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Traces of embodied teaching and learning: a review of
empirical studies in higher education
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ABSTRACT
This systematic literature review provides an overview of existing
empirical research on embodied teaching and learning in higher
education. The review is based on a literature search in eleven
databases resulting in 247 articles being included. These articles
span a wide range of disciplines in higher education, with 66
articles situated in teacher education representing a significant
proportion. By exploring the research shared in these articles and
how the articles describe embodiment and the aspects of
embodiment that they foreground, we are approaching research
on embodied teaching and learning as a potential new research
field. Our findings indicate that existing research primarily
foregrounds cognitive and discursive aspects of embodiment,
leaving its sensory, bodily and intersubjective aspects in the
background. Research into embodied teaching and learning
shows that it has the potential to become an interdisciplinary
research field. However, this emerging field appears fragmented,
with limited discussion and knowledge-building across
publications.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 2 July 2021
Accepted 19 September
2021

KEYWORDS
Literature review;
embodiment; embodied
teaching; higher education;
teaching; student teachers

Introduction

In this article we present and critically discuss the results of a qualitative systematic lit-
erature review on embodied teaching and learning in higher education in an effort to
form an overview of existing empirical research, detect research gaps and make sugges-
tions for further research. The overarching question is how research on embodiment in
teaching and learning are discussed in the articles, how the articles describe embodiment
in teaching and learning and which aspects of embodiment they foreground. In this way
we are exploring embodied teaching and learning as a potential field of research in higher
education in general and in teacher education specifically.

Traditionally, pedagogy has not emphasised the body in teaching and learning, treat-
ing mind and body as a dichotomy in which the body is regarded primarily as a subor-
dinate instrument in service of the mind (Nguyen and Larson 2015). The body has either
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been marginalised or rejected as a source of knowledge (Bresler 2004; Estola and Elbaz-
Luwisch 2003; Forgasz and McDonough 2017; Macintyre Latta and Buck 2007). More
recently, several educational researchers have recognised the value of embodied knowl-
edge and the embodied nature of teaching and learning (Andrews 2016; Craig et al. 2018;
Forgasz and McDonough 2017; Mitchell and Reid 2015; Ørbæk 2021). For instance,
Craig et al. (2018) state that ‘embodied knowledge sits at the heart of teaching and
teacher education’ and that teaching and learning are fully dependent on it (Craig
et al. 2018, 329). Viewing teaching and learning as inherently embodied practices
requires an explicit focus on embodiment, both in higher education and in educational
research. As Forgasz and McDonough (2017) assert, this may offer new methodological
and pedagogical opportunities for exploring and understanding the emotional and
embodied dimensions of teaching and learning to teach (Forgasz and McDonough 2017).

In teacher education and in other disciplines in higher education, as well as in the
broader field of education, there are diverse understandings and several definitions of
the concept of embodiment. We will begin this article with an elaboration on the
concept of embodiment and an outline of our theoretical framework. After that, we
will describe our methods for selecting, analysing and categorising articles. Finally we
will present our five categories, the articles within them, important findings that under-
pin our discussion and suggestions for further research.

Embodiment

The philosophical roots of embodiment date back to the post-war French philosophers,
most notably Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Foucault, and Bourdieu. These philosophers drew
attention to the centrality of the body to mind and being. The body/mind relation has
also been addressed by Dewey and by Lakoff and Johnson, amongst others (Bresler
2004; Sööt and Anttila 2018). Traditionally, Merleau-Ponty is recognised as having intro-
duced the body into philosophy, and he is usually regarded as the father of embodied
phenomenology. However, he was heavily influenced by Husserl’s theory of the body.
Husserl’s descriptions suggest that embodiment consists of several connected layers of
experience (Rodemeyer 2018b). Rodemeyer identifies five intersecting and overlapping
layers of embodiment in the work of Husserl: (1) primordial or hyletic flow, (2) passive
synthesis, (3) active constitution, (4) interpersonal intersubjectivity and (5) intersubjec-
tive community (Rodemeyer 2018a, 2018b, 2020b). These layers indicate different aspects
of embodied experience. In this study, we refer to the layers of embodiment as aspects of
embodiment. Turning to how these aspects appear, we refer to them as (1) sensory experi-
ence, (2) bodily experience, (3) cognitive experience, (4) intersubjective experience and (5)
discursive experience (Figure 1).

