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      The field of embodied cognition is vast. No individual could claim expertise in all
         the different disciplines it touches: cognitive science, psychology, biology, evolutionary
         studies, neuroscience, social psychology, and philosophy—just to name a few. Thus
         writing an approachable book exploring embodied cognition through the lens of education
         is challenging. In addition, a considerable amount of research is highly theoretical
         and specific, addressing a minute pinprick of the embodied cognition landscape.
      

      
      I have tried to do justice to technical complexity while also making the ideas generally
         applicable and digestible. To bring this multifaceted field into focus, I use real-world
         examples whenever possible. There is a mountain of embodied cognition studies out
         there; I’ve been as diligent as I can in attributing work appropriately and acknowledging
         the researchers and authors responsible for developing this fascinating field. Obviously,
         any omissions or misrepresentations are solely my fault.
      

      
      Embodied cognition (broadly construed) posits that human thinking, feeling, and learning
         happens bodily in concert with our mind. A natural question would be “So what?” I
         hope in some small way this book explores the conversations resulting from that query
         in a manner of interest to teachers and educators but also to anyone interested in
         how we learn, in the way memories form and inform decisions, and in the relationship
         between our sensory experience of the world and our behavior. And maybe—just maybe—this
         book can shed a little light on how embodiment helps us understand who we are.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         San Antonio Blues

         
         
      

      
      I wore an enormous purple fleece jacket that made me look like the wobbly, rotund
         offspring of Barney, the purple dinosaur. I’d tuck my infant son, Finn, into a sling
         that held his little body close to mine. I’d zipper up and he’d be cocooned against
         me, ensconced in the fuzzy fabric of the coat. Despite his initial whimpers and protests,
         I’d begin crunching through the snow, walking out into the fields and forests around
         our home. He’d fall asleep quickly, wrapped in the womb-like sling across my chest.
         His body would jostle gently as I marched along, breathing heavily. Winter crows would
         caw overhead.
      

      
      Those moments were some of the happiest of my life. Despite the fact that it was ten
         years ago and, like most new parents, I was sleep deprived, unshowered, and exhausted,
         the walks I took with Finn curled against me like a hibernating squirrel are as clear
         in my mind as though they just happened this morning. I can remember everything: the
         way his weight would begin to make one side of my neck sore; the lengths I’d go to
         avoid chatty neighbors walking their dog who might stop me for conversation and wake
         him up; the way my footsteps and breathing would fall into a shuffling rhythm with
         the gentle sway of his body; the little gah sound he’d make when he finally woke; the clear blue of his eyes as I unzipped him
         and he poked his head out into the cold, fresh air, ready for the next moments of
         his life.
      

      
      No matter what else was going on in those days, I felt existentially complete and
         supremely contented during those walks. It was actually a deeply troubling time for
         our family; illness and financial insecurity had hit us hard and brought with it boatloads
         of stress. It was only during those long walks in that ridiculously oversized jacket
         that I felt present and within myself.
      

      
      Fast-forward ten years.

      
      I was waiting to board my flight in an hour or two. The San Antonio airport sits just
         outside the city. Small and efficient, it’s not the tangled snarl of Newark or the
         endless concourse-of-death of Detroit, nor is it the massive, mind-numbing sprawl
         of Dallas–Fort Worth. The coffee shop sits happily right beside the TSA body-cavity-search
         stations. After a brief conversation with a missionary headed back to Panama as we
         both put our shoes and belts back on, in which we made small talk about the weather
         (he thought the one year he’d spent in West Virginia was “the coldest” thing he’d
         ever experienced—as a Vermonter, I could only chuckle inwardly and feel superior after
         several decades of freezing my ass off, a small but hard-won early morning victory
         meaning absolutely nothing), I grabbed a coffee from the kiosk and went to sit and
         wait for my flight. It was just after six a.m.
      

      
      I had every reason to be happy. I’d just spent the past few days with my daughter
         Vivien at a STEM conference at which she’d presented her graduate research. Seeing
         her, all grown up and engaged in the pell-mell world of scientific research, is the
         sort of thing a parent dreams about: a happy, well-adjusted and brilliant (if I say
         so myself) kid on the path to a fulfilling life. She’d given a talk on the symbiotic
         relationship between bobtail squid and phosphorescent bacteria in which she demonstrated
         a keen intellect, relaxed charm, and humbly compelling thesis. I should’ve been Dick-Van-Dykeing
         my way through the airport, singing and dancing and happy.
      

      
      Only I wasn’t.

      
      I felt pretty rotten. Physically I was OK—it was my emotions that were out of whack.
         I felt anxious and depressed, my mind caught in shitty, cyclical patterns of worry
         and self-criticism. It was the typical stuff of general neuroticism and self-loathing:
         I’m not good enough, smart enough. I’m a bad parent, useless teacher, crappy writer.
         No one really understands me. The usual banal insecurities of middle age—anxieties
         about money and success and reckoning with mortality. I was spiraling downward into
         a pretty negative state.
      

      
      Add to that I was at the airport, a crossroads of humanity if ever there was one.
         Rather than seeing families on their way to well-earned vacations, travelers journeying
         to far-flung destinations across the world, and business-people necessarily greasing
         the wheels of global commerce and knitting together the fabric of our economy, I saw
         a faceless and shapeless mass intent on consuming the planet down to the bones, stuffed
         to the gills with Chick-fil-A and Dunkin Donuts, riding off into an apocalyptic sunrise
         in fossil-fuel-burning torpedoes of death. I was one part self-denigration, two parts
         asshole.
      

