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FIGURE ONE: Multiple intelligences

1DYLJDWLQJ�LQWHOOLJHQFH"�6RXQGV�OLNH�VRPHWKLQJ�\RX·G�H[SHFW�DQ�H[SHULHQFHG�PRXQWDLQ�
leader or arctic adventurer to possess. And it certainly could be. But could it also mean 
something else? 

To me, in this article, it refers to a wider exploration of the intelligence landscape: what is out 
there to know about intelligence, where is intelligence located and how does intelligence look 
from different viewpoints? 

:KLOVW�WKH�WHUP�¶LQWHOOLJHQFH·�LV�ZLGHO\�XVHG��DQG�PRVW�SHRSOH�ZRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�LGHQWLI\�
individuals or instances they believe to demonstrate intelligence, there is still no universally 
DJUHHG�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�LQWHOOLJHQFH�DFWXDOO\�LV���([SORUHG�IURP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�ERWK�
VFLHQFH�DQG�SKLORVRSK\��WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�LQWHOOLJHQFH�KDV�FHUWDLQO\�EHHQ�VXEMHFWHG�WR�LQWHQVH�
scrutiny and debate.  This has created a rich landscape of knowledge, models and theories 
WKDW�FDQ�VXSSRUW�WKRVH�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�ÀHOGV�RI�2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ�DQG�HGXFDWLRQ���

For example, challenging the common perception that intelligence is a single thing, 
PHDVXUDEOH�E\�,4��+RZDUG�*DUGQHU��LQ�WKH�����·V�DQG�EH\RQG��SURSRVHG�D�WKHRU\�RI�¶0XOWLSOH�
LQWHOOLJHQFHV·�����³�VHH�ÀJXUH�RQH��

8IFSF�USBEJUJPOBM�FEVDBUJPO�IBT�mYFE�JU�T�HB[F�OBSSPXMZ�PO�MPHJDBM�BOE�
linguistic intelligence, the holistic nature of Outdoor Learning provides 
a vast array of opportunities to develop other intelligences beyond the 
traditional classroom smarts.  

)RU�H[DPSOH��EXLOGLQJ�LQWUD�SHUVRQDO��DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�HPRWLRQDO��LQWHOOLJHQFH�E\�QHJRWLDWLQJ�
FKDOOHQJLQJ�ODQG�RU�ZDWHU�EDVHG�HQYLURQPHQWV�RU�GHYHORSLQJ�LQWHU�SHUVRQDO��DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�
VRFLDO��LQWHOOLJHQFH�WKURXJK�WHDP�EDVHG�SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV�RU�FR�RSHUDWLYH�SOD\�

This rich, and somewhat uncharted, territory also affords the potential for further exploration.  
1HVWOHG�DPRQJVW�WKH�EURDGHU�YLHZ�RI�LQWHOOLJHQFHV�OLHV�ERGLO\�NLQHVWKHWLF�LQWHOOLJHQFH��

:LWK�P\�EDFNJURXQG�LQ�KHDOWK�DQG�ÀWQHVV��,�KDYH�DOZD\V�EHHQ�IDVFLQDWHG�E\�WKH�WKRXJKW�RI�
D�¶SK\VLFDO·�LQWHOOLJHQFH��DQG�EHFDPH�HYHQ�PRUH�LQWULJXHG�ZKHQ�,�VWXPEOHG�DFURVV�D�ERRN�
titled�,QWHOOLJHQFH�LQ�WKH�ÁHVK by renowned educational psychologist Guy Claxton.  In it, 
Claxton makes a bold claim; WKDW�ERGLO\�RU�SK\VLFDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH�LVQ·W�MXVW�DQRWKHU�W\SH�RI�
LQWHOOLJHQFH��EXW�LV�LQ�IDFW�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�DOO�LQWHOOLJHQFHV (2). 

Sparking a desire to explore this further, I recently set out on a research adventure to 
navigate the wider intelligence literature, guided by input from individuals across the 
movement and education sectors, in an attempt to map the concept of physical intelligence 
for my PhD.  The purpose of this article is to share some of my explorations to date, 
considering what physical intelligence could be, the role of the body in learning and ways in 
which this could impact Outdoor Learning practice. 

Neglected bodies

:KHWKHU�EDVHG�DURXQG�WKH�VLQJXODU�QRWLRQ�RI�,4��GLIIHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�LQWHOOLJHQFH�RU�WKH�RYHUDOO�
purpose of intelligence in life, there is a general agreement that intelligence is a property 
of mind (or brain).  Unfortunately, this point of view essentially removes mind from body, 
relegating the body to be considered as a mere biological machine under the control of the 
EUDLQ��D�WKLQJ�VLPSO\�WR�EH�NHSW�ÀW�DQG�KHDOWK\��

