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Abstract: This article presents an exploratory and interpretative study on the development of self-
reflection and self-knowledge in university teachers by an embodied experience. Dance Movement
Therapy and Body-Mind Centering share the fundamentals of the paradigm of embodied cognition
through a first-person full-body experience. Using these principles, a training program was designed
and implemented in a cohort of 22 university teachers. The article offers details of the program and
the adaptations necessary to carry it out in a higher-education context. The results of the qualitative
analysis that was conducted suggested that the transformative learning paradigm could be useful to
explain the process carried out by the participants. With the necessary limitations, the incorporation
of awareness and attentive participation in bodily states and actions manifests as a transformative
element in the teacher. The participants, despite initial resistance, see possibilities for applying this
knowledge in their teaching practice.

Keywords: self-reflection; higher education; embodiment; teachers; bodyfulness; creative movement;
transformative learning

1. Introduction

This article aims to incorporate the concept of transformative learning initiated by
Mezirow in the United States [1,2] into an educational context that, following the Bologna
process, has promoted structural changes in higher education throughout Europe. The
theory of transformative education places the focus on how the learners are able to change
their beliefs, attitudes and emotional reactions through a critical reflection process, which
leads to a transformation [3].

The Bologna process was created to ensure comparability in the standards and quality
of higher-education qualifications across the different European countries. It involved
promoting an inclusive and innovative approach to learning and teaching, introducing in
the different curricula not only technical content but also training in soft skills. These skills
should allow new graduates to adapt to a dynamic work environment and contribute to
social development. The process inevitably brought changes for both students and teachers,
who have had to incorporate not only new teaching methods but also cultivate their own
interpersonal skills to increase psychological closeness [4,5] and effective communica-
tion [6]. It is well known that greater teacher immediacy equates to higher credibility and
deeper student motivation [7], and determines the achievement of learning objectives [8,9].
Despite the new channels of communication that have arisen in recent years, improving
the actual degree of communication with students remains challenging [10,11]. This is a
concern that many teachers have regarding their own abilities to manage and interact with
students [12]. According to the theory of transformative learning, communication refers to
understanding the message of the other—including awareness of the intentions, thoughts,
and feelings that the other may have [13]. This ability to communicate effectively with
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others cannot be considered innate but instead is something to be developed in a process
of continuous transformation and learning [3].

1.1. Embodied Learning

Although, as already mentioned, the non-verbal capacities of teachers are related
to positive instructional and emotional outcomes, the influence of non-verbal aspects in
communicative learning is not sufficiently taken into account [14-16]. Some non-verbal
elements can be easily learned, such as eye contact or vocal inflections, but other aspects
can only be trained through active experience that requires a certain amount of time [17,18].
Embodied learning could offer an interesting approach, emphasizing the lived experience
of the body to increase nonverbal skills in teachers. In this regard, there is a paucity of
studies in higher-education environments, but some work has been carried out in schools
through, for example, mindfulness, tai chi, qi gong or yoga [19,20]. These interventions are
becoming more and more common and are valued by teachers and students [21]. Slowly
but progressively, the space dedicated to learning processes that integrate the relation-
ship between bodily sensations, thoughts and emotions is increasing in the educational
field [22-25]. However, there are far fewer initiatives in higher education, where Cartesian
dualism is deeply ingrained [24,26-29].

The acquisition of body awareness allows the identification of one’s perceptive, cogni-
tive, and expressive patterns, and contributes to self-reflection and self-knowledge [30,31].
This could improve communication by helping teachers to identify their automatic re-
actions and attain greater self-confidence and control over the impact of their message.
Embodied learning incorporates embodied cognition into educational research [32]. The
original embodied cognition paradigm described how our body and our environment
are connected by cognitive processes. Later, the concept of embodied enactive cognition
was added, underlining the idea that the experienced world is determined by mutual
interactions between the physiology of the organism, its sensorimotor circuit, and the
environment [33]. Knowledge emerges through the primary agent’s bodily engagement
with the environment, giving meaning to the concept of embodiment [34]. Caldwell defines
embodiment as the awareness and attentive participation of the body’s states and actions,
and introduces a wider concept, “bodyfulness”, that “begins when the embodied self is
held in a conscious, contemplative environment. It’s then coupled with non-judgmental
engagement with bodily processes, an acceptance and appreciation of one’s bodily na-
ture” [35] (p. 13). She highlighted: “The body isn’t a thing we have but an experience we
are. We exist, not just think, but we move and attune to others” [35] (p. 25).