Aspects of embodiment

Our outline of these aspects of embodiment draws on Rodemeyer’s theorisation on layers
of embodiment (Rodemeyer 2018a, 2018b, 2020a, 2020b). The sensory experience aspect
of embodiment is the flow of primary sense data that underlies our active perception.
This aspect of embodiment grounds its other aspects and goes far beyond the traditional
five senses. It includes all bodily sensations, which Fuchs refers to as the affective
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component of bodily resonance, such as feelings of warmth or coldness, tickling or shi-
vering, tension or relaxation (Fuchs 2016). In the bodily experience aspect of embodi-
ment, consciousness is engaged indirectly and we do not pay attention to the work
that is being done by consciousness. This aspect relates to embodied habits, patterns
of movements such as sedimented practices, movement repetitions, and movement train-
ing and what Sheets-Johnstone refers to as the experience of movement (Sheets-John-
stone 2009). Cognitive experience is the aspect of individual meaning constitution and
cognitive awareness, based on our bodily experience of ourselves. The traditional under-
standing of pedagogy primarily foregrounds this aspect with its weight on reflection and
language-based construction of meaning. According to Rodemeyer, this is also the most
common understanding of Husserl’s phenomenology (Rodemeyer 2020a, 2020b). The
intersubjective experience aspect of embodiment addresses our one-to-one relation
with others or in small groups and our experience of living in a shared world with
specific others. Fuchs (2016) and De Jaegher’s (2018) theorisation on embodied intersub-
jectivity and interaffectivity provide insights into this aspect (De Jaegher 2018; Fuchs
2016). Discursive experience addresses the meanings of embodiment that develop
within a culture, and the transition from one generation to another. Here we find tra-
ditional and institutional attitudes about specific types of embodiment, such as how
race, disability and gender are expressed in various embodied ways. This level also

Figure 1. Aspects of embodiment (derived from Rodemeyer).
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concerns how bodies are perceived by and expressed within a community and insti-
tutions and how this filters in through individual bodies (Rodemeyer 2018a, 2020b).

Rodemeyer suggests that we experience through all of these aspects at once, and our
lived embodiment is always a mixture of them. They mutually influence one another,
filtering in and working together to constitute the body as a whole. For instance, dis-
course about the body affects what we sense, and what we sense can contribute to
changed discourse (Rodemeyer 2018a, 2020b). What Rodemeyer outlines is a broad
understanding of embodiment that may unify multiple perspectives. We use this theor-
etical framework to analyse the research on embodied teaching and learning.

Materials and methods

Our review is a qualitative systematic literature review (Sutton et al. 2019). To identify the
articles relevant to exploring embodied teaching and learning in higher education, we
employed five steps inspired by Pautasso (2013): (1) conducting initial searches and

Figure 2. PRISMA flow diagram – selection.
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preparing search strings, (2) searching in 11 electronic databases, (3) screening and
including/excluding, (4) full-text reading and including/excluding, and (5) identification
of the articles situated in teacher education. The different phases of the review process are
presented in a PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure 2).

Database search and selection of articles

The literature search was conducted between 28 August and 2 September 2020 in seven
international databases: ERIC, Academic Search Premier, Web of Science, Scopus, Social
Science Premium Collection, SportDiscus and the Music Periodicals Database. The selec-
tion of search terms was based on our knowledge of the field, initial searches, guidance
from university librarians and terms from relevant articles and database thesauruses.
Search terms were consistent across the databases. We used the following search
string: ((embod* OR corporeal*) NEAR/3 (pedagog* OR teach* OR learn*)) AND
((‘higher education’) OR college* OR universit* OR (‘post-secondary’) OR postsecond-
ary)). Because of the variations among the databases as regards characters, abbreviations
and search options, we had to make some adjustments during the search process. A cor-
responding literature search was conducted in four Scandinavian databases: ORIA,
SWePub, the Danish National Research Database and NORART.

On the basis of our knowledge of the field, we expected a manageable quantity of hits
and decided not to limit the timespan. In the initial database search, a total of 1,728
articles were identified. After removing duplicates, the number was reduced to 1, 281.
The next phase involved screening of titles and abstracts for the remaining articles.
They were assessed for relevance according to the following inclusion criteria: (1) pub-
lished in a scientific journal, (2) peer-reviewed, (3) addressing the topic of embodied
teaching and learning, (4) situated in higher education/teacher education, (5) based on
empirical studies and (6) written in English, French or a Scandinavian language. This
inclusion/exclusion process resulted in 345 potentially relevant articles across a range
of disciplines in higher education. After reading the full texts, the number of articles
was further reduced to 247. Sixty-six of these 247 articles are situated in teacher edu-
cation. We define teacher education broadly. This suggests that articles from, say, phys-
ical education teacher education, arts teacher education and dance teacher education are
included in the review. The articles included in the present review were identified indi-
vidually by the two authors, who used a combination of EndNote X9 and RAYYAN soft-
ware (Figure 2).

Analysis and categorisation

In our exploration of embodied teaching and learning as a potential research field, we
draw on Bourdieu’s concepts of scientific field and scientific habitus, ‘a temporary con-
struct which takes shape for and by empirical work’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992,
161). According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), participation in a research field
has to do with being among those who can formulate the set of rules, the methods
and the discussions that the field of research engages with. A research field, in other
words, emerges through the formulation of research projects and the choice of research
topics, theoretical perspectives, methodologies and methods. To be part of a research
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field also involves publishing research and participating in ongoing discussion. We pri-
marily paid attention to research subject(s), geography, journals, methodology, theoreti-
cal perspectives and researchers and we used a combination of EndNote X9 and Excel
software.

