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Abstract

Early childhood education, the first stage of basic education, is organized around play and interaction as its structural pillars,
in accordance with the National Common Core Curriculum (BNCC). However, children's physical experiences are still often
reduced to specific or disciplinary practices. Given this, this study raises the following question: how does physicality
contribute to guaranteeing children's learning rights and to its implementation as a structuring axis of Early Childhood
Education, in light of the BNCC? The article presents an excerpt from the thesis “Physicality as a phenomenon, meaning, and
expression of the body,” whose objective was to analyze how corporeality contributes to guaranteeing children's learning
rights and to its implementation as a structuring axis of Early Childhood Education, in light of the BNCC, focusing on the
category “The corporeal child as a subject of experience,” constructed through Content Analysis. The qualitative research
was based on semi-structured interviews and observations recorded in a field diary, conducted during Physical Education
classes in five schools in Porto Alegre and one in Viamdo, involving five teachers and 69 children. The results showed that
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Corporeality as a structuring axis: paths toward the consolidation of learning rights @
BY

proposed by the BNCC

children's bodily expressions express learning, ways of being, and ways of inhabiting the world, being deeply influenced by
the teacher's gaze. Corporeality is central to children's learning, integrating expression, exploration, playfulness, and
interaction.Teacher mediation enhances these experiences, while adult-centered practices still limit freedom. Recognizing
children as whole individuals makes physicality a structuring axis of early childhood education.

Keywords: Early childhood education. Physicality. Learning. Fields of experience. Structuring axis.

Resumo

A Educagdo Infantil, primeira etapa da Educa¢éo Bdsica, organiza-se a partir da brincadeira e das interagdes como eixos
estruturantes, conforme a Base Nacional Comum Curricular (BNCC). Contudo, a experiéncia corporal das criangas ainda é
frequentemente reduzida a prdticas pontuais ou disciplinares. Diante disso, este estudo problematiza: como a corporeidade
contribui para a garantia dos direitos de aprendizagem das crian¢as e para sua efetivagdo como eixo estruturante da
Educacdo Infantil, a luz da BNCC? O artigo apresenta um recorte de tese “Corporeidade como fenémeno, sentido e expressdo
do corpo”,! cujo objetivo do estudo foi analisar como a corporeidade contribui para a garantia dos direitos de aprendizagem
das criangas e para sua efetivacdo como eixo estruturante da Educag¢do Infantil, a luz da BNCC, focalizando a categoria “A
crianga corpdrea como sujeito de experiéncia”, construida por meio da Andlise de Contetdo. A pesquisa, de abordagem
qualitativa, baseou-se em entrevistas semiestruturadas e observagdes registradas em didrio de campo, realizadas durante
aulas de Educacgdo Fisica em cinco escolas de Porto Alegre e uma de Viamdo, envolvendo cinco professores e 69 criangas. Os
resultados evidenciaram que as manifestacées corporais das criangas expressam aprendizagens, modos de ser e formas de
habitar o mundo, sendo profundamente influenciadas pelo olhar do docente. A corporeidade é central na aprendizagem
infantil, integrando expressdo, exploracdo, ludicidade e interagdo social. A mediagdo docente potencializa essas experiéncias,
enquanto prdticas adultocéntricas ainda limitam a liberdade. Reconhecer a crianga como sujeito integral torna a corporeidade
um eixo estruturante da Educagéo Infantil.

Palavras-chave: Educacgdo Infantil. Corporeidade. Aprendizagem. Campos de experiéncia. Eixo estruturante.
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1. Infroduction

Early childhood education, the first stage of basic education, relies on play and interactions as the two
cornerstones of its pedagogical practice, linking them to fields of experience, as guided by the National Common Core
Curriculum (BNCC) (Brasil, 2018). However, despite normative and discursive advances in the curriculum, children’s
bodily experience—their sensitive, expressive, and relational way of being in the world—is still frequently treated in an
instrumental, fragmented, or disciplinary manner. In this vein, practices persist that reduce the body to a support for
cognition or an object to be controlled, highlighting tensions between what is stated in official documents and what
actually occurs in everyday educational practice.

This fragmentation points to an epistemological legacy rooted in Cartesian thought, which remains deeply
entrenched in Western education and dichotomizes body and mind, emotion and reason, action and thought (Nébrega,
2015). Such rationality disregards the body as a constitutive ontological dimension of the subject and as a locus of
meaning. In contrast, Merleau-Ponty’s (1999) phenomenology of perception presents the body as the condition of
possibility for being-in-the-world, breaking with dichotomies and inaugurating an understanding of corporeality
anchored in experience, sensitivity, and intercorporeality. From this perspective, the body is not an instrument, but the
very medium through which the subject relates to the world, constructs meaning, and constitutes itself in experience.

These contributions are fundamental to rethinking pedagogical practices in early childhood education,
especially those that have historically prioritized cognitive dimensions at the expense of children’s sensory and
expressive experiences. As Bondia (2014) points out, experience is not limited to what we do, but to what happens to
us; it requires openness, listening, and a willingness to set aside certainties. In this sense, thinking of corporeality as
experience implies recognizing that children produce knowledge through movement, touch, expressiveness, and the
interactions they establish with others, with spaces, and with objects, raising the central question of this study: how
does corporeality contribute to guaranteeing children’s rights to learning and to its implementation as a structural pillar
of Early Childhood Education, in light of the guidelines of the National Common Core Curriculum?

