 
asked to identify areas where increased collaboration is 
needed between community sport and recreation and to 
suggest effective strategies for enhancing collaboration.

The following themes emerged:

1. Find and use inclusive terminology:
• “Sport” as an umbrella term doesn’t appear to fully 

represent recreation; perhaps “physical literacy” 
offers a way to close the divide and promote physical 
activity at all levels

Sport is supposed to be an umbrella term, but it seems to be 
loaded. It suggests power, and recreation gets submerged 
beneath sport. So perhaps coming up with a different 
term such as physical activity and then promoting physical 
activity at multiple levels.

Physical literacy offers a way to bridge local vs. provincial 
divide. There was always this feeling that what we did was 
not important, and we thought what they did was too 
sophisticated. This gives us a common thread we can use to 
support them and they us. It validates what each of does. It’s 
a common sounding board and theme for making our case.

2. Make structural changes to eliminate the silos 
separating health, education, recreation, sport, 
physical activity and education: 
• Foster better connections within sport (NSO-PSO-

LSO) and with sport and governments at municipal, 
provincial and federal levels

• Use tri-party agreements involving sport, community 
recreation and education to address funding, 
programming, facilities and  
communication/education 

• Review bylaws, standards and policies that may be 
hindering collaboration 

• Mandate Alberta’s CS4L Ambassador Group to identify 
and support champions in each area, backed by a 
policy that directs groups to work together to the 
same standard

• Create community-based committees involving 
recreation, sport, health and education to  
provide leadership

Look at the work done around daycare, with toolkits and 
reshaping policy and evaluation tools for certification. 
Facilities and communities can do the same.

We have to engage the PCNs. There are some great 
initiatives happening in some areas, but we’re finding that 
they’re working in silos. If we were to introduce them to 
each other and to other communities, it would influence the 
medical side of the equation.

3. Seek opportunities to collaborate and complement 
rather than compete:
• Align work so that each organization and authority 

focuses on what it does best, thus benefiting from 
synergies 

• Learn to speak a common language
• Have regular dialogues involving programmers in the 

same region (e.g., Leduc, Edmonton and St. Albert) 
about possible synergies

• Turn to communities where collaboration is already 
occurring as models

In Leduc, Boys and Girls Club offers afterschool 
programming, with a van purchased through corporate 
donations. But the numbers are limited. Perhaps a combined 
approach is needed, in schools for younger grades and 
at facilities in older grades where the school may not be 
available due to other clubs and sports.

For Red Deer, T-ball was great. It sold out, did a good job 
for ages 4-5, but there was nothing to help kids run, jump, 
learn basic skills. So we shrink baseball down and do those 
fundamentals in a baseball environment, on the field. After 
two years with us, we encourage them to look at minor 
baseball. For the others, we combine softball with baseball, 
which sets them up for life. It’s parent run, with a resource 
based on Rally Cap and Learn to Play, $50 for eight weeks, 
and every kid gets a T-shirt. Now the two minor ball clubs 
are coming to us. We used their model, so they 
think it’s great.

In Cochrane, a summer student hired by the recreation 
facility promotes summer camps and physical literacy 
by doing gym classes at schools. As hundreds of kids 
participate in camps, he hopes schools will eventually 
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promote the facility all year long and incorporate physical 
literacy concepts into gym classes. The facility also is 
laying plans to offer an afterschool program. To address 
transportation issues, they may do that in schools and/or 
arrange transportation to the activity centre. 
Perhaps school systems would be willing to fund one bus to 
take 20 or 30 kids to a sport facility rather than to their own 
homes, and then parents could pick them up later from  
the facility.

4. Improve lines of communication:
• Have an online portal for information, contacts, links 

to resources and sharing of approaches and events
• Find ways for sport groups and community recreation 

to collectively communicate with users  
and participants

To make inroads in schools, find a teacher who’s passionate, 
whether the subject is community gardening or sport and 
recreation. Momentum builds as other teachers with that 
interest apply to work there.

5. Educate stakeholders: 
• Build a body of relevant research on effective 

collaboration
• Educate the politicians (and others) about 

collaboration and the importance of fostering active 
citizens     

• Focus on participation for all, public good, prevention/
health

• Have a practicum for new coaches linking recreation 
and sport

• Increase the value of play for the public

Sport councils and sport alliances can make gains by 
creating a platform for sport groups to get together with 
their municipality. Red Deer now needs to work with allied 
sports to make sure T-ball blends into an overall sport 
development model.

6. Use funding as leverage:
• Change grant structures to encourage collaboration 

rather than competition
• Tie facility and program funding to implementation  

of CS4L

Build incentives for physical literacy into grant funding at  
all three levels so that new facilities can start fresh with 
those core philosophies.

Make sure physical literacy is accessible to all and not just 
those who can afford it.

7. Elevate the role of skill development in sport:
• Host tournaments that integrate competition and skill 

development to involve more kids
• Run collaborative training camps, exposing kids in 

one sport to other sports 

We should be including gymnastics in multiplexes, given its 
role in core body and skill development.

8. Address the safety concerns that are putting a damper 
on free play:
• Work with police and bylaw officers to increase  

safety and encourage “free range kids” who play  
freely outdoors. 

• Identify how to best connect with parents to value 
play, including family activities and structured and 
unstructured programs using both indoor and 
outdoor spaces.

Safety fears pose a barrier to unorganized free play. We live 
in fear about our kids being abducted. How do we educate 
parents that kids can walk to a park a block away and have 
these activities among themselves as we used to, when  
we’d check out at 8 in the morning, and not be back until 4 
in the afternoon?

