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Movement and children’s learning in the
classroom

Written by:

Claus Lggstrup Ottesen, Associate Professor, Anders Flaskager, Associate Professor and Barge
Koch, Professor. Department of Physical Education and Health Promotion, University College of
Southern Denmark and Danish National Knowledge Center of Health Promotion
(www.vicekosmos.dk)

Background

This article is grounded in co-operation with PE Consulting Team, Taipei and New Taipei City,
National Taiwan Normal University and University College of Southern Denmark, who took
part in a four-day visit with presentations, demonstrations of best practice, workshops and
panel discussions in February 2016.

The purpose of the article is to present how movement and learning are combined in Danish
schools. A new reform/policy has recently been adopted in Denmark which states that all
students in Danish schools must be active for 45 minutes daily. Activity is no longer
exclusively located in Physical Education (PE) but should be integrated into all subjects. This
is a large challenge for the Danish school system as many teachers lack competency in this
area.

Movement activities require therefore to be considered in a broader context outside of PE and
all teachers in Danish schools (for students aged 6-16) need to develop their competencies in
this area.

Movement and learning - what does the research say?

Scandinavian research shows that targeted increases in movement activity has a positive
effect on the students emotional and social processes as well as their ability to learn. The
project known as ‘Bunkeflo’ has demonstrated significant effects og learning and wellbeing as
a result of targeted efforts (Ericsson, I. 2003; Ericsson og Karlsson, 2014). International
research point in the same direction. In 2011 international researchers met up in Denmark to
try and agree on the relationship between movement and learning. After considering
international research in the area, researchers came to the conclusion that there is a
documented connection between physical activities and learning regardless of age. Physical
activity improves cognition, including problem solving, logical thinking and attention.
Additionally, physical activity can be a tool for a positive development in mental, emotional
and social processes. Furthermore, learning is optimized if the physical activities are
challenging and varied. (Konsensuskonference, 2011).


http://www.vicekosmos.dk/

Five years later in 2016 international researchers met again in Denmark with a further
developed body of research behind them relating to children, youth and physical activity. The
goal was to reach a new, evidence based consensus regarding the effects of physical activity
for children and young people in relation to health, wellbeing and learning. Once again the
researchers concluded that movement in school improves academic and learning
performances. This result was in support of Norris et al (2015). It was concluded that control
of fundamental motor skills was beneficial for cognition and performance in school. It was
also indicated that a holistic school approach is an effective strategy to give the students equal
access to physical activity and to increase physical activity (Konsensuskonference, 2016).

The above mentioned research indicated that there is a need for a holistic school approach in

relation to movement. In the following section we wish to explain how movement is
integrated in the everyday running of a Danish school.

Movement in Danish schools

The following model illustrates how we categorize movement in Danish schools.

Movement in schools

Separated

from the academic Lessons in the academic d .
academic lessons lessons education
(powerbreaks)

Integrated

with the Physical

The first category 'Movement separated from the academic lessons’ (red circle) refers to
movement which can be incorporated in the running of the school day. An example could be a
morning run for the students. The last category ‘Physical education’ (green circle) refers to
the subject Physical Education- which has got its own curriculum and exam in Denmark.
Physical education has two to three weekly lessons in Danish schools.

However, this article focuses on the two categories in the middle: ‘movement combined and
integrated in the academic classes’ (yellow and blue circles). These two categories focus on
movement which is integrated into the classroom during general teaching where academic
content is the focus.



Movement combined with the academic classes (Power Breaks)

The ‘movement combined with the academic lessons’ category is also referred to as Power
Breaks. A Power Break is characterized as a short, active pause which is employed when the
students need a break from the academic content. In Denmark, there is a focus on the concept
that Power Breaks need to have a focus which is illustrated in the following model:

Physical - with a focus on fitness, endurance and/or muscle strength

Motor skills - with a focus on co-ordination, balance, proprioception, sense of space or sense
of direction.

Cognitive - with a focus on awareness, understanding of rules, evaluation of solution or
imaginatively and creativity.

Emotional - with a focus on the student’s motivation, will, courage and engagement.

Social - with a focus on co-operation, communication, tolerance and taking responsibility
within a group.

The joy of movement is central for these five learning perspectives and should be the anchor
for all active breaks and movement activities in general. As a teacher you can choose to have
focus on one specific learning perspective or choose an active break that employs several
learning perspectives at the same time. It is also possible to change between different



varieties of the same activity to accomplish different teaching goals. The following is an
example of a ball game, used in an active break, with several learning perspectives (italicized
below).