Discussing corporeality in early childhood education constitutes an ethical, political, and epistemological
commitment to the child’s right to have holistic experiences that recognize the body as a space for learning, expression,
and culture. This debate challenges adult-centered perspectives that often silence the potential of the child’s body and
diminish its agency. As Barbosa (2010) and Kohan (2007) assert, childhood is a time for inventing worlds and ways of
being; treating it with attentiveness requires shifts in the ways we plan, observe, and interpret children’s expressions.

In addition, play-based physical activities, such as sensory games, help expand children’s perception, action,
and meaningful learning (Franca & Gomes da Silva, 2024). International research also indicates that corporeality can
function as an epistemological resource for complex, multimodal, and culturally sensitive educational practices (Barra,
2025).

The teacher’s gaze, in this context, becomes central. It is a gaze that does not merely control or evaluate, but
rather reads, interprets, is moved by, and takes responsibility, according to Bondia (2002). A gaze capable of recognizing
in gesture, rhythm, expressiveness, and bodily attempts unique ways of learning and making meaning. In this way, the
teacher acts as a mediator of bodily experiences, expanding repertoires, enhancing learning, and legitimizing the body
as a language.

This article is an analytical excerpt from the dissertation “Corporeality as a Phenomenon, Meaning, and
Expression of the Body,” focusing on the category “The corporeal child as a subject of experience,” developed through
content analysis (Bardin, 2016). This category emerged from observations and field diary entries made during Physical
Education classes and interdisciplinary experiences with children and Early Childhood Education teachers at four private
schools in the municipality of Porto Alegre and one school in Viamao, involving five Physical Education teachers and 69
children. The research complied with the ethical principles of Resolution No. 510/2016, was approved by the Ethics
Committee, and was conducted after the signing of the Informed Consent Form by the guardians and the children’s
assent.
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The objective of this study is to analyze how corporeality contributes to ensuring children’s rights to learning
and to its implementation as a structural pillar of Early Childhood Education, in light of the BNCC guidelines. Based on
the findings presented, this article demonstrates that corporeality is central to children’s learning, serving as a mediator
for exploration, expression, communication, and knowledge construction. Children’s bodily expressions occur in a
playful and meaningful way, integrating autonomy, socialization, empathy, and creativity, and cut across the BNCC’s
fields of experience, not limited solely to the “Body, gestures, and movements” field. Teacher mediation proves decisive
in ensuring that these experiences are expanded in a safe and respectful manner, allowing children to experiment and
learn without the pressure of results. It is observed, however, that practices still follow an adult-centered perspective,
imposing norms and limiting children’s free expression. Recognizing the child as a bodily, active, and whole subject is
therefore an essential condition for corporeality to be effectively considered a structural pillar of Early Childhood
Education.

1.1 Embodied experience: corporeality and learning in childhood

Bodily existence is not merely a biological body or an instrument of action, but the very way of existing,
perceiving, and interacting with the world. In the field of phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty (1999) asserts that the body
is the subject of perception and experience, serving as the medium through which the world reveals itself and acquires
meaning. It is not something we possess, but what we are: our way of perceiving, acting, and understanding reality. The
body is not merely an instrument or support for cognition, but the very medium through which the child perceives,
feels, acts, and attributes meaning to reality. As Merleau-Ponty (1999, pp. 223—-224) states:

The body expresses the modes of existence; it is the place where the world becomes present. It is not merely an
instrument of thought, but the very condition of possibility for perception and experience. As the body moves,
touches, looks, and is touched, it reveals ways of being in the world that precede any intellectual formulation.

This perspective breaks with the Cartesian dichotomy that separates body and mind, emotion and reason,
action and thought, providing a foundation for understanding childhood as an embodied experience of existence.
Contemporary authors emphasize that the body is situated and relational, implicated by intentionality and sensitivity in
the way the subject perceives and gives meaning to the world, a perspective discussed by Fonseca & Bersch (2022),
who highlight that corporeality expresses cultural and social meanings in children’s everyday interactions, constituting
an embodied experience through which knowledge is constructed. Bondia (2002) adds that experience is what
permeates and transforms us, serving as the starting point for meaningful learning.

In this way, learning is about experiencing, feeling, and interacting; it is about being shaped by one’s lived
experiences and allowing them to transform the individual. In the words of Bondia (2002, p. 45):

Experience is not limited to what the subject does; it is what happens to them and transforms them. One must
allow oneself to be shaped by lived experience, open oneself to the possibilities that emerge from encounters with
others and with the world, allowing knowledge to be constructed that is, at the same time, personal and shared.

In this sense, experience takes center stage in the educational process, for it is through experience that the
individual engages with the world and makes sense of what they experience. It is in this vein that Dewey (2010, p. 37)
understands learning—especially in childhood—as a process that emerges from the interaction between action,
reflection, and the environment:

All meaningful learning is the result of the ongoing interaction between action, reflection, and the environment.
Learning is not simply the accumulation of information; it is the process of integrating experiences, connecting
them, living them out, and adapting them to new situations. Education is effective only when the learner is able to
transform their experiences into understanding and future action.
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It is therefore understood that, in childhood, this interaction is essentially physical, emotional, and cognitive,
forming an inseparable whole: the body mediates the development of consciousness, knowledge, and emotional
expression. Wallon (2000, p. 112) states that:

Children develop through their physical, emotional, and social activities. Motor skills are not merely a matter of
physical development, but a symbolic and emotional process that helps shape their perception of the world and
their relationships. Every gesture, every movement is an expression of intentions, emotions, and emerging
thoughts.