The idea that mind and body are two separate things (dualism), with the mind being more 
LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�ERG\��PLQG�RYHU�PDWWHU���GRPLQDWHV�ZHVWHUQ�WKLQNLQJ��DQG�HGXFDWLRQDO�
SUDFWLFH�LQ�SDUWLFXODU���7KH�SULRULWLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ORJLFDO�DQG�OLQJXLVWLF�LQWHOOLJHQFH�EDVHG�VXEMHFWV�
VXFK�DV�(QJOLVK��0DWKV�DQG�6FLHQFH�LV�D�SULPH�H[DPSOH��ZLWK�OLWWOH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�JLYHQ�WR�
WKH�ERG\�RXWVLGH�RI�3K\VLFDO�(GXFDWLRQ��3�(���3�(��LWVHOI�FDQ�RIWHQ�VXIIHU�LQ�UHYHUVH��ZLWK�LW·V�
obsession with sport and being physically active resulting in a narrow, though 
ZHOO�LQWHQWLRQHG��IRFXV�RQ�KHDOWK�DQG�QHJOHFWLQJ�WKH�ZLGHU�UROH�RI�WKH�ERG\�LQ�OHDUQLQJ��

But what if we invert this view and focus instead on the connections, indeed the 
inseparability, of body and mind? 

'HEDWH�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�¶ERG\�PLQG·�SUREOHP�
can be traced back at least as far as the 
Ancient Greeks – though the stimulus for this 
viewpoint arguably dates back to the literal 
rise of head over heels as our ancestors, 
the early hominids, developed the unique 
capacity amongst mammals to walk upright 
on two feet some two million or more years 
ago. 

,QWULJXLQJO\��LW�LV�DQ�HYROXWLRQ�LQIRUPHG�
standpoint that helps us to reconnect body 
and mind, providing evidence that there 
is much more to our physicality than we 
currently think.

Getting to grips with physical intelligence

.H\�WR�D�VSHFLHV·�VXUYLYDO�LV�WKH�DELOLW\�
WR�ÀQG�IRRG��VWD\�ZDUP�DQG�DYRLG�EHLQJ�
eaten, all tasks that require movement and 
intelligence. Delving all the way back to some 
of the earliest forms of life on earth, physical 
bodies existed before brains, indicating that 
movement and intelligence are possible 
without a brain to make any decisions. 
Indeed, recent research from ecological 
psychologists suggests that nervous 
systems, and therefore the brain, originally 
HYROYHG�WR�VXSSRUW�LQWHOOLJHQW�PRYHPHQW�����
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Further evidence for the importance of physical intelligence can 
EH�IRXQG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�-HDQ�3LDJHW������ZKR�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�
importance of movement in the sensorimotor phase of his learning 
WKHRU\��VHH�SDJH������

It is through physical movement and sensory perception that a child 
is able to learn about the world, all the while forming connections 
between body, brain and world that result in enormous growth in 
brain size. 

8QIRUWXQDWHO\��E\�VXJJHVWLQJ�WKLV�SKDVH�GRPLQDWHV�IRU�MXVW�WKH�ÀUVW�
two years of life, the bodily focus quickly fades into the background 
once children enter formal education (Early Years notwithstanding). 
So, it seems to me that Guy Claxton may well be right: that physical 
intelligence could be the foundation for all intelligences. 

0RYHPHQW�LV�FOHDUO\�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW���7KH�
early evolutionary role of the perceived organ of intelligence, the 
brain, was to enhance the ability to move.  But does this bring us any 
closer to understanding what physical intelligence might actually be? 

Well, yes. And no!  Against a background of failed attempts amongst 
WKH�VFLHQWLÀF�FRPPXQLW\�WR�FRPH�WR�DQ\�FRQVHQVXV�RYHU�ZKDW�
LQWHOOLJHQFH�LV��LW�ZRXOG�EH�IRROLVK�WR�WKLQN�,·G�EH�DEOH�WR�FRQVWUXFW�D�
FOHDU�FXW�DQVZHU�IRU�ZKDW�SK\VLFDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH�GHÀQLWLYHO\�LV��

What I can offer, however, is suggestions for what it might include, 
based on some recurring features across the research literature 
which help to identify intelligent behaviour.  These include: the ability 
to solve problems, to learn and adapt, and the idea that intelligence 
plays a vital role in life success (5).

7KHUHIRUH��EDVHG�RQ�WKHVH�FHQWUDO�LGHDV��WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�ERGLO\�
kinesthetic intelligence as proposed by Gardner, and ideas collated

from participants in my research, I tentatively propose that physical 
LQWHOOLJHQFH�GHPRQVWUDWHV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO·V�DELOLW\�WR�VROYH�SUREOHPV�
through movement, in relation to both their internal environment 
(physical body) and surrounding external environment (physical and 
VRFLDO����6HH�ÀJXUH�WZR��

)XUWKHUPRUH��SK\VLFDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH�GHPRQVWUDWHV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO·V�
ability to learn from their experiences and apply or adapt their 
understanding in different contexts and future situations.

Thinking beyond physical activity

So, what does this mean for Outdoor Learning and where might this 
understanding lead us? 