To further explore the concept of embodiment in teaching and learning, we chose to
examine the articles contextualised within teacher education by conducting content
analysis, a research method for the subjective interpretation of text data through the sys-
tematic classification process of coding and identifying themes and patterns (Hsieh and
Shannon 2005). We initially conducted a conventional content analysis, primarily deriv-
ing coding categories inductively from the text data (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). We then
further developed the categories through levels of embodiment (Rodemeyer 2018a,
2018b, 2020b), which we have referred to above as aspects of embodiment. This theor-
etical framework provides a broad but nuanced understanding of embodiment that
provide an opportunity to explore the kinds of embodied experience that the various
studies are looking at. This is primarily a matter of foregrounding certain aspects
while leaving other aspects in the background. We use aspects of embodiment to
analyse the empirical articles that we identified, emphasising which aspects they fore-
ground. Through the analytical process described above, the 66 articles that are situated
in teacher education were finally categorised within five main categories: (1) awareness of
embodiment, (2) embodied diversity and discursive experience, (3) practice of embodied
teaching, (4) teaching as embodied practice and intersubjective experience and (5) learning
as sensory and bodily experience. In the next section, we begin with a brief descriptive
overview of the articles identified, situated respectively in higher education and
teacher education. This overview is followed by a more detailed presentation of the
five categories and the articles within them.

Results

The 247 articles span a wide range of disciplines in higher education, with the 66 articles
situated in teacher education representing a significant proportion of these. In research-
ing embodied teaching and learning in higher education, we find disciplines as diverse as
medicine (Cooper and Tisdell 2020), anthropology (Nuttall 2018), physics (Close and
Scherr 2015), agriculture (Robinson 2018), nursing (Knutsson, Jarling, and Thorén
2015), the arts (Kvammen, Hagen, and Parker 2020), police education (Söderström,
Lindgren, and Neely 2019), language and literature (Cunningham 2017), computer
science (D’Mello et al. 2012), religion (Ricker et al. 2018), mathematics (Smyrnis and
Ginns 2016) and the 66 articles situated in teacher education. The professions, including
teacher education, make up a considerable proportion of this (43%). Of the articles pub-
lished in the period 1992-2020, 48% of them were published in 2017 or later (see Figure
3). Fifty countries are represented, but the greatest proportion of the studies were con-
ducted in the United States (92 articles), Australia (40), Canada (25) and the United
Kingdom (23). The 247 articles were published in 190 different scientific journals
(Figure 3).

Our results indicate that the amount of research is limited but rapidly increasing in
both higher education in general and teacher education specifically. Of the articles pub-
lished during the period 2001-2020, 50% of those contextualised in teacher education
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were published in 2017 or later. The increased level of publication signals an increased
interest in this area of research in recent years.

Of the 66 articles relating to teacher education, the greater proportion of the studies
were conducted in the United States (18), Australia (16), Canada (5) and the United
Kingdom (5). These articles were published in 48 different journals. Seven authors are
responsible for two articles each, the others for one. The articles reveal a great diversity
of theoretical perspectives, methodologies and methods, but limited discussion and
knowledge construction across the publications. Qualitative methodologies were the
most prominent approach taken to the research (54). There are a few mixed-method
studies (10) and only one quantitative study (Stibbards and Puk 2011).

Embodied teaching and learning in teacher education

We will now take a more detailed look at the categorised articles situated in teacher edu-
cation. To ensure transparency and make the diversity visible, we keep the descriptions,
formulations and concepts close to those used in the identified articles. The articles use
various concepts addressed towards both students and educators. We have chosen to use
the terms student teachers and teacher educators to make the text more coherent and
readable. The numbers in parentheses indicate the number of articles in each category
or subcategory. Table 1 provides an overview of the categorised articles (Table 1).

Awareness of embodiment (24)

This category contains more than one third of the identified articles. Here we find articles
that reveal an awareness of embodiment in teaching and/or learning in teacher edu-
cation, but where embodiment is not the focus of the research. The articles merely
describe it but do not analyse or theorise it. They state the importance of embodiment
but the articles’ contribution to knowledge in the field of embodied teaching and learning
is limited. The way these articles describe embodiment primarily foregrounds the aspect
of cognitive experience. A few of the articles also touch upon sensory and bodily aspects

Figure 3. Year of publication of articles situated within higher education.
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of embodiment (Beard 2018; Beals et al. 2013; Hinchion 2016). On the basis of what they
show an awareness of, the articles in this category fall into three subcategories: Embodied
learning in becoming a teacher, Preparing student teachers for the classroom through
embodied drama and art-based approaches and The embodied work of teaching.

Embodied diversity and discursive experience (19)

This category includes 19 articles divided into three subcategories: (a) gender dimensions
of embodiment and dressage, (b) race, ethnicity and culture and (c) (dis)ability, health
and illness.