In this sense, the body acts as a mediator of learning, integrating action, emotion, cognition, and social
interaction. From this perspective, Vygotsky (1998, p. 45) adds that child development cannot be understood outside
of social and cultural mediation, since “language, action, and the body are interrelated instruments of learning, making
the child’s experience inseparable from their interactions with other individuals and with the environment in which
they find themselves.”

Both demonstrate that learning occurs through movement, emotion, and collaborative action. Recent research
by authors such as Franca & Gomes (2024) identifies playful, body-based practices (e.g., sensory and exploratory games)
as pedagogical approaches that integrate experience, movement, and meaning, thereby promoting perceptual,
creative, and relational development. Lima et al. (2024), on the other hand, highlight that these practices reveal
subjective and social dimensions of corporeality, showing how the body in action becomes language and knowledge
production in children’s interactions. Both approaches reinforce that such practices not only move the body but also
articulate sensory, affective, and cognitive experiences essential for deep learning.

In this context, it follows that children’s learning is neither linear nor passive: gestures, rhythms, expressions,
and bodily interactions constitute unique ways of knowing and communicating, reinforcing the body as a mediator and
producer of meaning. To recognize the child as a embodied being is to recognize learning as an embodied experience,
in which movement, affect, and cognition form an integrated whole, constituting the basis for sensitive, inclusive, and
meaningful pedagogical practices.

1.2 Physicality in Early Childhood Education: Pedagogical Foundations, the National
Common Core Curriculum (BNCC), and the Right to Learn

When addressing corporeality in early childhood education, it is necessary to understand its pedagogical
foundations, as well as its connection to the National Common Core Curriculum (BNCC) and the rights to learning,
recognizing the body as the central axis of child development. This approach seeks to move beyond the Cartesian
tradition that separates body and mind, emotion and reason, action and thought, by considering the body as an agent
of knowledge. Thus, children’s bodily experiences go beyond motor skills, involving perception, feeling, communication,
and interaction with the world. As Maciel & Fernandes (2014) point out, the fragmentation of the body in education
limits children’s expressive and creative potential and reinforces adult-centered and disciplinary practices; it is therefore
essential to articulate pedagogical and normative concepts that value bodily experience as a constitutive dimension of
learning and holistic development.

From a phenomenological perspective, the “own body” becomes a mediator of knowledge (Merleau-Ponty,
1999), while theorists such as Freire (1996) and Vygotsky (1991) emphasize that learning occurs through social
interaction and the mediation of concrete experiences, in which action and corporeality are intertwined in the
construction of knowledge. This understanding directs our attention to the learning rights proposed by the BNCC,
considering the body as the foundation of pedagogical practices in Early Childhood Education.

The National Common Core Curriculum (Brasil, 2018) recognizes play and interactions as the cornerstones of
learning, as it is through them that children experiment, discover, and construct knowledge. Silva (2025) emphasizes in
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his studies that play is not limited to leisure; rather, it is a space for active exploration of the world, in which the body
moves, feels, and communicates intentions, emotions, and ideas. In turn, interactions foster social exchanges,
strengthen bonds, and enable the shared construction of meaning. In this context, corporeality becomes inseparable,
since it is through the body that children perceive, act, and relate to their environment and others.

It should also be noted that the fields of experience proposed by the BNCC, “The self, the other, and the
collective”; “Body, gestures, and movements”; “Lines, sounds, colors, and shapes”; “Listening, speaking, thinking, and
imagination”; and “Spaces, times, quantities, relationships, and transformations”, are linked to corporeality, highlighting
that learning occurs through lived, sensory, and relational experiences, in which the body, movement, and perception
are the foundations of child development. In this context, researchers such as Franga & Gomes da Silva (2024) and Lima
et al. (2024) emphasize that bodily practices such as sensory games, dance, and artistic expression promote meaningful
learning by integrating experience, exploration, and creativity, highlighting the body as a mediator of knowledge and
expression.

In this sense, corporeality is not limited to movements or gestures, but constitutes a cultural, symbolic, and
cognitive expression that integrates lived experiences, prior knowledge, and sensory productions (Maciel & Fernandes,
2014; Merleau-Ponty, 1999). When the body is recognized as a mediator of learning, the rights to socialize, play,
participate, explore, express oneself, and get to know oneself, as advocated by the BNCC (2018), become effective,
transforming learning into an embodied experience.

Therefore, corporeality must be understood as the foundation and structural axis of early childhood education,
underpinning the cognitive, affective, expressive, and relational dimensions of learning. By shifting the body from the
role of an instrument to that of the foundation of learning, a pedagogy of presence is promoted, one that values gesture,
movement, touch, listening, and the duration of the experience as conditions for a holistic, inclusive, and emancipatory
education (Franca & Gomes da Silva, 2024; Lima et al., 2024).