1.2. Body Movement Approach

In order for the embodied experience to generate significant learning, it is necessary
to follow successive stages of reflection and integration. Experiential learning programs
should be able to improve: (i) the anatomical and physiological knowledge of the body;
(ii) the capability to identify one’s own and others’ movement patterns, and their rela-
tionship with sensory and emotional responses; (iii) the ability to progressively approach
the other through shared movement and play; and (iv) the connection among thoughts,
emotions and the bodily responses offered to students. That means acquiring a level of
self-awareness that allows the understanding of non-verbal signals and modulating them
for clearer communication.

Several body-mind approaches are available to achieve these goals, although not
all of them may be suitable for introduction into a non-specific teaching environment,
such as dance, movement, or psychotherapy. Most mind-body approaches began their
development in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, drawing on Eastern traditions
(martial arts and yoga, for instance) and integrating new knowledge from the fields of
biology, anatomy, physiology and psychology [36]. Since Darwin, numerous researchers in
the field of psychology have shown the relationship among non-verbal behavior, emotions,
needs and impulses [37—41]. As Mazer and Graham [42] suggest, it is time for interaction



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 460

3o0f14

with new disciplines that can enrich and invigorate traditionally established approaches
and knowledge about communication in teaching and learning [42].

All of the above justifies carrying out a proposal where learning is offered from the
experience of the body itself. An exploratory and interpretative case study regarding the
introduction of an embodied learning program for teachers is presented. The main objective
was to explore if body awareness training could be something that is transformative for
teachers. The hypothesis is that the transformation generated by embodied learning
could improve self-knowledge in relation to non-verbal patterns, awaken awareness to the
existence of “another type of knowledge and communication”, and acquire tools for better
emotional regulation.

2. Materials and Methods

The methodology followed a qualitative approach since it allowed us to deepen
our understanding of the human experience, in particular, the learning process and the
awareness of the group of participants [43].

2.1. Participants

Twenty-two teachers (14 females and 8 males) from a variety of departments at the
Universidad Europea de Madrid (School of Engineering [8], School of Art and Communica-
tion [2], Faculty of Social Science [4]) School of Biomedical Science [6] and School of Sports
Science [2]), participated voluntarily. Most were experienced university lecturers. Only
4 participants were junior lecturers, with less than 5 years of university teaching experience.
All of them signed informed consent forms in accordance with ethical requirements.

The Prevention Service of the Human Resources Department of the Universidad
Europea de Madrid collaborated with the research study, sending the information about the
program to the teachers by e-mail. The inclusion criterion for participation in the program
was the number of teaching lessons/week, such that only teachers with contracts of more
than 30 h per week could participate. Exclusion criteria included medical contraindications
for gentle physical exercise. All teachers who enrolled met the inclusion and exclusion
criteria participated in the study.

2.2. Procedure

The training program was implemented through 12 weekly sessions in a large room.
Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) and Body-Mind Centering (BMC) were the approaches
used to organize the different sessions, based on previous experience [28,44,45]. DMT
was developed from creative and expressive dance into a form of psychotherapy where
spontaneous and free movements are seen as inner and unconscious processes [46]. What-
ever the motor actions are, whether functional or not, the way that they are performed
gives information about the particular person. As an interdisciplinary profession, DMT
has traditionally been applied in clinical contexts, but it is gaining popularity in social and
educational contexts as a tool for personal growth and wellbeing [47-51]. Besides, BMC
is the study of living in the body through conscious experience, employing anatomical,
physiological, psychophysical and developmental principles [52].