Gender dimensions of embodiment (5) and dressage (1)
Braun (2011) examines teaching as a physical experience, and the ‘teacher body’ emerges
as an important element of student teachers’ stories of trying to fit with the new pro-
fessional environment. The article concludes by arguing for the consideration of
gender and body politics in the practice and training of teachers, thus challenging the
assumption that professional occupations are essentially ‘disembodied’ and gender
neutral (Braun 2011). Similarly, Rutherford, Conway, and Murphy (2015) make the
case for bringing in the body from the margins of research on teacher education in

Table 1. Overview of categorised articles situated in teacher education.
Awareness of embodiment (24)

Embodied learning in becoming a
teacher (10)

Preparing student teachers for the
classroom through embodied drama and
art-based approaches (7)

The embodied work of teaching (7)

Acton and Halbert (2018), Anderson
et al. (2015), Andrew and Razoumova
(2017), Beard (2018), Guerrettaz et al.
(2020), Hunter (2019), Kim (2015),
Phillips and Larson (2009), Power
and Green (2014), Stibbards and Puk
(2011)

Branscombe and Schneider (2018),
Beals et al. (2013), Burke (2020), Griffin
(2015), Hadjipanteli (2020), Hinchion
(2016), Morawski (2010)

Anderson et al. (2020), Craig (2018),
Duran and Jacknick (2020), Duran and
Sert (2019), Gannon and Davies
(2007), Macintyre Latta and Kim
(2011), Sanagavarapu (2018)

Embodied diversity and discursive experience (19)

Gender dimensions of embodiment (5)
and dressage (1)*

Race, ethnicity and culture (8) (Dis)ability, health and illness (6)

Braun (2011), Case and Joubert
(2020), Brown and Evans (2004),
Lambert (2020), Rutherford, Conway,
and Murphy (2015)*

Chan (2002), Flintoff (2014), Hawkman
(2020), Mackinlay and Barney (2014),
Powell and LaJevic (2011), Ohito
(2019a), Ohito (2019b), Trout and
Basford (2016)

Maher, Williams, and Sparkes (2020),
Overboe (2001), Raphael, Creely, and
Moss (2019), Sparkes, Martos-Garcia,
and Maher (2019), Wrench and
Garrett (2015), Yoo (2017)

Practice of embodied teaching
(11)

Teaching as embodied practice and
intersubjective experience (9)

Barmaki and Hughes (2018), Canales-
Lacruz and Arizcuren-Balsco (2019),
Fellner and Kwah (2018), Mitchell
and Reid (2017), Presnilla-Espada
(2014), Puvirajah and Calandra
(2015), Roche and Gal-Petitfaux
(2015), Tellier and Yerian (2018),
Vaino (2017), Winther (2018), Xiao
and Tobin (2018)

Bolldén (2016), Craig et al. (2018), Dixon
and Senior (2011), Estola and Elbaz-
Luwisch (2003), Forgasz and
McDonough (2017), Hunter (2011),
Macintyre Latta and Buck (2007),
McMahon and Huntly (2013), McMahon
and Penney (2013)

Learning as sensory and bodily experience (3)

Maivorsdotter and Lundvall (2009), Sööt and Anttila (2018); Burke and Cutter-Mackenzie 2010
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their article about ‘looking like a teacher’. Drawing on Foucault’s theorisation of the body
and his concept of dressage, this article explores learning to embody and fashion teacher
identity through dressage as a practice of power and shows how a professional discourse
is historically written onto the student teacher’s body (Rutherford, Conway, and Murphy
2015). Another study by Brown and Evans (2004) explores the social construction of
gender relations in the teaching of physical education and school sports. The perspective
they put forward is that the embodied gendered dispositions that student teachers bring
into the profession constitute a powerful influence on their professional behaviour. In
addition, they draw attention to the part played by male physical education teachers in
reproducing gender relations and ideologies (Brown and Evans 2004). Addressing the
question of what an embodied form of pedagogy in physical education might look like
for young women, an article by Lambert (2020) rethinks the educative purpose and
potential of the discipline for young women in relation to embodied learning and plea-
sure (Lambert 2020). In an article by Case and Joubert (2020), two teacher educators, in
their respective locations as a black cisgender gay man and a white queer masculine-pre-
senting woman, imagine bodies as tools for resistance. Drawing on examples from their
teaching experiences of their social justice pedagogies, they locate and attempt to articu-
late the knowledge in their bodies, stories and emotions. The authors discuss both the
implications and possibilities of resistance for teacher preparation classrooms and peda-
gogy (Case and Joubert 2020).

Race, ethnicity and culture (8)

In an effort to better understand the phenomenon of antiracist teaching in the United
States, Ohito (2019a) asks what is revealed about this phenomenon by paying attention
to women’s knowledge of antiracist teaching. The findings show that the teacher educa-
tors’ beliefs about and enactments of antiracist teaching are shaped by their knowledge of
the (inter)connections among: (1) race(ism) and family histories, (2) race(ism) and
schooling experiences and (3) race(ism) and embodiment (Ohito 2019a). In a critical
autoethnography of racial body politics in urban teacher education, Ohito (2019b)
studies the relationships among whiteness, pedagogy and urban teacher education.
The findings underpin the call for urban teacher educators to embrace a pedagogy of
embodiment in order to build student teachers’ capacities to teach racially marginalised
children and youth (Ohito 2019b).

An article by the Asian American researcher Chan (2002) proposes a new paradigm of
embodiment for multicultural teacher education. Teachers’ bodily experience of partici-
pating in a cultural diversity project is explored and discussed. The author argues that it is
necessary to bring the body into teacher education programmes that are committed to
preparing and supporting culturally sensitive teachers (Chan 2002). On the basis of a
study of student teachers engaged in urban field placement in a United State context,
Powell and LaJevic (2011) underscore the importance of conceptualising pre-service
teaching as an embodied and relational way of knowing and to prepare student teachers
to teach a diverse population of students (Powell and LaJevic 2011).