In light of this, the category analyzed in this study, “The embodied child as a subject of experience”, allows us
to view the body as a space for encounter, invention, and the production of meaning. By observing children’s bodily
expressions, we see that learning is not limited to the acquisition of content, but takes shape in gestures, ways of
looking, rhythms, silences, and movements that express unique ways of existing and knowing, reaffirming corporeality
as the structural axis of an education that values sensitivity, presence, and the wholeness of the child’s experience
(Fernandes, 2014; Merleau-Ponty, 1999; Brasil, 2018). Thus, recognizing the body as the foundation of learning implies
rethinking educational practices and training professionals capable of valuing children’s sensory experience.

2. Methodology

The research underlying this article is characterized by a qualitative, phenomenological approach aimed at
gaining an in-depth understanding of the experiences of children in early childhood education. According to Ludke &
André (2014, pp. 11-13):

Qualitative research draws its data directly from the natural environment and relies on the researcher as its primary
instrument; the data collected is predominantly descriptive; the focus is much more on the process than on the
product; the “meaning” that people attribute to things and to their lives is a particular focus of the researcher’s
attention; data analysis tends to follow an inductive process.

Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s (1999) phenomenological perspective, the study sought to understand the
experiences of children and teachers through their bodily expressions, recognizing the body as a mediator of our
relationship with the world and as a language of expression and learning.

For Thevenaz (2017), phenomenology is first and foremost a method for transforming our relationship with
the world, to become more acutely aware of it. But at the same time, and for that very reason, it is already a certain
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attitude toward the world, or more precisely, a certain attitude toward our relationship with the world. According to
Reis & Alvim (2021, p. 3), “the motto of the phenomenological approach is to return to the things themselves, which
means seeking in the phenomenon, as it emerges, the nascent meaning—which in this case means conducting studies
that focus on the child’s own experience.”

The study was conducted at five private early childhood education institutions, four of which are located in the
municipality of Porto Alegre and one in the municipality of Viamao, both in the state of Rio Grande do Sul. Five physical
education teachers and sixty-nine children aged three to six years old, representing different levels of early childhood
education, participated in the study. The institutions were selected because they were involved in teacher training
projects aimed at expanding physical and expressive activities in the daily school routine.

The research adhered to the ethical guidelines set forth in Resolution No. 510/2016 of the National Health
Council, which regulates studies in the humanities and social sciences. The project was submitted to and approved by
the Research Ethics Committee of the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do Sul (PUCRS), under opinion No.
5.831.02. To ensure the reliability of the analysis, the data were reviewed through multiple readings, and the
researcher’s reflexivity was systematically recorded in the field diary, ensuring that interpretations were grounded in
lived experience, without the imposition of prior biases.

Semi-structured interviews and participant observation were used as data collection methods. For the
interviews with teachers, two types of recording were used: audio recordings, which allowed for the preservation of
the interviewees’ spoken words, and field notes, which served as a basis for identifying and selecting the most relevant
aspects of the interviews. This method was characterized by basic questions grounded in theories and hypotheses
related to the research objectives. The primary focus was set by the researcher-interviewer; in this sense, the semi-
structured interview “[...] facilitates not only the description of social phenomena, but also their explanation and the
understanding of their totality [...]” in addition to maintaining the researcher’s conscious and active presence in the
information-gathering process (Trivifios, 1987, p. 152). The interviews were conducted with five Physical Education
teachers, identified in this article as P1, P2, P3, P4, and P5, preserving their identity and ensuring confidentiality. The
interviews took place between October 2022 and May 2023.

Participant observation was one of the main data collection tools used in the study, supplemented by the use
of a field diary, designed to record not only bodily movements but also the context in which interactions between peers
and teachers took place, thereby enabling a comprehensive understanding of corporeality as an experience and,
furthermore, serving as a means for the researcher to reflect on the observed experiences.

The observation took on an ethnographic character, since it was conducted in the research field itself, in a real-
life setting, in which the subjects experienced everyday and meaningful events. Malinowski (1978, p. 29) points out that
fieldwork is necessary—an examination of the situations occurring within the group in which one lives, acts, and
interacts—“there is a series of phenomena of paramount importance that in no way can be recorded solely with the
aid of questionnaires or statistical documents, but must be observed in their full reality.”

The data collection process took place over five months, with one month of observations at each of the five
participating institutions, totaling 20 observational sessions between October 2022 and May 2023. Each session
included physical education classes and periods of free play, allowing for the recording of both structured and
spontaneous activities. This distribution made it possible to monitor different age groups and capture the diversity of
children’s bodily expressions in varied contexts.

The observation schedule was planned to ensure a balance among the schools and the different activities
carried out, facilitating data collection that was rich in experiences and representative of everyday school life. To ensure
this breadth and avoid concentrating the analyses on a single context, four observations were conducted at each
participating school, making it possible to consider distinct pedagogical situations, relational dynamics, and physical
practices experienced in daily life. In this way, we sought to construct a diverse, consistent dataset that is sensitive to
the specificities of each school’s reality.
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The observation technique chosen was unstructured description, which consists of “[...] collecting and
recording facts from reality without the researcher using special technical means or needing to ask direct questions”
(Marconi & Lakatos, 2003, p. 89). Observations were conducted during physical education classes and free play periods,
with a focus on the children’s facial expressions, gestures, movements, and physical interactions.