The program consisted of 3 phases of 4 sessions each. Each session lasted 2 h. The
first phase had a special focus at the intra-personal level, developing sensory, motor and
kinesthetic potential in close relation to one’s own body. In the second phase, the work
progressed to opening consciousness about how previous learning echoes affect and lead
to improved interpersonal skills. The third phase integrated previous learning, developing
movement observation and evaluation skills. Each session followed the same structure:

e  Check-in (10 min): participants entered the space and were asked about their attitude
and expectations regarding the session.

e  Warm-up (20 min): preparing the body for the work using different proposals based
on body anatomy and physiology.
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e  Theme development (40 min): a deeper exploration of feelings, thoughts, and the
movement patterns of the participants.
Closure (20 min): supportive closure to provide a sense of release and satisfaction.
Reflective practice (30 min): individual reflection and verbal group-sharing of feelings,
ideas and thoughts regarding the previous movement experience.

Both closure and reflective practices followed certain guidelines to help the partic-
ipants reflect about the different contents, in particular, about self-knowledge and its
applications in the teaching activity.

The following tables show the sequence of the 12 sessions, with the requisite tools
and some details about dynamics during each session. Tables 1-3, respectively, correspond
to the different work phases described in the procedure. A detailed dossier about the
dynamics explored during the sessions is offered in Supplementary Materials.

Only information about warm-ups and theme development is detailed. We do not
recommend using these tables as a list of instructions for use, without previous knowledge
of the group and its needs. The proposal should be adapted according to the level of
confidence among the participants, their needs as they emerge during the program, and
their capacity to connect and integrate non-verbal information.

Table 1. Tools and characteristics of warm-ups and themes for sessions 1-4 (Phase 1).

Session 1. Generating Confidence in Oneself and the Group

Tools Anatomic concepts. Play dynamics
Warm-up Structured exercises to warm up the different muscle-skeletal structures
Theme Structured and unstructured play dynamics to interrelate with others
Session 2. Knowing One’s Own Body
Tools Body-Mind Centering principles [52]. Dance and creative movement [46]
Warm-u Structured exercises to differentiate among anatomic structures, the ranges of joint movement, tension zones
P and breathing patterns
Theme Creative movement proposals working with limits (in space, in touch, in number of supports)
Session 3. Exploring the Kinesphere, Levels and Space
Tools Anatomical concepts. Play dynamics. Dance and creative movement
Warm-u Guided breathing exercises and perception of the reactions in one’s own body. Exercises for understanding
p condensation/expansion in different parts of the body, and levels. Using one’s own kinesphere
Theme Exploring the space, moving to a place, and observing one’s own breathing. Initiating free movement from
one’s own breathing
Session 4. Exploring Contact and Physical Support
Tools Body-Mind Centering principles. Creative dance. Improvisation tools.
Warm-u Guided exercises on support, vertical axes and self-contact. Exploring in pairs the different qualities of touch
p in bones and muscles
Theme Free movement with and without companion’s support
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Table 2. Tools and characteristics of warm-ups and themes for sessions 5-8 (Phase 2).