Within the context of social studies teacher education in the United States, Hawkman
(2020) examines how five white student teachers embodied, wrestled with and resisted
whiteness during a social studies methods course. The findings indicate that, despite
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prolonged attention to antiracism, the participants struggled to disrupt whiteness and
white supremacy throughout the duration of the study (Hawkman 2020). In an article
exploring the findings of two teaching and learning projects in indigenous Australian
studies, Mackinlay and Barney (2014) look at the implementation of PEARLS (Political,
Embodied, Active and Reflective Learning) in two university courses. PEARL pedagogy
aims to enable students to walk away from the classroom as ‘agents of change’ committed
to putting their knowing into action for a more socially just world – to know, to feel and
to act. The article examines the shift in students’ understanding of indigenous issues, his-
tories and people (Mackinlay and Barney 2014). Trout and Basford (2016) explore the
practice of one American teacher educator who was teaching mostly white students
about systemic forms of oppression. This article offers an inside look into the teacher
educator’s practice to show how the educator avoids what they refer to as ‘the shut-
down’ and maintains student engagement through a pedagogy of embodied critical
care. The findings show how the teacher educator pushes the students to grapple
emotionally and intellectually with the issues related to systemic oppression and how
this positions students to become change agents (Trout and Basford 2016).

An article by Flintoff (2014) contributes to the limited knowledge and understanding
of racial and ethnic differences in physical education and seeks to show how race, ethni-
city and gender are interwoven in individuals’ embodied, everyday experience of learning
how to teach. This article focusses on black and minority ethnic students’ experience of
physical education teacher education in the United Kingdom (Flintoff 2014).

(Dis)ability, health and illness (6)
Maher, Williams, and Sparkes (2020) explore the preparation of prospective physical
education teachers for teaching pupils with disabilities through embodied simulations.
The authors argue that such simulations appear to have a positive impact on the prospec-
tive teachers’ inclusive pedagogies (Maher, Williams, and Sparkes 2020). Another article
by Sparkes, Martos-Garcia, and Maher (2019) helps address the paucity of research ana-
lysing the physical education experiences of pupils and students with disabilities while
also evaluating embodied pedagogy as a tool for better preparing physical education tea-
chers for their role as inclusive educators (Sparkes, Martos-Garcia, and Maher 2019). An
article by Wrench and Garrett (2015) focuses on the significance of embodied under-
standings to the emerging subjectivities and pedagogical practices of student teachers
undertaking a physical education specialisation. The findings suggest that the partici-
pants located themselves in a contemporary narrative of physical education that
reinforces assumptions that bodies, subjectivities and lives can be shaped, leaving no
space for the aging teacher or one who experiences illness and/or injury (Wrench and
Garrett 2015).

(Dis)abled embodiment is the subject of an article by Overboe (2001) that seeks to
create a space for embodied wisdom through teaching and to show how experience of
embodied wisdom enriches education. The article specifically concentrates on Overboe’s
embodied wisdom as a person with cerebral palsy, but he advances the notion that embo-
died wisdom can apply to the embodiment of other people who are not white, heterosex-
ual, non-disabled males. The article emphasises that it is the ‘interactive moment’
between varying individual notions of embodied wisdom that will enrich the classroom
(Overboe 2001). Yoo’s article of 2017 is a conceptual exploration of the value of illness,
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bodies and embodied practice in teacher education. It draws on the author’s reflections
and practitioner accounts of poor health to investigate the potential for learning from
illness (Yoo 2017). Raphael, Creely, and Moss (2019) describe and analyse a drama-
based inclusive education workshop on disability in initial teacher education. The
article states that participatory, affective and embodied approaches in teacher education
are highly effective for overcoming barriers and promoting inclusivity (Raphael, Creely,
and Moss 2019).

Patterns in the category of embodied diversity and discursive experience
The articles in this category challenge the assumptions that professional occupations are
essentially ‘disembodied’ and gender, race and (dis)ability neutral. Power relations, sys-
temic oppression, reproduction, resistance and the creation of opportunities for change
are addressed, together with the preparation of students for teaching a diverse population
of pupils. There are multiple theoretical perspectives found in this category, ranging from
Bourdieu’s theory of habitus to literature on critical whiteness studies and critical anti-
racist and anti-colonial pedagogy. Critical race theory, feminism, poststructuralist per-
spectives, feminist phenomenology and embodied phenomenological perspectives are
also present. All of the studies are based on qualitative methodologies, and we find
case studies, narrative studies, autoethnographies and critical discourse analysis.
Methods used include interviews, observations, video recordings, phenomenological
writing, document analysis, free written responses, reflective journals and coursework.
Some of the articles refer to other articles in the same category or to researchers and
articles across categories. This category primarily foregrounds the discursive experience
aspect of embodiment.