An example: Pattern-ball
PATTERN-BALL

MATERIALS: Different types of balls and some other materials; a cone, a shirt etc.

SPACE REQUIREMENTS: Students stand in a circle of 5-12 students where there is enough
room for significant movement and balls to be thrown.

INSTRUCTIONS: Students stand in a circle and ‘draw’ the pattern so that everyone becomes
part of the pattern. The pattern remains the same all the time, meaning that students always
receive the ball from the same person and the person they throw it onto is also the same
person every time. Whoever starts the pattern by throwing the ball is also the last person in
the pattern. After, the ball goes around the pattern again and again whilst the difficulty
increases with the following variations.
(Teaching perspectives: motor skills, understanding of rules, co-ordination, sense of direction,
teamwork and communication).
e Throw several balls (co-ordination)
e Stand on one leg whilst the balls are being thrown (balance)
e (Go down on your stomach or do two push-ups when the ball has been thrown (muscle
strength)
e Different types of throws and kicks: underhand, bounce-pass, back-hand etc. (motor-
skills)
¢ Change places with the student you throw the ball to (fitness)
e Pass an object around the circle whilst simultaneously throwing the ball around the
pattern. (sensory-motor skills)
e Sing a song in the group or create a story whilst simultaneously throwing the ball in
the pattern (Imagination and creativity).
¢ Time how fast you can complete your pattern, for example: 5 times around the group
with the ball (teamwork and competition).

3 4,
ISk

Power- Breaks can have one or more teaching perspectives which can change as the activity is
varied, just like other Power Break activities.



An example of another Power Break which takes up less space and can be easily performed in
the classroom is the ‘Count 1-2-3’ activity:

Count 1-2-3

Instructions:
Students are together in pairs and stand a meter away from each other. The students have to
count to three together by saying the numbers alternately.

Variation:

The number 1 is replaced by a clap.

The number 2 is replaced with a jump.

The number 3 is replaced with the number 2.

More students can be added to a group and the amount of numbers could be increased.

The 'Count 1-2-3’ activity has specific focus on the students’ co-operation, co-ordination and
understanding of the rules.

Another way of incorporating movement in the classroom is to integrate movement with
academic content. A didactic model is presented in the following section for this purpose.

Movement integrated in the academic lessons

The intention of the model below is to add precision and a systematic structure to integrate
movement into subjects. The model is therefor designed as a tool to justify the didactical
perspective of movement in lessons. A more varied teaching-learning experience towards
many new and fun ways to learn where the students’ movement is an active part of the
learning process.



Play

activities

5

Creative
and aesthetic

learning
activities Movement

integrated in

the academic
lessons

4 3

Situational

N Embodiment
exercises

In the following section the 5 categories are described with a practical example within each
category.

1. Play activities

This category is characterised by games and play activities grounded in academic content. The
play activities are particularly appropriate for developing concrete skills within subjects as
the students get the opportunity to repeat and train the academic content.

An Example: Fruit salad



Materials: None

Space requirements: Students sit in a circle on chairs or stand by individual cones/pieces of
paper which indicate a place.

Instructions:

Students sit around a circle on chairs with one student standing in the middle. All students are
given a fruit to be by the teacher, an apple a pear or a banana respectively. The student in the
middle shouts commands e.g. ‘All apples have to change place’. Then all apples have to find a
new chair and the aim for the students is to find a place to sit. The student without a chair is
the new student in the middle. The student in the middle can also shout ‘Fruit-salad’ which
means that all students have to find a new chair.

Variation:

Pre:
1. Inlanguage subjects different word categories can be exchanges for the fruits e.g.

vowels and constantans, words with 2 or 3 letters.

2. In maths the two categories could be even and uneven numbers.

3. Inscience or geography the categories could be land animals or water based
creatures.

Primary:

1. Inlanguages students can be split up in word classes such as nouns and adjectives.
When a student shouts ‘red’ (for example) all the adjectives need to change place. More
word classes could be used by saying ‘The boy swims’ or ‘the girl sails quickly’. If these
are said then all word classes used need to find a new chair.

2. In maths the categories could be the 2x, 3x or 4x table. If the number 15 was used then
students in both the 3x and 5x table categories would have to find a new chair.

3. In Religious Education the categories could be Buddhism, Christianity and Islam and
the student in the middle names a central religious day or a central religious figure.



Secondary:
1. In geography the categories could be countries, towns and islands.