Session 5. The Cycle of Perception and Answer

Tools Body-Mind Centering principles. Dance and creative movement. Play dynamics
Warm-up Guided exercises focused on different senses
Theme Movement improvisation about perception/answering versus reaction
Session 6. Tonic States and Emotion Expression
Tools Body-Mind principles. Improvisation. Play dynamics
Warm-u Guided exercises: breathing, body scan and joint mobilization. Exploring in pairs the differences among skin,
p muscles and bones. Analyzing different tonic states in muscles
Theme Working in pairs with tonic states. Free improvisation with tonic states and relating to emotional content
Session 7. Information Processing
Tools Dance and creative movement
Warm-u Free warm-up using different exercises learned during previous sessions. Sign-in movement in a circle: each
P participant makes a movement that represents him/her, and the rest repeat it
Theme Role-play in pairs of a communicative situation
Session 8. Motion Factors (Efforts)
Tools Laban Movement Analysis [54]. Dance and creative movement
Warm-u Guided exercises for stretching and activating the different anatomical structures. Explanation and exploration
p of Laban effort taxonomy
Theme Creating a free sequence and exploring it in the space with different motion factors
Table 3. Tools and characteristics of warm-ups and themes for sessions 9-12 (Phase 3).
Session 9. Actions (Incomplete Efforts)
Tools Laban Movement Analysis [54]. Dance and creative movement
Warm-u Guided exercises with efforts. Exploring the actions in pairs, combinations of the different efforts, play-in,
P using one’s voice with these actions
Theme Creating a free choreography with motion factors and actions chosen. Observe and analyze in pairs the motion
factors and actions used
Session 10. Connecting with the Unconscious
Tools Kinesthetic empathy. Authentic movement [49]
Warm-u Working in pairs: one leads the movement, the other one observes and follows it. Doing this when walking.
P Opening the space, following the movement of whomever you want. Mirroring exercises
Theme Introducing the concept of authentic movement and working in pairs
Session 11. Relating with Others
Tools Body-Mind Centering principles. Improvisation
Warm-u Working in pairs: free warm-up. Observing the posture of the companion, offering what is needed. Movement
P in a swarm, changing leader
Theme Working in threes with one’s weight and support. Leaving the weight to the floor, having confidence in peers
who help in the fall. Observing own behavior patterns, offering and asking for support
Session 12. Integration (Modulation of Behaviors)
Tools Kinesthetic empathy [46]
Warm-u Free individual warm-up. Working in pairs through mirroring. Amplifying and modulating the proposals
p given to the partner
Theme Free exploration in a space of emotional connection with the partner through the tonic states, efforts and

actions and rhythm. Opening up to other companions, integrating new information, moving between
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2.3. Materials

A daily diary was completed by the participants to provide an ongoing reflective
account of the impact of the intervention. Participants were free to choose the content on
which they reflected but were encouraged to include personal observations and insights
into their behaviors, interactions, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, fears, obstacles, failures and
successes. The session closure included a verbal discussion to help participants develop
self-awareness and achieve deeper levels of critical reflection.

Three meetings were also held with the participants during the process, to elaborate
on deeper reflections, obtain feedback about satisfaction with the sessions, and look for
connections with the teaching practice. The session discussions and meetings were recorded
digitally. A structured interview was implemented, six months after finishing the training,
to assess the permanence in time of these learning outcomes. The interviews assessed
how much knowledge had been transferred to the participants” quotidian life and to the
classroom. Participants gave feedback on the perceived appropriateness of the workshop
content, types of dynamics, length, and applicability to classroom situations. They were
also invited to identify topics they would like to develop further in future training programs,
and any additional comments or suggestions relating to the workshop format and duration
were encouraged and welcomed. Personal notes and written memos were also completed
by the two movement psychotherapists who led the sessions.

The different methods—daily reflections, researchers’ memos, regular joint meetings,
and closure meeting comments—allowed us to triangulate the data. All information was
transcripted and codified (Table 4). The first readings of the data seemed to suggest
an adjustment to the transformative learning paradigm. Therefore, we decided to use
Hoggan’s typology to verify this hypothesis, following a deductive qualitative analysis [54].
NVivo 12 software was chosen for the analysis. The extracts presented in the current
research were translated to English by one of the authors.

Table 4. Codes for data evidence.

Data Source Code
Diaries of participants DS + session number-reference number
Audio-registers TAS + session number-r + reference number
Final interviews ET + participant’s number—p + paragraph number

3. Results

In a review of 206 papers on transformative education, Hoggan found six primary
themes and 28 learning outcomes [54]. In our case, 10 learning outcomes were detected,
corresponding to 5 of the 6 themes identified by Hoggan (Table 5). Some evidence is
presented below according to this structure (learning outcomes are emphasized by italics
in the text).