Practice of embodied teaching (11)

Focussing on embodied knowledge in learning to teach, Mitchell and Reid (2017) report
on an empirical inquiry that introduced a theoretically informed practice-based interven-
tion in a teacher education course. A key element of the project was the opportunity for
students to use repetition and practice to begin to develop a teaching habitus. In this the
authors draw on the work of Bourdieu, which emphasises the corporeal dimensions of
habitus. The study reveals significant changes in students’ embodied practice over
time. The authors state that attention to what teachers know and believe is essential in
initial teacher education, but that on its own this knowledge is insufficient without sim-
ultaneous attention to what teachers do (Mitchell and Reid 2017).

Inspired by Bourdieu’s theory that habitus or dispositions are unconsciously embo-
died and therefore require bodily counter-training for change, Fellner and Kwah
(2018) examine an activity for transforming student teachers’ communicative habitus.
Their findings support the proposition that the experience of a breach in habitus may
facilitate dispositional change when embodied sensitising, visible in video recordings,
was consciously recognised through reflexivity and explicit pedagogy (Fellner and
Kwah 2018). Video-enhanced learning environments are also explored in studies by
Xiao and Tobin (2018) and Roche and Gal-Petitfaux (2015). Interactive virtual training
for student teachers with a focus on gestures (Barmaki and Hughes 2018), game-based
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simulations of teaching (Presnilla-Espada 2014) and a role-play parent-teacher confer-
ence (Puvirajah and Calandra 2015) are the subject of three studies.

An article by Tellier and Yerian (2018) considers the body, gesture and voice as tools
of the language teacher, stating that these professional multimodal skills are essential for
sharing knowledge and classroom management. From a detailed analysis of video corpus
extracts collected during training sessions, the authors show the aspects of these skills
that student teachers can improve on (Tellier and Yerian 2018). Inspired by arts-based
research and performative social science, Winther (2018) shows how artists, researchers
and student teachers examine important issues when making the filmDancing Days With
Young People together. The research questions examine how somatic awareness, creativ-
ity and embodied leadership can be developed through innovative educational processes
and how close-to-practice artistic elicitation methods may contribute to both researching
and portraying this process (Winther 2018). Within the context of a corporeal-expression
didactic programme for physical education student teachers, Canales-Lacruz and Arizcu-
ren-Balsco (2019) explored the students’ experiences in corporeal expression sessions in
order to better understand factors that can stimulate or inhibit the learning process
(Canales-Lacruz and Arizcuren-Balsco 2019). Embodiment in voice training is the
subject of an article by Vainio (2017). This article discusses the significance of
embodiment in corporeal awareness exercises as part of Finnish teacher voice training,
preparing students to be able to control and reduce the negative effects of vocal risk
factors (Vainio 2017).

The articles in the category practice of embodied teaching draw attention to what tea-
chers do, opportunities for development and change and the importance of repetition
and training. Such practice takes different forms in the studies, including real world
teaching, teaching in video enhanced-learning environments, interactive virtual training
and game-based teaching simulation. Common to all the studies is the idea of predefined
core practices or ways of teaching that students are meant to acquire and apply. However,
it is generally unclear exactly what they are practising, how they practise it and on what
grounds. What kinds of embodied practice are valued and why? The theoretical perspec-
tives in this category are diverse, ranging from Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, embodied
phenomenological perspectives, practice theory and socio-constructivist theory to
theory on instructional design in virtual world and situated cognition. All but one of
the studies (Tellier and Yerian 2018) introduce an intervention in teacher education
and explore the utility of the approach to student learning, using different methods
that address student experiences. Methods used include students’ written descriptions,
think-aloud videos, observation, questionnaires, scales and interviews. In contrast with
the other categories, half of the studies in this category use mixed-method method-
ologies. None of the articles refer to other articles in the same category. This category
primarily foregrounds the aspect of cognitive experience, but several of the studies also
touch upon the aspect of bodily experience.

Teaching as embodied practice and intersubjective experience (9)

This category consists of nine articles exploring teaching as embodied practice. Eight of
the articles also describe teaching as intersubjective, whereas an article by Bolldén (2016)
does not foreground this aspect of embodiment as clearly as the others do.
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A meta-level study of embodied knowledge in teaching and learning by Craig et al.
(2018) revolves around ‘knowing without words’ and how this largely hidden form of
knowledge was present, but unacknowledged, in five educational research projects.
The purpose of the study was to show that embodied knowledge is not simply knowledge
of the body but knowledge dwelling in the body and enacted through the body. Findings
show that embodied knowledge sits at the heart of teaching and teacher education and
that high quality teaching, learning and teaching-learning relationships are fully depen-
dent on it. The article thus argues that embodied knowledge should be intentionally inte-
grated into teacher education (Craig et al. 2018).

To acquire new insight into the practice of teaching as an embodied activity, Estola
and Elbaz-Luwisch (2003) ask what teachers’ stories tell about the voices of bodies and
bodily positions in classrooms at schools and universities. The authors emphasise
three main implications of their inquiry: (1) teachers’ body voices are simultaneously
concrete and culturally bound, (2) teachers’ body voices are moral and emotional and
(3) attention to the body is a challenge to both the researcher and the method used
(Estola and Elbaz-Luwisch 2003).