2. In biology the categories could be fish, birds and snakes.

3. Inlanguages the categories could be verbs, adjectives and nouns.

4. In social studies the categories could be socialism, liberalism, and conservativism
where the person in the middle says the name of politicians or political parties.

It is a good idea to prioritise time for an academic conversation about the answers that
students use during the activity.

@.




2. Structuring teaching

This category deals with how to structure teaching to ensure that students get out of their
seats and use the entire room without incorporating the aspect of play. It relates specifically
to the organisation of tasks. E.g. active ways of organising group work within the classroom.

An Example: Speed-dating

Materials: None

Space requirements: Students stand in a circle

Instruction:

Half the students stand in a circle and they turn around with their backs to the middle of the
circle. The other half of the students forms a circle around the original circle so that they stand
opposite and face to face towards each other. Students are asked to shake hands with their
partner to make sure everyone is paired up.

The teacher gives a subject related question or task which they discuss for a short time e.g. 2
minutes. When the time is up the outer circle move one place to the left. Then the teacher asks

the same question or a new question which will be discussed with the new partner.

The activity can also be done sitting in chairs and can be further varied by having students
from both the outer and inner circles alternately move one place to the left of the right.

- i M
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3. Embodiment
This category is characterized with activities where the students directly 'embodies’ the
academic subject they are working with.



Here students work in maths in an area such as geometry. The students make a physical
construction of a circle with their bodies. Students could also make other shapes such as a
square, rectangle or triangle.

4, Situational exercises

This category deals with movement activities in relevant subject specific situations and
environments. In this chapter opportunities arise for activities which integrate the local
environment, local nature and outdoor activities.

Here is an example where maths teaching takes place outside with students using
mathematical terminology in action to measure different angles in the play-ground.



5. Creative/aesthetic learning activities

This category deals with movement activities which have a particular focus on creative,
aesthetic and productive dimensions. Here academic content is integrated in a different and
creative way in forms such as music, theatre and expressive activities.

An example of this is how theatre activities can be included in school-work on the Danish
author Hans Christian Andersen’s fairytales. The students could interpret and dramatize one
of his most famous fairytales; The Ugly Duckling.




Finally, we hope that this article has given an insight into how movement is integrated into
Danish schools. We hope that it gives you inspiration and new ideas about combining
movement and learning within Taiwanese schools. Lastly, we look forward to future co-
operation between Danish and Taiwanese schools and universities.

For further information, please feel very welcome to contact the main author of this article,
Claus Lggstrup Ottesen by e-mail: cott@ucsyd.dk

Literature:

Bgrn, unge og fysisk aktivitet - en konsensuskonference, Kgbenhavns Universitet, 2016
(Children and physical activity - a consensuskonference, The University of Copenhagen,
2016)

Fysisk aktivitet og leering - en konsensuskonference, Kulturministeriet, 2011.
(Physical activity and learning - a consensuskonference, The Ministry of Culture, 2011)

Ericsson I & Karlsson M. Motor Skills and School Performance in Children with Daily Physical
Education in School - Nine-Year Intervention Study. Scandinavian Journal of Medicine and
Science in Sports April 2014.

Norris et al. Physically active lessons as physical activity and educational interventions: a
systematic review of methods and results. Prev Med 2015.



Textbox — facts about Denmark:
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Danmark Litauen
Kaliningrad (Rusland) Rusland
Storbritannien Hviderusiand
Nederlandene
Polen

Tyskland

Irfand

Belgien

Tiekkiet Ukraine

Eismbadia Slovakiet
Liechtenstein ;
tri
Schweiz il Ungarn

Slovenien :
Erankrig Kroatien Rumznien

Moldova

Italien pes Bulgarien
Montenegro
Portugal Spanien Makedonien

Albanien
Graekenland

Tyrkiet

MI DDPEL -
HO AV EEST
Cypern
Maita

Education in Denmark:
® The Ministry of Education
20 Universities
7 University Colleges
139 Upper secondary schools
1868 Primary and lower secondary schools

Danish primary and secondary school:

Children can start at the age of 5 year in the preschool class

9 year basic education in a wide range of subjects

One of the school subjects is physical education, which is taught in all year groups

2-3 lessons of 45 minutes are taught

A second school subject is health education. Lesson time is not allocated to this subject
- the subject should be seen as being a cross-curricular subject.

New school reform in Denmark:

45 minutes of movement every day

Alonger and more diverse school day with more and better education and learning
Professional development of teachers, teaching assistants and principals

Set clear goals and simplifications of rules

Examination in physical education in 9th grade