Being outdoors and physically active will naturally require and 
challenge physical intelligence; technical skills to move through 
GLIIHUHQW�HQYLURQPHQWV��ÀQH�PRWRU�VNLOOV�ZKHQ�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�WRROV�
DQG�WKH�FRPSOH[�LQWHUDFWLRQ�RI�FDUGLRYDVFXODU�DQG�PXVFXOR�VNHOHWDO�
V\VWHPV�WKDW�HQDEOH�UXQQLQJ��MXPSLQJ��FOLPELQJ�DQG�IUHH�SOD\���%XW�
can we do more to enhance the development of physical intelligence 
and make the most of what the outdoor environment affords? 

Often the thought is simply about keeping our body active.  Whilst 
being physically active is important for overall health and wellbeing, 
can we expand the narrow focus on duration and intensity of activity 
(aka calorie counting), and also incorporate exploration of how well 
we move, our awareness as a moving body and how we feel whilst 
moving?

'R�\RXU�PRYHPHQWV�IHHO�ÁXLG�DQG�HIIRUWOHVV��RU�VWLII�DQG�PHFKDQLFDO"�
Do you move freely and without pain, with every part of your body 
contributing to the movement as required or are certain parts, 
FRQVFLRXVO\�RU�XQFRQVFLRXVO\��QHJOHFWHG�RU�RYHU�ZRUNHG"��&DQ�\RX�
ÀQG�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�WR�VROYH�GLIIHUHQW�PRYHPHQW�SUREOHPV"�
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1.  Gardner, H. (1999) Intelligence reframed: multiple intelligences for the 21st century. New 

York: Basic Books. Note: The graphic includes seven intelligences as originally proposed by Gardner, but 

additional intelligences have also been suggested, including ‘naturalist’ intelligence which refers to the ability 

to understand living things and read the natural world.
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FIGURE TWO: Solving problems 

through movement

example, or learning to breathe, 
relax and release unnecessary bodily 
tension may help to overcome fear.  
Being able to read and relate to the 
body language of others is also a 
vital aspect of social communication, 
teamwork and leadership.  

Acknowledging the existence and 
importance of physical intelligence 
therefore elevates the value of physical 
activity to beyond something simply 
done for fun, health or exploration, 
potentially adding even greater 
meaning to an array of already 
purposeful Outdoor Learning activities. 
1RQH�RI�ZKDW�,·YH�ZULWWHQ�KHUH�LV�
QHFHVVDULO\�¶QHZ·��

Rather, much of it is the development 
or repurposing of concepts and ideas 
already in existence, but that may 
have previously been overlooked or 
KDUG�WR�ÀQG���&RQVFLRXV�DZDUHQHVV�
of the moving body features strongly 
in dance and somatics; for example, 
breath is central to the ancient arts 
of yoga and qigong, and the rapidly 
developing science of ecological 
dynamics highlights the importance of 
movement variety.

0\�UHVHDUFK�DGYHQWXUHV�WR�GDWH�KDYH�
allowed me to unearth a deeper 
understanding of physical intelligence, 
bringing attention to its potential 
importance and ways in which it can 
be enhanced.  It is hoped that as my 
research continues, I will be able to 
uncover further valuable insights and 
investigate the impact of these ideas in 
practice Q  

The varied, dynamic outdoor environment naturally provides 
continual stimulus for us to learn and adapt our movements: walking 
over uneven ground, climbing over rocks or balancing along fallen 
ORJV��IRU�LQVWDQFH��%XW�GRQ·W�MXVW�ÀQG�RQH�ZD\�WR�FOLPE�D�WUHH�RU�
balance along a log; actively seek out alternative routes, vary foot 
DQG��RU�KDQG�SODFHPHQWV��YDU\�WKH�VSHHG�RU�DGG�WXUQV�RU�WZLVWV�

Feel how this changes the way each part of your body moves, tuning 
LQ�WR�WKH�VXEWOH�DGMXVWPHQWV�\RX�DUH�PDNLQJ�WR�PDLQWDLQ�ÁXHQF\�DQG�
stability.  Challenge your balance in different positions, move your 
head, close your eyes, hold out an arm or a leg, but do so attentively. 
These are all examples of opportunities to apply previous skills to 
new experiences, to continue the process of learning and adaptation, 
DQG�ZKLFK�SODFH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GHPDQGV�RQ�RXU�ERGLO\�VHQVRU\�V\VWHPV��
both interoceptive (sensing our internal physiological and emotional 
state) and exteroceptive (sensing directed towards external 
environment including visual, auditory and tactile). 

Use of these sensory systems could be considered as examples 
of body language, the language of physical intelligence, learning 
to listen and connect to each and every part of your body.  Our 
emotional states likewise have a physical and physiological basis, 
DQG�FDQ�EH�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�RXU�EUHDWKLQJ�DQG�SRVWXUHV���6WDQGLQJ�WDOO�
ZKHQ�IDFLQJ�D�FKDOOHQJH�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�WR�IHHO�PRUH�FRQÀGHQW��IRU�

https://youtu.be/IhcgYgx7aAA
https://youtu.be/IhcgYgx7aAA