The records were analyzed according to the content analysis methodology proposed by Bardin (2016), which
was organized into three main phases:

1. Preliminary analysis: a cursory review of the material and organization of the empirical corpus, with a
focus on episodes that revealed significant bodily expressions by the children.

2. Exploration of the material: categorization of the recorded units and coding of the excerpts, based on
recurring themes and meanings attributed to the body and to the experience.

3. Analysis and interpretation: linking the emerging categories to the theoretical framework, seeking to
understand the meanings of corporeality as language and as a learning experience.

This analysis yielded three central categories; however, this article focuses exclusively on the category “The
embodied child as a subject of experience,” which emerged from recurring episodes that highlighted the body as a
mediator of learning and expression. The analysis of the recorded units revealed different patterns of manifestation of
children’s corporeality. Initially, words and expressions were identified that represented significant aspects of the
observed bodily practices, such as: child, body, play/playing, explore, corporeality, run/running, experience, creativity,
express, and freedom. Based on these units, three complementary analytical criteria were applied: frequency,
considering the number of occurrences of each unit; intensity, observing the most expressive and striking episodes;
and exemplarity, selecting episodes that clearly illustrate the relationship between corporeality and learning.

In terms of frequency, the most common themes were “child” (20 occurrences), “body” (12), and “play” (8),
while “freedom” (4) and “bodily experience” (5) appeared less frequently, highlighting important nuances in bodily
experiences. Regarding exemplarity, episodes were highlighted in which children demonstrated movement, creativity,
and expression in an integrated manner, such as the creation of rules during group play or the spontaneous exploration
of spaces and objects, clearly illustrating how corporeality functions as a mediator of learning and the expression of
meaning.

The combined application of these criteria made it possible to organize the data units into the central category
of this article, rendering it consistent and representative of the children’s learning and bodily expression. This procedure
ensured that the analysis was not limited to counting occurrences but also valued the density of meaning present in
gestures, movements, interactions, and expressive manifestations, aligning the content analysis with the
phenomenological perspective adopted in the study.

Approaching content analysis through a phenomenological lens led us to understand the data as an expression
of experience rather than as mere empirical evidence. The focus, therefore, did not fall on the quantification of
occurrences, but on the density of meaning present in the children’s gestures, glances, silences, and movements as
meaningful data and not merely physical observations, which conveyed ways of being and existing in the world.
Interpretation, in this sense, did not seek generalizations, but understandings, produced through sensitive listening and
openness to experience.

3. Analysis and discussion of the results

In order to carefully examine the phenomenon of corporeality manifested by children, this specific category,
“The corporeal child as a subject of experience”, is based on an understanding of the manifestations of corporeality
present in the teaching and learning process, as related to everyday school experiences. This category focused on
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observing the experience lived by the child’s body, beyond the physiological, anatomical, kinesiological, biomedical, and
quantified aspects, since it is primarily corporeal in its social, affective, sensory, historical, and existential foundations
(Nébrega, 2015).

In addition to the interviews with teachers, this category was linked to the observations transcribed in the field
diary. We also sought to focus on the manifestations of corporeality expressed by the teachers and children, following
criteria such as the way teachers conducted classes, the organization of the space, communication in relationships, and
the corporeality expressed.

Esta categoria surgiu das observacdes e registros de campo como uma sintese das expressdes corporais das
criancas no dia a dia da escola. Ficou evidente que o corpo infantil ndo apenas realiza movimentos, mas também
comunica sentimentos, cria sentidos e constréi conhecimento sobre o mundo. A corporeidade, nesse contexto, pode
ser entendida como a forma viva de estar no mundo, por meio da qual a crianga se relaciona com o outro, com o espago
€ Consigo mesma.

First, it is important to note that:

For school administrators, teachers, and children alike, the researcher was seen as the “other” —a newcomer whose
presence felt foreign to them, a novelty that would enter that world, that unique context rich with dreams and
imagination. The researcher would need to adapt to that space-time, organize herself within their time, and they,
in turn, would need to adjust to the strangeness of a new body and a physicality that communicated through gaze,
listening, and writing (Oliva, 2024, p.134).

It was a time set aside by the institution, but a time marked by presence—one of immersion and dedication to
doing what needed to be done, and best of all, doing it together. Observing the time that passed among those who
were there and what constituted the encounter with the “other,” according to Bondia, “the experience [...] always has
something of a first time, something surprising” (Bondia, 2002, pp. 16—17).

By sitting, observing, and experiencing these encounters, as a researcher, it became possible to construct and
deconstruct conceptions of what it means to be a teacher, learning to perceive the phenomenon of corporeality in an
authentic way. It is, thus, a matter of describing the culture, the world lived by the children, and the perceptions that
emerge from these experiences. Just as important as gathering evidence was going through the “experience of truth”
(Merleau-Ponty, 1999, p. 14). “The world is not what | think, but what | live; | am open to the world, | communicate
with it inescapably, but | do not possess it; it is inexhaustible” (1999, p.14).

Observations revealed that, during movement activities and free play, the children explored the space in
creative ways, inventing paths, combining gestures, and creating physical stories. In interviews, the teachers reported
noticing that the children expressed emotions, intentions, and learning through their bodies, often before they were
able to verbalize them.

