Intentional Movements for the Mover
In Your Classroom

Introduction

In today’s classrooms, movement is often
seen as something to be controlled or
limited. However, research and educational
philosophy—particularly in Montessori and
the

brain-based learning—highlight

importance of intentional movement in
fostering cognitive, social, and emotional
development. This article explores the
significance of movement in the prepared
environment and provides strategies for
movement

childhood

incorporating purposeful

activities that support

developmental movement patterns.

Why does movement matter?

Before diving into the role of intentional
movement, it's essential to understand a
related to body

few key concepts

awareness and coordination.

Proprioception is the body's ability to

sense its position in space. It helps
children understand where they are in
relation to objects and people around
them. This internal sense of positioning is
crucial  for  developing  coordination,
balance, and spatial awareness. Have you
ever watched a child fall off their chair,
losing track of themselves in space? Have
you ever had a child run up to you and
crash into you before their brain catches
up to their body-their eyes, body, and
brain were not in sync? I have. To improve
proprioception, incorporate exercises that
challenge balance, such as standing on
one leq, doing yoga or tai chi, intentionally
moving individual joints, and utilizing deep
pressure stimulation through activities like
tight hugs or heavy lifting. Proprioception is
skill

a fundamental life crucial  for

performing everyday tasks and activities,

as it allows for smooth, coordinated

movements and balance.

Another aspect of body awareness is the
Tendon Guard Reflex—a lifelong reflex
that plays a significant role in movement
and safety. When activated, it causes the
body to tighten in a protective state, often
in response to stress or fear. An overactive
Tendon Guard Reflex can limit movement,
inhibit focus, and even contribute to toe
walking or a defensive posture that keeps
a child stuck in fight-or-flight mode. One
cannot until

recognize tightness

experiencing the opposite—
relaxed/lengthened muscles. Help children
become more aware of their bodies with
simple stretching activities, which  will
release tension, improve flexibility and

increase body awareness.

,
-
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A third essential aspect for academic
readiness is coordination. The eyes have
to cooperate as a team for reading. The
two ears work together for binaural
auditory processing. And the entire body
has access to the three primary planes,
each contributing to different types of
movement:
® Sagittal
Divides the body into left and right

(Longitudinal) Plane -

sides. Homolateral and cross-lateral

movements in this plane support

coordination between the two sides of

the body. This is critical for reading,

writing, and  overall  academic
development.

® Axial (Transverse) Plane - Divides
the body into top and bottom halves.
Movements in this plane, known as

homologous movements, involve both




® upper and lower body coordination,

strengthening core  stability and
postural control. This plane supports
organization—physical and mental.

® Frontal (Coronal) Plane - Divides the
body into front and back. Movements
along this plane help with spatial

and  balance,

awareness ensuring

children can navigate their
environment with confidence. It ties
into the tendon quard reflex and
I con

safety. When I feel safe,

participate in my environment.

Movement is not just a way to burn energy
—it plays a vital role in learning. When
children engage in physical activity, they
develop proprioception (awareness of their
body in space), coordination, and social-
emotional skills. The classroom should be
designed to support these elements,
ensuring that movement is integrated with
learning rather than treated as a specialist

area or a reward (recess).

Despite the research supporting intentional

movement activities in the classroom,
many educators hesitate to incorporate a

dedicated movement area. A common

concern is lack of space—but if a child
is already bouncing through the room,
wouldnt it be better to provide an
intentional place for them to move?
Another  concern is  distraction.
Scarves, bean bags, and puppets have
been argued as visual distractions.
Auditory arguments might include the
sound of marbles on a Lazy 8 track or

giggles from playing catch.

However, these sounds and sights are

no more distracting than  the
uncoordinated movements that lead to
broken materials or restless behavior.
The argument that movement might
detract from work is perhaps the most
telling. If children are so drawn to
movement that it overshadows other

activities, then it signals an unmet need

one that, when fulfilled, could help them
requlate their bodies and engage more
deeply in their work. Instead of arguing
against movement, we must recognize it as
an essential part of a child’s ability to

focus, learn, and thrive.

Movement serves as a regulating force in
the classroom, supporting children’s ability
to focus, process emotions, and engage
with their environment. When we honor
movement as a natural and necessary
part of learning, we create an
environment where children are not only
allowed but encouraged to move in ways
that their  individual

support growth.

Intentional movement in the prepared

environment means that octivities are
thoughtfully designed with movement as
either a direct aim (the primary goal of the
activity) or an indirect aim (o skil
developed as a natural outcome). Reflect
on your current classroom setup. Do you
find  yourself
”Sit

*Walking feet.” “Carry one piece at a time.”

frequently  correcting

behavior? down.” “Stop wiggling.”
If so, perhaps it is time to create works
having movement as the direct aim and
then observe the change in attention,

behavior, and engagement with materials.
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Practical Strategies
Use of the Outdoors

The most natural way to incorporate
movement is to take it outdoors. Provide a
myriad of opportunities. Climb, hang, pull,
and push. The easy and expensive answer
is to purchase climbing equipment, but
nature  provides plenty of  climbing
prospects, too. Balance on stumps, logs,
rocks, sidewalk lines, and more. Move in
different gaits—walk, run, skip, gallop and
what about roll, crawl on all fours, bear
crawl, and crab walk. Offer riding works
like bikes, trikes and wagons. Give children
implements like shovels or scrapers and
watch them purposefully build their skills of
body

coordination, muscle strength, eye/hand

proprioception, awareness,
coordination, etc. Besides the physical
skills being built, there are social and
emotional skills that happen quite readily
when space is abundant—taking turns,
creating rules for made-up games, helping
someone who is hurt, encouraging one

another, taking risks, and more.