3.1. Worldview

This category includes the assumptions, beliefs and expectations that influence the mean-
ing of experience. Although teachers performed the training program voluntarily, there
were initial resistance and difficulties: “I am not sure if this training is going to help me in
my job” (DS3-1). Most of them related to not considering the body and its manifestations
as relevant in the educational context. As time progressed, these initial resistances and
beliefs were transformed into acceptance of new values and points of view, arriving to a
more complex worldview: 1 still don’t know whether this program will help me in my work.
I was a bit sceptical, perhaps I still am. However, I am sure that it will help me as a person.
Isn’t the last thing more important than the first? Can anyone carry out his work properly
if they are not comfortable with their body?” (DS8-12).
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Table 5. Hoggan’s themes, as described in transformative learning literature, and learning outcomes
emerging from the qualitative analysis [55].

Hoggan’s Themes Learning Outcomes
Worldview Assumptlons., beliefs, expectations .
More comprehensive or complex worldview
Self-knowledge
Self Self-in-relation
Epistemology Utilizing extra-rational ways of knowing
Affective experience of life
Ontology Ways of being
Attributes

Behavior Professional practices

Skills

3.2. Self

Working with the body revealed two aspects about the self: knowledge about the own
person (self-knowledge) and new information about their relationships and engagement
with their peers (self-in-relation). A relevant number of participants highlighted the deeper
knowledge about themselves that the sessions provided: “In each session I have learned
something new about myself” (ET4-p2); or “It is curious how this course has provided me
with a more complete perception about how we move” (DS9-8). They are conscious about
the relationship between movement patterns and personality: “I find quite interesting to
link your movement pattern to your way of being” (DS9-1); “Defining the factors that
characterize our movement helps us to know how the others view us. Also, it brings us
close to our real way of being” (DS9-3); “If I walk like I'm going into battle, I will transmit
anxiety or even distance to others (including my students)” (DS4-15). Participants also
learn through the direct experience the relationship between sensation, perception and
attention: “The session has shown me that the whole body is a perceptive organ, and how
I am more sensitive to the perceptions according to my previous physical state. There
are states of tension and alertness and others of relaxation. Under the alert states, some
perceptive nuances are lost. Under the relaxed states, more perceptive nuances can be
noticed” (DS7-5).

Regarding inputs about the self-in relation, participants introduce the possibility to
be relaxed in the workplace: “I'm at my workplace and I have the chance to relax with
my workmates” (ET3-p22). The dynamics introduced help them to connect with others in
a different way; participants said: “It has helped me to relate intimately, something that
would not have happened if I had not done the training program” (ET5-p10), “I behave
more naturally dealing with people. I'm a little bit more open” (ET10-p15).

3.3. Epistemology

The participants began to use what might be called “other forms of knowledge” that
are not strictly guided by thought. They began to use somatic terminology and a specific
vocabulary of movement patterns. This could be considered to be an extrarational way
of knowing. In fact, they realized that there is a knowledge that arises through the direct
experience of the body: “It is as if our bodies speak without words and show affection,
tenderness, happiness and many more feelings. I have felt more connection with my
students, from a physical point of view, but without any corporal contact. It is a weird
feeling, but it is like ... I could predict their questions, their movements, and we are
all in perfect harmony” (TAS9-r8). Some participants pointed out the improvement of
relationships between peers: “I believe that the confidence emerging during the training
program has also improved the mood of the department. In my opinion, it has been pretty
good” (ET9-p11); “In this session, it is clear how the mood can change the behavior of the
others and dispose people to cooperate or not in a proposal” (DS7-5).
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3.4. Ontology