It usually starts with a flurry of activity. Their bodies express themselves and interact with their surroundings; they
want to explore everything very quickly. Their play is very fast-paced because their bodies begin to interact with the
world in a curious way—running this way and that, wanting to touch, wanting to explore, eager to do things, and
sometimes even having trouble stopping to pay attention to anything (P1, interview conducted in 2022).

We have this big ball, the gym ball; they want to jJump on top of it to see what happens to their bodies, and | facilitate
that in as many different ways as possible (P1, interview conducted in 2022).

It’s very interesting; in some of the classes we teach—whether music, expression, or drawing—they interact a lot,
each with themselves, and then they slowly begin to expand their relationships. Allowing them to touch, but with
respect; allowing them to interact, but with respect; noticing that their friend is part of our mediation. They enjoy
activities where they imitate their classmates—they have to walk, they have to dance, they have to roll on the
floor—and that’s how they gradually let go and interact very well. That’s how it is with the body (P2, interview
conducted in 2022).
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They really, really, really enjoy interacting with each other. When | leave the materials with them to explore, they
try to be quick, but little by little they organize themselves into groups based on affinity (P3, interview conducted
in 2023).

In this context, the teachers’ statements reveal that physical education class is the ideal setting for children to
express their physicality, be creative, and give free rein to their imagination through movement—whether through play,
games, or structured activities. In this regard, children are spontaneous beings who live in their own world, being
curious, authentic, affectionate, emotional, and creative (Oliveira, 2009).

These findings confirm that learning occurs in an integrated manner, involving perception, emotion, and action.
Franca & Gomes da Silva (2024) point out that play-based, body-centered practices foster the construction of meaning
and significance through concrete experience; in this sense, the observed actions demonstrated that the children not
only responded to instructions but also produced bodily knowledge in an autonomous and expressive manner. Similarly,
Lima et al. (2024) highlight that corporeality in childhood articulates experiences, language, and social relationships,
which was reflected in the observed interactions where children negotiated movements, shared discoveries, and
collectively explored learning spaces. Man (2024) delves deeper into the phenomenological perspective, showing that
the body is the medium through which children perceive, interpret, and connect with the world, being essential for the
construction of meaning and knowledge.

Upon observation, it becomes clear that various strategies during their interactions with one another are
developed by the children themselves, and can also be expanded upon and facilitated by the adult present in that
relationship and during classroom activities. Thus, as the teacher says (P2, interview conducted in 2022): “For me, the
way they interact is with their closest friend or their closest group of friends; sometimes, | use strategies to help them
expand their interactions with one another.”

Analysis of the records showed that the children’s bodies served as mediators of experiences involving
perception, expression, and creation. During moments of play and movement, they learned not only through words,
but also through gestures, glances, postures, and bodily rhythms. Running, improvised dances, imitative gestures, and
group games revealed that learning involves feeling and acting, confirming Merleau-Ponty’s (1999) concept of the body-
itself, present and participating in the experience.

If teachers wish to understand childhood, they must recognize that children relate to and express themselves
in multiple ways and with different subjects; therefore, it is indeed important to consider the child as a heterogeneous
subject and understand them as a social actor (Sarmento, 2003). Thus, to understand the child as a social actor, it is
necessary to break with the adult-centered perspective and consider the child as a heterogeneous being. The excerpt
below highlights the adult-centered perspective discussed here:

The teacher arrived with the class, and they all sat down to listen to the instructions—cheerful, happy children
ready to start the lesson. The game had rules, and they could only pick up one ball at a time on the teacher’s
command. A child asks, “Why the whistle?” and the teacher replies, “The whistle gives the command.” The children
wait eagerly to start the game of catching, experimenting with, and handling the balls. At the command (whistle),
they run around the space, letting loose, picking up the balls, passing them through their bodies, throwing them to
a classmate; such experimentation is limited to the intervals between commands (whistles). The children sit back
in their original spots so the teacher can direct the next activity. In this scenario, the teacher sets the rules and
controls the game, which, for him, is a pedagogical activity, but for the children, it seems to be a unique moment in
which they could engage in many experiments and explorations (Field Journal: 10/25/2022- Level 2- Early Childhood
Education).

In this context, we observe a predominantly adult-centered perspective, which often fails to recognize the child
as a kinesthetic being, limiting itself to dictating rules and their enforcement. The multiple dimensions and unique
qualities that make up the world of children highlight the need for a different approach on the part of the educator:
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allowing children to freely experiment and explore their experiences can be just as, or even more, important than rigidly
following pre-planned activities.

It was observed that, when practices allowed for free exploration of space, the body became a source of
invention and dialogue. Children created paths, reinvented games, and used their bodies to narrate what verbal
language could not yet express. In these situations, learning occurred holistically, integrating emotion, imagination, and
action. On the other hand, when the teacher’s focus was on controlling movement or reproducing gestures, bodily
expression was limited, showing that the body ceased to be the subject of the experience (Lima et al. 2024).

