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A Note About 

the Research
Although my approach to this book puts the human brain up front and centre, the integrated human
ecosystem that encompasses mind-and-body in all endeavours is really at the heart of my work. As
much as possible (without overdoing the scientific or technical), I used data from anatomy, physiolo-
gy and neuroscience to help form a hypothesis about why the movement strategies presented in this
book might work. To support the hypothesis, I looked for clinical and educational trials that were peer-
reviewed and employed valid research designs. Every effort was made to select from reliable sources
with supporting data.

But even with strong supporting data, you and I know that some educators will still ignore the find-
ings. Some teachers will maintain that it’s up to students themselves to be motivated, alert and inter-
ested. But I argue differently. I believe times have changed. Teachers who depend on content as their
only asset are dinosaurs. Today’s learners have masses of information at their fingertips. The point is,
the role of today’s educator is not to provide content, but to engage learners with relevant content in
meaningful ways so that it is learned, valued and, hopefully, enjoyed—not just “covered”. Because
movement engages the brain as well as the body, it is the wise educator’s trump card.

The larger point here is that we all (I trust) share the same mission. We all want to make a positive,
significant contribution to our learners’ lives. And since each student is unique, our methodology must
reflect many diverse shapes, sizes, formats and packages to successfully appeal to every learner. So
far, there’s no “magic bullet” for learning. Movement-based learning is not a panacea to solve all of
education’s problems, and anyone who represents such a perspective is misleading others. There are
many ways to learn, and active learning is just one of them. It’s a good one, but it’s just one of them.

Nevertheless, nothing is more relevant to learning than our brain, and ultimately, the integration of our
mind-body system into the learning environment. The future belongs to those with vision who can
grasp not only the trends, but the importance of them. This is not to say, however, that changing class-
room practice will be easy. The long-standing habit of having students sit passively while the “Big
Cheese” stands and delivers can be a hard habit to break. The integration of brain research into our
everyday lives is happening all around us, but it will take time and a concerted effort. The time, how-
ever, to jump on the bandwagon is now! Let’s move on!
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There’s a way of thinking about learning that might change how you view the power of movement activ-
ities. Dance, theatre, physical education, recess, aerobics, energisers, sport and simple games all elicit a
different kind of learning: one that is centred in the body. We call this kind of learning implicit. While the
more common, test-oriented, explicit learning (lecture, textbooks, research, video and discussion) is more
overt and labelled, implicit learning happens without labels. 

Implicit learning is the acquisition of knowledge that takes place primarily outside of our conscious
awareness. Although there are various ways that implicit knowledge is acquired, we don’t usually recog-
nise or label the learning at the time it is happening. Movement provides just one vehicle for eliciting
implicit learning, but it is a very powerful one. Other experiences that seem to encode implicit learning
include trauma (emotional learning), stimulus-response (the hot stove effect), synthesis (whereby patterns
are extracted from raw information), procedural learning (like riding a bike) and imitation (whereby
learning is encoded through observation).

To Understand It Is to Love It
Think about it this way: If you didn’t change a light bulb for five years, would you still know how to do
it? Or, if you learned the names of the world’s five largest rivers, but hadn’t thought about them in five
years, would you still be able to list them? The likely answer is yes to the light bulb and no to the river
question. Why? Because the first question represents implicit knowledge, while the second represents
explicit knowledge. Your body remembers how to change a light bulb, even if your brain has forgotten
the names of the largest rivers. 

Cognitive scientists break down learning in various ways; however, implicit (also known as reflexive or
procedural) and explicit (also known as semantic or episodic) are two of the most common distinctions.
Researchers believe that these two systems operate somewhat independently, but have some overlap. This
book will explore how and why implicit learning—learning by doing—may be far more important than
you thought.

The Nature of 

Implicit Learning
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As you read this page, are you learning explicitly or implic-
itly? That’s right, reading a book represents explicit
learning, and where you were when you read this book and
what was happening in your life at the time represents your
episodic memory—the context of the learning—while the
facts you acquired represent your semantic memory. So our
explicit learning system works by gathering information
about the world along “what” (semantic) and “where”
(episodic) pathways. Whether at school, home or anywhere
else, we always learn content in relationship to a context. In
the school setting, both semantic and episodic pathways are
highly engaged. Seatwork typically engages semantic
learning pathways, while skill-set learning typical of arts
and P.E. usually engages procedural learning pathways.

Explicit learning is easily modified.

Implicit learning is much more lasting.

The implicit system, in contrast, works by organising our
responses to the world around us. These responses include
the “knee-jerk” reactions and conditioned responses of
reflexive learning and the more measured operational,
skill-based or “how to” responses  of procedural learning.
Implicit and explicit learning systems operate conjunctive-
ly. First we take in the information around us, then we
organise our responses to it.

Before going any further, however, let me present an impor-
tant caveat. While I’ve pointed out general differences
between explicit (the more overt) and implicit (the more
covert) types of learning, there is really no clean distinc-
tion. Learning that begins as explicit may become implicit

Learning with the Body in Mind2

Explicit
(Labelled Information)

• Discussion
• Reading
• Listening
• Spelling
• Maths Facts
• Q & A
• Work Sheets
• Lectures

Implicit
(Unlabelled Information)

• Simulations
• Theatre Projects
•  Excursions
• Role Play
• Complex Games
• Model-Making
• Life Experiences

Learning

Explicit

Semantic
(“What”)

Episodic
(“Where”)

Implicit

Procedural
(“How”)

Reflexive
(“Wow”)

Implicit/Explicit Learning

Implicit/Explicit Learning
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over time (i.e. reading about how to do a task, then doing the task, then forgetting what you read). Or,
learning that begins as explicit (playing a sport), then becomes implicit (coaching the sport). It is helpful
to think of the two systems as bicycle wheels that turn together to move you along. If one is flat, progress
is stalled. I have “separated” the wheels here for instructive purposes only.

Ten Reasons for Increasing Implicit Learning
While I’m not suggesting that one wheel is better than the other, I am suggesting that both are just as
important. Having said that, implicit learning is special for many reasons. It is, in fact, much more reli-
able than the traditional textbook-driven explicit approach to teaching and learning, and here’s why:

Robustness 

Independent 
of Age

Ease of 
Learning

The Nature of Implicit Learning 3

The effects are greater with more duration. A person can absorb more
information per day through implicit channels. The length of time that
implicit learning lasts is significantly longer than that of explicit learn-
ing. There’s a large, unambiguous data base that supports the size and
magnitude of in-the-body learning (Greenwald 1992).

Newborn babies to senior citizens (and every age group between)
demonstrate the ability to learn and retain implicit knowledge (Parkin
and Streete 1988). It’s limitless.

A great deal of implicit learning is transmitted via role-modelling,
observation, trial and error, experimentation and peer demonstrations
(Reber 1993). Neurophysiologists are presently exploring the idea that
the human brain forms very simple and predictable inputs that over time
become massive and complex neural networks. These parallel systems
have been computer modelled and applied to implicit learning with
good success (Jennings and Keele 1991), suggesting that the connec-
tionist model may be responsible for easy, yet ultimately complex
learning. We also now have a better understanding of the cortical mech-
anisms for imitation, another form of implicit learning and one of the
easiest of all learning types (Iacoboni, et al. 1999).
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