We need to send strong message that communities for the 
most part are safe, and learn from bylaw services about how 
to change the myths about safety.

For me as a parent, hearing Richard Louv was a real eye 
opener. That’s when I started to let my son just go, explore 
the neighbourhood with a walkie- talkie to check in every 
so often. It’s been a huge transformation. He used to play 
inside with his thumbs. Now he’s outside.



VI. Wrap Up 
As the round tables concluded, facilitator Don Hunter 
invited Stephen Norris and Rob Meckling to provide their 
perspectives on the steps needed next. Below are their 
observations.

A. Dr. Stephen Norris, keynote 
speaker, Sleave Consulting

I get increasingly asked to talk about “talent identification,” 
but we have to be very careful about this concept. We tend 
to want to drive it down to very young ranks, but talent is 
reserved in academic literature for what is displayed at the 
world level. Until then, it’s talent detection, talent scouting.

So when we say that a kid is talented, we have to qualify 
that. First, do they spontaneously display some capabilities, 
gifts and abilities? Second, how rapidly are they acquiring 
those skills? One of the hallmarks of talent is not simply 
performance but how quickly athletes gain more skills, how 
quickly they move to another level. 

What can you use to identify those who are the epitome of 
what we want? Interestingly enough, it’s obstacle courses. 
So with young age groups, it has nothing to do with sport 
specificity, but rather a sight unseen obstacle course. 
Can they solve the problem with their brain and can they 
maneuver their body? When repeating the course, how well 
do they master more complex tasks: dribbling a basketball, 
toting weight in a backpack, tied at the wrist to a partner?

Gymnastics also is an indicator – and an excellent way to 
learn fundamental movement skills.
That’s why we have to start thinking about a commitment 
to gymnastics. It’s completely absent from most school 
curriculum, and expensive. So it’s important to have 
available in community.

The density of kids has changed. When we were young, 
there were kids by the dozens block to block, so there was 
safety in numbers. We have to think differently about how to 
assemble that comfort in a more dispersed population. That 
needs planning and program development.

9. Make full use of facilities and expertise:
• Partner with education on community recreation 

program planning
• Turn school recreation facilities into a focus for 

community sport
• Reassess program and facility scheduling policies to 

ensure they are based on current need rather than 
historical bookings

• Ensure that collaborative planning incorporates 
inclusion and accessibility

Program for PD days and offer alternatives to more 
traditional field trips that may be farther away, helping 
schools save on busing costs. 

We keep building facilities for the same kids, because it’s 
in demand. Incorporate physical literacy into design, with 
internal and external free active play areas. Use outdoor 
space in a way that connects with active play.  

10.   Design facilities collaboratively:
• Educate planners and builders
• Involve programmers in planning
• Locate recreation facilities next to schools
• Design facilities to include multi-purpose spaces

Sport vs. recreation. We have struggled with that for 30 
years. It’s part of our lexicon but our volunteers may actually 
be involved in both. There’s a paradigm around separation, 
but that may be the wrong question. The two may be one.
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Swimming and dance are also important. Why dance? 
Because there’s music involved – and with music, rhythm, 
which is inherently important in movement. It’s part of a 
natural progression: crawl, stagger, walk, moving arms and 
finally rhythm. It’s an extremely complex task we don’t see 
until around 6. It takes massive timing, and it’s also needed 
in the hockey slap-shot, in skating, running, tennis – it’s one 
of the most important inherent skills. Also, teach them to 
swim – to learn and be safe in an alien environment.

What does that look like in your community? These are  
the challenges.

What’s coming down the pipe in sport will help us. But that’s 
addressing the few, not the many. There are just a few at 
the very sharp edge of the triangle for whom the pursuit is 
slightly different – and then a very few who can earn a living 
at it. The rest, 99.9% of those who partake in sport, are doing 
it for intrinsic reasons. 

If we’ve done our job correctly, any child who comes 
through two decades of recreation and sport and beyond 
should say: “I had a good time and I learned a lot”. If we 
achieve that, we will find (and equip) the parents of the 
future, the children of the future, the benefactors of the 
future, the athletes of the future.

B. Rob Meckling, Chair, Alberta 
Community Recreation and Sport 
Work Group

As the Chair of the Work Group and the host of the Dialogue, 
Rob offered his thoughts on the next steps as well as closing 
comments.

Our work group has two items to pursue:
1. Approach the government through the ambassador 

group to raise issues about collaboration and explore 
how that relationship will work, so that we’re all more 
effective in program implementation and design. 

2. From the work standpoint, we have clear direction 
that people want to use the resources we quickly 
put together with the people who came to us. And 
today more are coming, saying I’d love to be involved. 
We can create a resource after this summer that will 
become the property of this province – and all of you. 

Municipalities need to work collaboratively with local 
sport organizations to improve the lives of Canadians by 
ensuring that we give every opportunity for families to 
engage natural and built environments and learn essential 
physical literacy skills. 
Rob Meckling

You as programmers have opportunities to design and 
redesign your work in the community. Will your activity 
guide help to educate parents? How will you revise the 
content of what you do over a five-day period with young 
boys and girls? We have to change the beginning point of 
this cycle, and you have an opportunity to be involved.

All information provided today will be made available, 
including the powerpoints from the doctors. We would 
like to keep in touch with you. Perhaps we’ll have another 
open discussion and look at version two of the partnership 
between municipalities and sports. There’s new energy to 
continue this project. I look forward to your input.

It’s about implementation – about how you in the 
community will work with LSOs and other partners such 
as police, education and health. We as a work group have 
a chance to come and help, and we know it’s not good 
enough to come in and deliver a program. We need to 
deliver a quality program.
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