The teacher’s sensitive presence was crucial to recognizing the children’s physicality. Attentive observation, an
ear for their gestures, and respect for the children’s rhythms shaped what Nobrega (2015) calls the pedagogy of
presence, in which the educator’s body also becomes a means of mediation and communication. Teachers who observe,
participate, and engage physically create a space for shared experience, fostering meaningful learning and trusting
relationships. Consider the following excerpts:

Delighted by the teacher’s arrival, the students linked arms and, smiling, walked to the area set up for the activities.
Upon arriving, they explored the space, chatted among themselves, ran around the court, and some took off their
sneakers to feel the ground with bare feet. When the teacher called them to get ready for the activity, they were
immediately responsive to those watching them. The children danced, expressed their emotions, walked to the
beat, struck poses, imitated the figures drawn on the floor, and freely engaged in the body expression activity
intentionally organized by the teacher to develop spatial awareness (Field Journal — 10/12/2022 — No. 2 — Early
Childhood Education).

If learning is a transformative process, it follows that only experiences that can touch, move, and sensitize will
generate meaningful learning, as advocated by Bondia (2002). For a child to truly engage in a learning experience,
curiosity and interest must be stimulated; otherwise, the experience will be insufficient to foster lasting impact and
internal transformation.

According to the BNCC (Brasil, 2018), children’s rights to socialize, play, participate, explore, express
themselves, and get to know themselves constitute principles inseparable from physicality. Play, as a right, is the most
genuine expression of the body in motion and the space in which children construct knowledge about themselves,
others, and the world. When schools recognize the body as a territory of experience, they ensure the exercise of these
rights and make learning environments vibrant and dynamic, integrating cognition, affectivity, sensory experience, and
creativity.

Therefore, for learning to occur as emphasized in official documents, it is necessary for the educational
community to be open to understanding that children’s social interaction, play, participation, exploration, expression,
and self-knowledge depend on their bodily and cultural conditions. It is through the sensations evoked by the
phenomenon of corporeality that we adopt an attitude toward the external world, and in this attitude the premises of
who we are are revealed (Merleau-Ponty, 1999).

A revealing passage on the perception of corporeality—which is intrinsically present in learning processes—
confirms the ideas discussed earlier:

A.is a girl who shows a strong desire to explore materials; she is very talkative and expressive, whirling around the
room, eager to handle the objects there. She can hardly wait for her turn to complete the task; curious and full of
life, she sets off on the physical adventures encouraged by games of jumping, spinning the hula hoop around her
body, running through the room, and hanging from the rope, smiling and expressing through her physicality her
will, desires, and perceptions of the body (Field Journal —05/24/2023 — N2 — Early Childhood Education).

The fascination with observing children has highlighted the revealing subtleties of childhood, showing it in all
its fullness, freedom, and authenticity, free from internalized prejudices. Some studies reinforce this understanding by
indicating that pedagogical practices that value corporeality and sensory exploration enhance children’s autonomy,
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creativity, and holistic learning (Man, 2024; Santos & Sousa, 2024; Fonseca & Bersch, 2025; Oliveira et al., 2023). These
findings demonstrate that an education committed to children’s rights must arise from listening to the body and valuing
what it expresses, since it is through the body that childhood manifests itself as a force for the world, for relationships,
and for knowledge.

Children’s concrete experiences and their knowledge are linked to the fields of experience outlined in the
BNCC. Although play seems to fit primarily within the “Body, gestures, and movement” field, the joint participation of
children and teachers cuts across other fields, promoting playful learning, investigation, and exploration of lines, sounds,
colors, and shapes, as well as autonomy in gestures, thought, and imagination, without concern for results. The process
flows spontaneously, allowing children to observe, listen, interact, and socialize, developing trust, empathy, and mutual
respect. This entire process occurs because “we are bodies” (Merleau-Ponty, 1999).

In light of this, the BNCC emphasizes that interaction during play provides “experiences in which children can
construct and internalize knowledge through their actions and interactions with their peers and adults, which facilitates
learning, development, and socialization” (Brasil, 2018, p. 35). To this end, one must consider that the child is immersed
in a constellation of singularities and subjectivities, and these are expressed through the body and corporeality. The
challenge lies in considering corporeality as yet another axis that will prove indispensable in the BNCC, which, in the
words of Nobrega (2005, p. 608):

The body is not merely a tool for physical education or art classes, nor is it simply a collection of organs and systems,
or the focus of health promotion or recreational programs. The challenge lies in moving beyond this instrumental
view, which generally characterizes much of the discourse on the body in education, particularly those approaches
that are closely tied to the Cartesian conception of the body.

These issues are addressed in the BNCC (Brazil, 2018), which advocates for six rights related to children’s
learning and development: socializing, playing, participating, exploring, expressing themselves, and self-discovery.
These rights should be incorporated into the five fields of experience: Self, Others, and Us; Body, Gestures, and
Movements; Lines, sounds, colors, and shapes; Listening, speaking, thinking, and imagination; and Space, time,
quantities, relationships, and transformations. Broadly speaking, these fields guide the essential experiences for
children’s learning, highlighting concepts, skills, attitudes, and values to be developed in school. However, the
educational structure implicitly suggests that experience is continually reconstructed, yet this renewal often occurs
merely through the maintenance of previously established customs. According to Westbrook (2010, p.52): “there are,
indeed, rigid habits that enslave us to action rather than liberating it. These are the routine habits that have become
disconnected from the intelligence that could renew them. As such, they cease to be educational and become obstacles
to our progress.”