As mentioned above, working with body awareness could have a major impact on
learners, producing relevant changes in the way that a person exists in the world. This is
the category with the highest number of outcomes for the themes established by Hoggan:
the affective experience of life, ways of being, and attributes [54]. Under the category
affective experience of life, Hoggan includes those transformative learning outcomes that
affect emotions, feelings, the quality of life, and learning to live with joy [55]. Our work
suggests that the program had two relevant impacts within this category: on the one
hand, an improvement in the management and regulation of emotions, and on the other
hand, an improvement in quality of life and personal wellbeing. With activities based
on movement qualities, participants see opportunities for better emotional regulation:
“Perhaps, we can find several mechanisms to regulate emotions, and to release us when we
feel too tense or stressed” (DS8-5) [53]. Additional results were identified in the teaching
context: “Not reacting instantly to any stimulus coming from students” (E03-p4); “I'm able
to better manage my emotions and therefore I'm also able to manage everyday conflict”
(ET3-p3); “We have realized how emotions and intentions are involved in movements. The
gestures and the movements express the intentions of someone approaching you and give
us information before starting the verbal communication.” (DS8-7). Regarding personal
wellbeing, the acquisition of equilibrium among the psychological, physical and emotional
aspects was reflected in the following evidence: “During the session, I was able to connect
the physical and the emotional parts, so I was able to relax my emotions because of my
own physical relaxation” (DS1-5). They also appreciate this time as a benefit: “Indeed, I
take the course and it’s a delightful time for me” (DS1-2). Participants observed a positive
impact over the remainder of the day: “I feel that I can connect my body and my mind,
and I reach a harmony that allows me to go ahead and to finish the day, enjoying it more”
(DS4-11).

It seems there was a different way of being when participants were surprised by the
increase in their body awareness. That means being able to see and recognize oneself
at a bodily level; this emerges when participants differentiate the body structures: “The
experience of feeling our skin, our muscles, and our bones has made me think and made
me conscious of our bodies” (DS5-4). Participants also identified relationships between the
bodily aspects (tone, gesture, posture) and non-verbal language: “How stiff I walk, how I
hold myself. The tone I use, the posture, the gesture” (ET6-p4); or “I'm more conscious of
how I use non-verbal language and how to use it better” (ET3-p4).

They also recognized the development of particular attributes, such as trust and com-
plicity: “In the imitation sessions, the laughs appeared easily. Complicity was evident
and patent. Writing these words, I feel good, I have a smile on my face, remember-
ing the session” (DS2-1). Empathy also grew—a very useful attribute in the context of
teaching-learning: “The fact that you receive training on tools for knowing your mood,
understanding your students’ moods ... placing yourself in other’s shoes . .. all of this is
very useful.” (DS10-14).

3.5. Behavior

Learning about the body and its expressive manifestations produces changes in the
person and therefore affects their professional practice. Some teachers agreed with the idea
that the training has helped them to manage the classroom: “I believe an implementation
of these methodologies could be transferable to the classroom” (DS8-7); or: “My classes
are more corporal, I try to speak with my body” (ET1-p4). They also recognize they have
developed new skills connected with a better perception of the classroom atmosphere. On
the one hand, teachers are more conscious about the non-verbal information that their
students relay: “I'm more conscious about what students transmit through their style of
sitting, talking and walking” (ET7-p5). On the other hand, they mentioned the usefulness
regarding the adaptation of communication through the body: “This is what I take with
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me: the way in which each person adapts and manifests, through bodily expression, their
previous experiences. To me that has been very valuable.” (DS11-9).

In summary, teachers reported an improvement in self-awareness through contact
with their own movement patterns (Worldwide and Self themes), suggesting that this
could lead to a more fluid relationship with both students and colleagues, improving the
work environment by reducing stress and anxiety. These changes as experienced seem to
awaken in the participants the awareness of new forms of knowledge not known until
now (Epistemology theme), and of new forms of communication to be exploited within the
classroom (Behavior theme). All this, a better knowledge, a better relationship with the
environment, and new ways of communicating with it, could be responsible for facilitating
the management of emotions by the teachers, who experienced greater emotional balance
and an improvement in the quality of life and personal wellbeing (Ontology theme).

4. Discussion

The body-mind approach is not commonly used in higher education as a way to
develop self-knowledge and self-reflection. It requires professionals trained in experi-
ential and embodiment tools that could promote critical self-reflection as a key factor in
transformation [2]. Despite the intrinsic difficulty of introducing it into academia, our
experience shows that the body—mind approach could be a powerful tool for transforma-
tion, as Mezirow suggests [56]. The originality of the study lies in transferring movement
tools that have been shown to improve relational and non-verbal communication skills in
university students to the teachers themselves, as they have been shown to increase the
quality of life and interpersonal and cognitive skills [57,58]. Teacher efficacy and teachers’
work engagement at higher-education level seem to be related to their wellbeing which, in
turn, is related to the availability of resources and support for teaching, the recognition of
the teacher’s work, and the existence of tools to maintain good interpersonal relations with
students [59].

