2026 TESOL-UKRAINE NATIONAL CONVENTION

Nataliya PROKOPCHUK
Zhytomyr Ivan Franko State University

EMBODIED LEARNING AS A CATALYST FOR DEVELOPING
LEARNERS’ COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE IN THE DIGITAL AGE

The digital turn in education has fundamentally reshaped how knowledge is accessed,
processed, and communicated. However, this transformation has also led to an unintended
consequence — the gradual disembodiment of learning, in which cognition is treated as a purely
mental, screen-based activity.

In EFL classrooms, this tendency is particularly problematic. Communication is not solely
a linguistic act; it is inherently multimodal, embodied, and socially situated. Gestures, posture,
spatial interaction, and emotional engagement play a crucial role in meaning-making. Yet, these
dimensions are often underrepresented in digitally mediated instruction.

This paper positions embodied learning not as a supplementary method but as a paradigm
shift capable of restoring the integrity of communicative competence in contemporary language
education.

Traditional cognitive approaches conceptualize learning as internal symbol manipulation.
In contrast, embodied cognition theory asserts that knowledge emerges through sensorimotor
experience and interaction with the environment [5,6]

The 4E cognition framework provides a comprehensive lens for understanding this shift:

» Embodied — cognition is shaped by bodily states and actions;

* Embedded — learning is situated in real contexts;

» Extended — tools and artifacts become part of cognition;

» Enactive — knowledge is constructed through active engagement [2].

Despite the growing theoretical consensus, a significant gap remains:

embodied cognition has not yet been systematically operationalized within communicative
language teaching (CLT).

This disconnect limits both theoretical development and classroom innovation.
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While existing studies confirm the benefits of embodied learning for memory, engagement,
and motivation [3,4], they often focus on isolated activities rather than integrated pedagogical
models; lack alignment with communicative competence frameworks; and underexplore the role
of digital embodied environments.

To address this gap, the present study proposes the concept of Embodied Communicative
Competence (ECC), which is defined as the ability to construct and negotiate meaning through
the integrated use of linguistic, bodily, sensory, and emotional resources in contextually situated
interaction.

This concept expands traditional models of communicative competence by:

* incorporating non-verbal and spatial dimensions;

* emphasizing action-based meaning-making;

* integrating affective and motivational factors;

» acknowledging the role of technology-mediated embodiment [1].

Embodied learning enhances communicative competence through several mechanisms:

» sensorimotor grounding of language, when language becomes anchored in physical
experience, transforming abstract vocabulary into lived meaning. Movement-based
activities (e.g., TPR) facilitate deeper encoding and retrieval,

*  multimodal meaning construction, when learners simultaneously process verbal, visual,
and kinesthetic inputs, creating richer semantic networks and improving retention;

» interactional authenticity, such activities as role-plays, simulations, and performative
tasks recreate real-life communicative situations, enabling learners to negotiate meaning
dynamically;

* affective engagement and agency, as embodied tasks reduce anxiety and increase
motivation, empowering learners to take ownership of communication.

Embodied learning tasks and activities in an EFL classroom can be classified according to

several parameters:

» _Level of Physical Engagement. Passive embodiment involves observation and mental
simulation (e.g., watching videos with gestures). Active embodiment requires direct
physical participation (e.g., role-play, movement-based tasks), which has been shown
to improve retention and engagement [4].

*  Modal Composition. Kinesthetic embodiment focuses on movement and physical
interaction. Multisensory embodiment integrates visual, auditory, and tactile inputs,
enhancing memory through multiple sensory channels [3].

»  Technology-Enhanced Embodiment. Digital technologies have expanded the possibilities
of embodied learning. Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented Reality (AR) allow learners
to engage in immersive environments where they can practice language in simulated
real-life contexts. For example, VR-based role-play activities su.ch as virtual job
interviews enable learners to practice both verbal and non-verbal communication skills
[7]. Gamification and interactive simulations further enhance engagement by combining
physical interaction with digital feedback systems [1].

For EFL teachers, embodied learning opens several practical directions, such as designing

lessons that integrate movement, gestures, and spatial interaction; using classroom space and
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physical objects as learning resources, incorporating performative and drama-based activities,
facilitating reflection on bodily experience as part of learning [1].

Thus, in the author’s opinion, embodied learning represents a promising direction in modern
EFL pedagogy, particularly in the context of digital transformation. By integrating physical,
cognitive, and emotional dimensions of learning, it offers a holistic approach to developing
communicative competence.

Rather than replacing digital technologies, embodied learning complements them, creating a
balanced educational experience that is dynamic, interactive, and deeply meaningful for learners.
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