An analysis of teachers’ narratives reveals that they recognize corporeality as the means by which the brain
perceives and uses the body as an instrument for relating to the world; it is through this means that children situate
themselves in different spaces and times. However, the Cartesian approach still predominates in educational practice.
To consider corporeality in this context is to give it visibility and to argue that, for a quality education, “the body must
be brought to the fore. And when the body takes center stage, it becomes a living, vibrant, and sensitive body that
resists domination and transcends symbolic representations” (Santos & Costa, 2018, pp. 231-232).

The BNCC is grounded in legal frameworks such as the LDB (1996), the National Curriculum Guidelines (2009),
the 1988 Constitution, and the Statute of the Child and Adolescent (1990), which guarantee children the right to holistic
development, including the physical dimension. Although the BNCC organizes learning into fields of experience, even if
it does not explicitly state corporeality as a structuring principle, there is legal support for interpreting it as a cross-
cutting theme, reinforcing the conception of the child as a holistic subject.

From this perspective, the category “The corporeal child as a subject of experience” highlights that corporeality
is not a complement to the curriculum, but its very foundation. Recognizing corporeality as a structuring axis of Early
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Childhood Education implies ensuring the rights to socialize, play, participate, explore, express oneself, and come to
know oneself, understanding gestures, gazes, and movements as legitimate forms of expression and learning. In this
context, the teacher acts as a mediator of experiences, not merely as a transmitter of content, fostering learning
processes that occur through presence, sensory experience, and the action of the body that feels, imagines, creates,
and produces meaning.

4. Concluding Remarks

The study demonstrated that corporeality is central to understanding childhood in early childhood education,
not only as a dimension of development but as the foundation of learning and school life. The category “The corporeal
child as a subject of experience” showed that the child’s body is a space for creation, expression, language, and
knowledge, integrating emotion, cognition, interaction, and exploration of space. The observed bodily manifestations
indicate that learning occurs through sensory experience, movement, gesture, and relationships with others, reinforcing
the understanding of the body as a mediator of knowledge and a subject of experience.

The inclusion of corporeality as a structuring axis of Early Childhood Education highlights that the body is
central to learning and the constitution of the subject. Children’s experiences reveal that learning is not limited to the
acquisition of content, but occurs through action, perception, feeling, and interaction with the world and with others.
By engaging in meaningful bodily experiences, children construct knowledge that is simultaneously personal and
shared, developing autonomy, creativity, and social sensitivity.

Furthermore, observing these experiences demonstrates that the body acts as a mediator of meaning, allowing
children to explore, feel, and transform their own knowledge. This reinforces the importance of pedagogical practices
that respect and promote bodily experience, recognizing that each child relates to the world in a unique way, and that
effective learning occurs when there is room for exploration, expression, and movement.

Thus, by placing corporeality at the center of education, a more inclusive and holistic environment is created,
in which learning rights are realized through experiences that permeate, move, and shape individuals. Physical
education, therefore, is not merely complementary but constitutive of child development, offering pathways to
meaningful learning and to the development of children who are more aware, sensitive, and capable of fully interacting
with the world.

The study also highlighted the teacher’s crucial role as a sensitive mediator, whose physical presence and
attention to the children’s rhythms, gestures, and expressions foster meaningful learning and trusting relationships. This
pedagogical perspective, attentive to corporeality, contributes to more inclusive, dialogic, and interactive practices,
shifting teaching from a transmissive logic to an experiential one, in which the body is recognized as a legitimate
language of learning.

Understanding corporeality as a third structural pillar of Early Childhood Education, alongside play and
interactions guided by the BNCC, implies recognizing its centrality in guaranteeing children’s rights to socialize, play,
participate, explore, express themselves, and come to know themselves. Making corporeality visible in pedagogical
practices means ensuring that these rights are realized in everyday school life, through times, spaces, and activities that
respect the body in motion, sensory experimentation, and the plurality of childhoods.

In this sense, the recognition of corporeality as a structuring axis also demands its incorporation into public
educational policies, both in curriculum design and in the initial and continuing education of teachers, in the
organization of school spaces, and in the definition of guidelines that value bodily experience as an essential dimension
of learning.

Among the study’s main contributions are the emphasis on physicality as an integrating element of the
curriculum, the importance of the teacher as a sensitive mediator, and the proposal of pedagogical practices centered
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on the child as a whole person. The results also highlight the need to rethink spaces, times, and pedagogical approaches
in order to promote meaningful learning, respect for diversity, and the active participation of children.

Among the study’s limitations, the fact that it was conducted in private institutions within the same regional
context and focused on physical education teachers stands out, which limits the generalizability of the results. However,
these limitations point to avenues for future studies, which could explore different institutional contexts—including
public and private networks—and investigate how teachers in other fields incorporate corporeality into their
pedagogical practices. Initial and continuing teacher education also emerges as a relevant theme, given the impact of
teachers’ perceptions of the child’s body on the organization of pedagogical practices.

Finally, it is reaffirmed that recognizing the child as a physical being is to recognize childhood as a time of
wholeness, presence, and creativity, calling on schools and public policies to promote experiences that integrate body,
mind, emotion, and culture. Thus, the body ceases to be merely a pedagogical tool and becomes the source, expression,
and foundation of learning, consolidating corporeality as a structural pillar of Early Childhood Education and an essential
element for the realization of children’s rights to learning and development.
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