The teachers, overcoming their initial reticence, opened up to the proposed experience
and were guided through the process of increasing their self-knowledge through their own
bodies (self-outcomes). The experience started with the discovery of the physical structures
of the body and the increase of body awareness (epistemology outcomes category). Their
surprise and a certain amount of discomfort caused by the discovery produced a substantial
change regarding assumptions and beliefs and increased self-awareness [54,60,61]. This
generated the “disorienting dilemma” necessary for transformative learning [56].

The evidence shows that there was a considerable improvement in the teachers’
awareness of their own feelings and the symbolism that emerged in movement, by bringing
to light some of the unconscious material [62,63]. The attention paid to these aspects
modulated the way in which they perceived themselves: (a) physically, in a deeper and
richer way (ways of being outcomes); (b) psychologically, with a greater balance and
wellbeing, and therefore reacting in a less automatic and instantaneous way (affective
experience of live outcomes); (c) increasing the perception of complicity and empathy with
their students (attributes outcomes).

Our results are in good agreement with those published previously. According to
Caldwell et al., specific training focused on non-verbal aspects and somatic work benefits
general well-being [27]. The impact of what we call the intrapersonal sphere affects the
way a person manages their behavior and attitude in relation to others (what we call
the interpersonal sphere) [27,62]. The individuals who increase their body consciousness
can better understand the body’s reaction to an emotionally complex event or situation,
improving their self-esteem [64]. This could allow them to accept the situation, modulating
their response in a more adaptive way in relation to the classroom environment. In the
case of teachers, this improvement has been shown to be relevant to prevent teachers from
falling prey to burnout when they are overworked [65].

The most important practical implications are that the company should provide an
open, private space, free of noise and interference. It is around midday, when the lunch
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break usually takes place, that the most appropriate time to establish the sessions has been
established. In addition, it would be advisable for the company to incorporate this proposal
into the annual training plans that all universities generally offer their professors. This
could encourage participation.

In addition to the practical considerations outlined above, there are certain consider-
ations that require a long-term organizational commitment. Our experience of different
projects shows the difficulty of introducing embodied learning in an academic context
where the Cartesian paradigm is still the dominant one. Long-term planning would be
appropriate, so that it could be tested in small groups and adapted to the specific needs of
teachers, before being adopted on a larger scale. This would make it possible to evaluate
the results for continuous improvement, to measure their impact on the quality of teaching
and the relationship with students, and to determine its usefulness for the institution. Fur-
thermore, training should be provided by professionals specialized in body psychotherapy
and higher education at the same time. A large part of the success of training programs
such as the one presented here lies in the trust generated between the participants and the
facilitator, as well as in the time required for the awareness process. This would require a
commitment by the institution itself to financially support resources for implementation
over a period of several years.

Other recommendations on the characteristics of the implemented program and their
limitations might be also considered. The initial warm-up is a crucial phase. Participants
value this time, as they experience a break from the frenzied weekly rhythm. This phase
contributes to establishing self-confidence, body receptiveness, the ability to commit to the
training, and overall satisfaction in the group [62]. It also allows each participant to step
out of their comfort zone to explore different aspects of their own personality, for example,
different ways of relating or listening to others, without fear of being judged or evaluated
negatively.

During the phase identified as theme development, different play dynamics, improvi-
sation tools and physical contact exercises were used. These should be introduced carefully
in practice, as participants show sufficient confidence and responsiveness. This form of
experience through body dynamics can bring out feelings of vulnerability and difficulties
in relation to one’s limits, beliefs, or assumptions [62]. The facilitator should pay special
attention to the needs of the group and their learning time, to make the necessary adap-
tations to the movement proposals. The number and length of the sessions should also
be sufficient to be able to have a thorough warm-up and transition from the daily routine,
develop the themes, reflect, and share what has moved and emerged.