Teachers’ embodied presence in online teaching is the subject of an article by Bolldén
(2016). Its analytical interest lies in analysing what the body looks like and how it is
handled in the actual teaching situation. Thus, this article is concerned with professional
capability in handling embodiment online. Its findings show that teacher embodiment
occurs online and that teachers deliberately use their embodiment and bodily traces
online in order to sustain presence and to bring about certain teaching practices
(Bolldén 2016).

In a collaborative self-study of their developing understanding of embodied pedago-
gies, Forgasz and McDonough (2017) explore the emotional and embodied dimensions
of teaching and learning to teach. They recognise that teaching, learning and pedagogy
are always inherently embodied practices. The article examines what the authors have
learnt about the nature, value and facilitation of embodied pedagogies. Their study
suggests that embodied pedagogies are valuable because of the unique access point to
self-understanding that they offer (Forgasz and McDonough 2017).

Drawing on the scholarship of the self-study tradition within educational research,
Macintyre Latta and Buck (2007) consider teacher knowledge as an important and
largely untapped resource for the improvement of teaching. In their article, the role of
embodiment within teaching-learning practice is elucidated through educator pro-
fessional development in action, by articulating the discourse generated within their
self-study group. Their findings suggest that our bodies are the reflexive ground of com-
prehension, confronting vulnerability, seeking accountability to self, negotiating theory
as working notions and experiencing the pull of teaching-learning possibilities.
The authors foreground the relational and interactive workings of our bodies and state
that the locus of education lives in between teacher and learner (Macintyre Latta and
Buck 2007).

Dixon and Senior (2011) also enter the area of ‘bodily between’ in their article, which
is grounded in data gathered during an arts-based teaching project in teacher education.
Their article uses images to present traces of embodied pedagogy from the classroom,
and in the images the authors see intricate relationships. They argue that it is not only
the learning and teaching that are bodily, but the form of the relationship is also
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bodily, as the body of each extends beyond its apparent boundaries and the connections
are felt by others and seen by others (Dixon and Senior 2011).

An article by Hunter (2011) relates to one teacher educator’s attempt to embody praxis
as a form of academic work, emphasising the importance of the body in learning and
teaching. Evidence of praxis in emergence is illustrated through written text and visual
artefacts in a modest attempt to interrupt the dominance of written text. The author
argues in favour of a more explicit focus on the body in teacher education (Hunter 2011).

An article by McMahon and Huntly (2013) reports on narrative research that focuses
on two health and physical education teacher educators’ bodies. It explores how their
lived embodied experiences have had an impact upon their everyday teaching practice
and draws attention to the body’s importance in pedagogical practice. The authors
state that acknowledging the body and its importance to teaching remains imperative
for all higher education teachers, teachers, student teachers and students (McMahon
and Huntly 2013). McMahon and Penney (2013) explore the use of narrative as a peda-
gogical tool in teacher education to engage with student teachers’ embodied experience
(their lived body) and the ways in which such experience in turn influences their ‘living
bodies’ with regard to what health and physical education are and how this should be
taught. The authors argue that locating, acknowledging and positioning student teachers’
bodies is important for all educators to assist in moving students beyond their experience
as school students (McMahon and Penney 2013).

The articles in the category teaching as embodied practice and intersubjective experi-
ence emphasise the centrality of embodied knowledge in teaching and teacher education
and that teaching is always inherently embodied. The authors also argue in favour of a
more explicit focus on embodiment in teacher education. Several of the articles fore-
ground the ‘bodily between’ – the relational and interactive workings of our bodies –
and state that the locus of education lives in between teacher and learner. Two articles
(McMahon and Huntly 2013; McMahon and Penney 2013) also foreground how
teacher educators’ individual embodied experiences interweave with everyday teaching
practice and how the lived body of students may lead to the recycling of experiences
and pedagogy if not addressed. Compared to the other categories, the articles in this cat-
egory are more similar in terms of theoretical perspectives. They draw primarily on
embodied phenomenological perspectives but also on Bourdieu’s theory of habitus and
Dewey’s theory of experience, amongst others. They refer to the other articles to a
greater extent than do the articles in the other categories. However, their methodologies
are diverse, ranging from online ethnographic approach, narrative enquiry and art-based
research to self-study methodology. This category primarily foregrounds the aspect of
intersubjective experience, apart from the article by Bolldén (2016), which puts the
aspect of cognitive experience at the fore.

Learning as sensory and bodily experience (3)

In this category we find three articles addressing learning as a sensory and bodily experi-
ence. One is situated in physical teacher education and focusses on the moving body and
feelings related to an activity involving movement (Maivorsdotter and Lundvall 2009). Its
aim was to study how physical education student teachers felt when participating in a ball
game and how their feelings related to the movement activity. In the discussion section of
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the article, the authors suggest that movement activities in physical education are often
regarded as technical or instrumental in nature. By taking an aesthetic perspective on
embodied learning, however, it is possible to go beyond that impression and show
other dimensions of participation in ball games. This may become an important shift
away from exploring performance only to studying learning connected to feelings (Mai-
vorsdotter and Lundvall 2009).