Of course you can also bring the indoors
outside. Paint the walls, sidewalks, fences
with large paintbrushes and water. Spray
bottles for coloring snow are very fun and,
in the summer, can be used to wash the
riding equipment. Art and practical life are
easy to bring outside. What else could be
increase In

brought outdoors for an

intentional movement?

While there may be a premise about “No
such thing as bad weather, just poor
clothing choices®, there is also redlity. In
Minnesota where I live it can be -30
degrees windchill and all skin must be
covered for safety sake. In the south, it
can be in the hundreds and just
unbearably hot outside. Create policies
and procedures to prioritize the outdoors.
Be aware of your own biases around

weather.

Many of us work in schools and/or live in
areas that outdoor time is not always
redlistic. In such situations, movement is

still essential. Read on for specific works to

offer young children.

Dedicated Movement Area

A dedicated movement shelf or area

provides children with activities that

and
Build

intentionally engage their bodies

support their development.

coordination, focus, and sensory

integration with a variety of materials.

Some key items to include:

® Scarves and Ribbons for dancing or
double doodling for bilateral
coordination leading to speciadlization.

® Puppets for eye tracking and eye
teaming

® Rolling pin to build core strength and
weight bearing while crawling

® Hoberman sphere as a belly breathing
visual

® Bean bags and racquet balls  for
grasping, releasing, eye-hand tracking,
rhythm, partner work, and more.

® Balance board for balancing with or
without juggling of bean bags and
racquet badlls. Stand on this while
working on memory/recall, e.g. math

facts, sight words, etc.
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® \elcro mitts and a ball to build eye-
hand coordination

® Stretchy band for increasing flexibility
and reducing muscle tension

® Exercise ball for improving core
posture. It can be used for sitting or it
can be used for tummy time with
one’s work on the floor in front of the
ball.

® Yoga mat to create a space for lying,
stretching, and increasing body and
spatial owareness. Can also create
cards for children to follow an
exercise routine.

® Jump rope used to create movement
boundaries on the floor, facilitate axial
movements, or access the midlines
(coronal/frontal, transverse/horizontal,
sagittal/longitudinal)

® Lozy 8 track fosters eye-hand
coordination while also calming the
body and enhancing focus

® Handprints on a vertical surface for
weight bearing wall push-ups

® Walking on the line extensions such
as music to move in rhythm and/or
objects to carry gracefully and quietly

(pitcher of water, bell, flog)

Social-Emotional Movement Practices
Beyond supporting coordination and focus,
movement also plays a critical role in

emotional reqgulation. It helps children

transition between states of high energy

and calm focus. We can support children

in their ability to self-regulate and develop

emotional resilience when we understand

the nervous system and its two main

branches:

® Sympathetic (the gas pedal) - This
drives action, energy, and movement,
which many children seem to have
mastered.

® Parasympathetic (the brake pedal) -
This supports relaxation and recovery,
but do children in your class have

access to their brakes?

3



Social-Emotional Movement Practices
Beyond supporting coordination and focus,
movement also plays a critical role in
emotional requlation. It helps children
transition between states of high energy
and calm focus. We can support children
in their ability to self-requlate and develop
emotional resilience when we understand
the nervous system and its two main
branches:
® Sympathetic (the gas pedal) - This
drives action, energy, and movement,
which many children seem to have
mastered.
® Parasympathetic (the brake pedal)
- This supports relaxation and
recovery, but do children in your class

have access to their brakes?

One key player in this system is the Vagus

nerve, which influences heart rate,

digestion, and emotional balance. When

dysrequlated, children may experience
heightened anxiety or difficulty self-
requlating.  Offering  movement-based

“reset” activities can help bring the nervous
system, including the Vagus nerve, back
into balance. Deep, intentional breathing is
but one way to reset emotions and support
the parasympathetic nervous — system,
allowing children to access their “"brakes”
and shift from stress to calm. Humming,
hugging oneself or a stuffie, and even
lightly holding the forehead are other
simple intentional movements to support a
positive attitude and behavior. These
strategies can be used:
® For the whole class after a high-
energy event like a fire drill or severe
weather dlert.
® In small groups to restore calm after
social conflicts or transitions.
® Individually as self-requlation tools
for students needing a moment to

refocus.

Moving Forward

Intentional movement in the classroom is
not just about letting children move freely—
it's about designing purposeful activities
that align with children’s developmental
needs. Remember movement is not an
“extra®; rather it is a fundamental human
tendency. Reflect and ponder what could
be added to your classroom works to meet
the needs of the movers in your midst.

As Maria Montessori wisely said, “The
greatest sign of success for a teacher... is
to be able to say, ‘The children are now
working as if T did not exist.® Thoughtful
integration of movement allows children to
engage in

meaningful  learning  while

developing essential life skills.
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