      
      I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. Even my morning coffee—usually my favorite
         moment of the day—seemed bitter and unrewarding. I stood up and started walking. I
         wandered a bit in the newsstand, but every newspaper and magazine and book just revved
         up my feelings of impending doom mixed with personal insufficiency more. Finally I
         just started striding across the waxed floors of the airport. Walking fast, I went
         to the very end of the terminal, executed a tight hairpin, and started trekking back
         the other way. I loped back and forth across the San Antonio airport, stomach grumbling,
         arms swinging. I’d only been there two nights; my backpack was light. Early morning
         sun shone through the windows.
      

      
      It happened imperceptibly at first, but then, even as scattered and twingy as I felt,
         I began to notice something. I was calming down. Feeling a bit better. The more steps
         I took, the more the dark monsters of my psyche receded. I saw a toddler with her
         parents. She was capering about in those ridiculous light-up sneakers; it made me
         smile. An elderly black man laughed into his phone—a deep, resonant chuckle—and the
         sound made me happy. Vivien’s face came back to me—her absorbed gaze the day before
         as we ate Mexican food at a riverside restaurant and she tweaked her presentation
         on her laptop; her smile and laugh as I teased her for eating the exact same foods
         she’d eaten as a child; her open warmth as she responded to questions after her talk.
      

      
      Somewhere inside my chest, that pride I felt began to grow from the guttering, nearly
         extinguished flame to a blazing sun. The more I walked, the more the images cascaded
         in my mind: the way Viv would wear big ol’ sneakers and tube socks in fourth grade;
         how she’d bring a stuffed chameleon toy named “Curla” to school and climb a tree with
         her friends to eat lunch in the branches. The sound of her big bag of colored pencils
         being rustled up on a weekend morning while her mother and I lay in bed. The shock
         of the cold salty Pacific when we dove into the surf together when we camped on Catalina
         Island.
      

      
      I kept walking, back and forth. The blasting loudspeakers announcing flights didn’t
         even register to me. The sun was fully up, shining brightly. So was I.
      

       

      We all have a body. No matter who you are, if you’re reading this, you have a body. This is the most
         basic fact of our shared existence I can think of. The way our body interacts with
         the world around us, and the way we perceive that interaction, is at the core of how
         we think, and who we are.
      

      
      Admittedly, the San Antonio airport is an inauspicious place for a revelation. Yet
         when I was walking the airport, I was able to feel life deeply in a way I couldn’t
         when I was sitting. The shift in my emotions, my belief about myself, and my feelings
         about the world came about through the simple, everyday miracle of movement. Simply
         walking changed my mood, and thus changed the way I thought about the world. I didn’t
         have to cognitively work through how I was feeling; it just happened.
      

      
      By returning to my body through the simple act of walking, I changed the way I thought,
         my emotions, and my behavior. Engagement with the physical self in a direct way had
         a domino effect that changed the way I felt about myself and the world.
      

      
      In fact, a more accurate way to say it is that we are our body. Our concept of self is embodied, wired into the very physical tissues. In walking
         back and forth through the airport, I was simply reminding myself of this basic reality.
         Prior to returning to the physical realization that I am a body—that the experience
         of “me” wasn’t some airy notion suspended in the clouds, but rather was the very corporeal
         stuff of my physical form—I was experiencing a split. I was too much in my head, and
         my sense of self was dislocated. It was as though my conception of self—who I was,
         how I felt, and my interaction with the world around me—was a balloon floating far
         above me. My walking, my breathing, and my return to the physical self hauled that
         balloon down. Popped it, even, and got me back into my body. We don’t all simply have
         a body, we are bodies. Our bodies are us.
      

      
      When I was a middle school teacher in Los Angeles a few lifetimes ago, I got the crazy
         idea to teach Shakespeare’s Hamlet. I thought one of the ways I could really bring the play to life was to have the
         students act it out on camera, then we’d edit together a movie version. I have never
         taken a class in Shakespeare, nor would I consider myself particularly adept at parsing
         his linguistic gymnastics. But that play has always stuck with me, and a number of
         Hamlet’s lines were burned into my memory.
      

      
      One of them is, “The time is out of joint.” Hamlet is referring to the way his sanity
         is suffering; after all, he’s conversing with the ghost of his father and struggling
         with severe melancholy. Prior to reentering the present moment through the simple
         physical movement of my body in San Antonio, my time was out of joint, too. I was
         worried about the future, regretting the past. Replaying old arguments, imagining
         new ones. Building elaborate structures of anxiety, telling myself stories about how
         terrible everything was. I was not in the present; I was fragmented, existing as a
         shade (like Hamlet’s father) and haunting my own past and future. All I needed were
         some chains draped around me and I’d have been my very own Dickensian ghost. Because
         I was out of touch with my body, I was also out of touch with the physicality of compassion—rather
         than seeing the shared humanity in those around me, my thoughts were small and petty.
      

      
      But in the act of movement I found a salve. The worries and pressures I felt slowly
         evaporated. They weren’t real, not really. I’d made them up. Yes, the world still
         suffered. Yes, life wasn’t perfect. But I had regained myself in the present moment.
         It was all I needed to do to right the ship and set sail again, captain of my own
         destiny. Even if that destiny was only an egg sandwich from Au Bon Pain.
      

      
      There’s a name for the way in which our sense of self exists within our body. It’s
         called embodied cognition. It’s a wide field of study, and includes the effects of mindfulness meditation, the
         embodied nature of decision-making, how intuition works, and ideas about free will—the
         list goes on and on. There are quite a few places in education where a broad understanding
         of embodied cognition may be helpful.
      

      
      There’s a library full of books
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