The second article in this category is situated in tertiary dance education, where embo-
died activities, experiences and sensations are prominent (Sööt and Anttila 2018). The
study explores the dimensions of embodiment that appear in oral and written reflections
by novice dance teachers generated after having gone through a guided core reflection
procedure and how these dimensions appeared. In their article, Sööt and Anttila
(2018) discuss how such guided core reflection can be used to support the professional
development of novice dance teachers. The authors emphasise that, within the arts,
the body is central to the process of inquiry and constitutes a mode of knowing, thus
arguing that this aspect gives education in dance, drama, music and the visual arts par-
ticular potential for the exploration of embodiment in education (Sööt and Anttila 2018).

The third article investigates the immersive and embodied experience of environment
and place through children’s literature (Burke and Cutter-Mackenzie 2010). This study
focusses on the attributes of visual qualities in picture books that encourage sensory,
experiential, perceptual, relational, cultural and socially critical investigations of the
environments and places featured in the books. Their approach to immersive pedagogical
experience privileges the bodily engagement of the learner with the content or subject
matter. This approach was informed by the a/r/tographic position on embodiment,
which presuppose that sensory and perceptual experience is a valid means of knowing
(Burke and Cutter-Mackenzie 2010).

The first two articles draw on the work of John Dewey, one in combination with
embodied phenomenological perspectives and the third draw on a/r/tography perspec-
tives. Observations, students’ written reflections, video recordings of teaching, interviews
and a/r/tograpic approaches have been used. This category of learning as sensory and
bodily experience foregrounds the aspect of sensory experience and bodily experiences,
as well as the aspect of cognitive experience.

Our analysis indicates that research so far has foregrounded primarily the cognitive
and discursive aspects of embodiment, leaving sensory, bodily and intersubjective
aspects in the background.

Discussion

Drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of scientific field and scientific habitus, we have explored
embodied teaching and learning as a potential new research field (Bourdieu and Wac-
quant 1992). Our exploration makes visible the limited, diverse and increased volume
of research over the last twenty years. This research reveals multiple understandings of
embodiment and a diversity of theoretical perspectives, methodologies and methods
that may contribute to reciprocal enrichment. Research on embodied teaching and learn-
ing gives the impression that it is rapidly emerging and has the potential to become a
research field. It seems to address something fundamental that is valuable across disci-
plines and subjects in higher education generally and teacher education specifically.
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Based on the disciplines in higher education that the articles originate from, this field
seems to be particularly relevant to educating professionals. This may not be surprising
considering their dependency on integrating thinking, being, doing and interacting
within their professional practice. However, this emergent field appears fragmented
and loosely structured, and there seems to be limited discussion and knowledge-building
across publications. Considering that publishing research and participating in ongoing
discussions are an important part of participating in a research field (Bourdieu and Wac-
quant 1992), an interesting finding is the number of scientific journals involved: 190
unique journals for the 247 articles situated in higher education and 48 journals for
the 66 articles situated in teacher education. A related finding is that, with only a few
exceptions, each author in both higher education and teacher education is responsible
for only one article each. In addition, the articles identified refer to each other only to
a limited extent. We recognise that including publications other than peer-reviewed
scientific articles might have revealed a higher degree of knowledge-building within
and across publications. There may also be relevant empirical research that does not
use the concepts of embodied teaching and embodied learning and thus is not included
in the present review.

The present review makes visible the need for heightened attention, increased research
and knowledge-building. Our review makes the case for establishing an interdisciplinary
research field by providing an overview of existing empirical research and by identifying
researchers working on relevant topics. To establish and develop embodied teaching and
learning as a research field, ongoing communication between researchers and joint
knowledge-building through publication in selected scientific journals are crucial. We
consider it important to publish in journals that are concerned with teaching so as to con-
tribute to the broader field of education. To include a wider range of topics relevant for
further development, we also find it of great importance to open up the field of embodied
teaching and learning and make it more visible to a broader community of researchers
and practitioners.

The aspects of embodiment (Rodemeyer 2018a, 2020b) offer a broad and nuanced
understanding of embodiment that we find suitable for exploring research in embodied
teaching and learning in teacher education. It enables the exploration of certain aspects of
embodiment and an awareness of which aspect of embodiment we, and other research-
ers, are foregrounding. It also makes it possible to explore more systematically the inter-
play between these various aspects. This is valuable both as a framework for analysis and
in the design of research projects.

Within teacher education, the existing empirical research primarily foregrounds the
cognitive and discursive aspects of embodiment. We have thus identified a research
gap between teaching/learning and sensory, bodily and intersubjective experience.
Research that explores the interdependency between different aspects of embodiment
is also limited. To deepen our understanding of teaching and learning, we consider it
essential to also include sensory, bodily and intersubjective aspects of embodiment.

Conclusion

This qualitative systematic literature review has revealed a growing interest in research
on embodied teaching and learning across a wide range of disciplines in higher
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education. Our findings suggest that embodied teaching and learning has the potential to
become an interdisciplinary research field. However, this emerging field appears frag-
mented, with limited discussion and knowledge-building across publications. In prepar-
ing the ground for future research, we propose the aspects of embodiment as a valuable
theoretical framework. By our literature review, we aim to inspire researchers, teacher
educators and teachers to continue moving this underexplored yet significant field
forward.
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