The closure procedure is a core aspect to grounding the emerged knowledge. The
incorporation of reflection guides has been shown to be useful in achieving transformative
learning [66]. Both verbal discussion and reflective diaries helped participants to express
their findings on body awareness and emotional states. Critical reflection on a process is a
distinguishing characteristic of adult learning, which refers to questioning the learner’s
own assumptions and beliefs [54]. In this case, most of the participants had no previous
experience of acquiring direct knowledge from their own body, and for some of them,
contradictions among their thoughts and their feelings and sensations appeared. The
guidelines for reflection helped them to think about the application and impact of their
new knowledge on their teaching activity.

The fundamental limitations in the study refer to the predisposition of the participants,
who took part in the training on a voluntary basis. This implies a clear bias in their
involvement with the training program, and therefore in the results and its validity. A
larger sample would reinforce the results obtained. Another limitation concerns whether
this training really had an impact on their daily teaching tasks. We have understood in
greater depth how the training proposal can actually result in a transforming experience for
the teacher. However, we cannot conclude whether this change would have a positive effect
on a particular teacher’s relationship with their students, given that their students’ voices
have not been heard. The challenge now should be to transfer the positive experience
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honestly to their students, employing more flexible schemes and paying attention to their
non-verbal communication.

5. Conclusions

Under the paradigm of transformative education, the inclusion of body-awareness
training programs could improve teacher—student communication when the teacher is
aware of the information that non-verbal language transmits. This awareness is gained
through truly experiential training that allows teachers to know their motor and relational
patterns, and to understand how connected they are to what happens in a classroom.
In our opinion, these training programs should have the requisite length to promote
sufficient integration and reflection of the contents. They should also be led by people
with experience in the educational field, who have specialized in non-directive body-work
approaches based on dance and creative movement. These two elements are necessary,
in our experience, so that the training that is provided can be truly transformative for
the teacher and not be merely anecdotal. All the above is especially important when the
participants do not have previous experience with body—mind tools and body awareness
because the emotions and resistance that emerge can interfere with the success of the work.
In our experience, a total number of sessions between 8 and 12, each lasting 90 min, would
be advisable. This allows a smooth transition from daily work to the experience, a good
preparatory warm-up, and enough time to work on the issues raised and for reflection. The
reflection time is necessary to put words and, therefore, meaning into what has changed
during the session. Leaving enough space and time for teachers to connect with their
own bodies, their needs, their movement patterns, and relationships with thoughts and
emotions is the only way to make them conscious of the importance of non-verbal issues.

The participants showed in their reflective diaries the personal and professional
benefits that this training has brought them. Afterward, they were more aware of their
movement profile and its relationship with their feelings and emotional states. They en-
gaged in self-reflection on their own communicative styles and discovered new tools to
improve their teaching. They claimed that the experience contributed to their personal
growth, as well as improving the working atmosphere. Most of the teachers (20) empha-
sized the applicability of this training in their daily teaching: they feel more comfortable
with their bodies and the way in which they communicate with students. Two of them
did not see the transfer of their own knowledge to the classroom. Nevertheless, for all
participants, their observation skills improved; therefore, they feel they can understand
students” attitudes better than before the training. We hope this translates to a greater
capacity to respond to them in a more efficient and healthy way.

We believe that more interest in the non-verbal aspects of communication in the
university community could facilitate the teaching-learning processes. Clearly, academic
institutions could benefit from this, when the advantages of embodied experience in
non-educational settings are well known. Further research with a larger sample size is
warranted to investigate the relationship between embodiment and teaching-learning
processes, for both students and teachers. The inclusion of students’ voices would be useful
to evaluate the effect on the whole teaching-learning process, but this would require a
more ambitious project. Mixed methods that use quantitative and qualitative data sources
could shed more light on these studies.

Supplementary Materials: A detailed dossier about sessions dynamics is available online at https:
/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci11090460/s1.
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