
Movement and Learning 
Do you ever feel yourself getting antsy, distracted, or restless after sitting and studying for long 

periods of time? While many students can relate to these habits, research shows us that adding 

movement and exercise into your study periods is one of the most beneficial things you can do. This 

handout discusses the importance of incorporating movement into studying and how you can add 

movement into your study routine. 

Why is incorporating movement with studying important? 

Contrary to popular belief, sitting and studying for hours (or days) at a time is not the most effective 

way to go about it, nor is it healthy for our bodies or brains. While it is important to plan ahead and 

study effectively and enough, it’s also crucial to take breaks, be balanced, take care of yourself, and 

move around. Research shows that standing and moving around while you are studying and taking 

movement breaks in between study sessions has numerous benefits to our bodies, brains, memories, 

and academic performance. Research shows us that: 

 Standing while learning and completing assignments improves executive functioning, or the 

skills you use to break down tasks like writing an essay or solving multi-step math problems. 

 In addition to various emotional and physical health benefits, exercise has been shown to 

boost verbal memory, thinking and learning. 

 Exercise improves alertness, attention and motivation, while helping to build new brain cells to 

help you store information. 

 Exercise helps you learn a new language by boosting your ability to remember, recall and 

understand new vocabulary. 

What is your current movement level? 

The first step in incorporating more movement into your schedule and study times is to evaluate 

where you are currently. Monitor your routine for the next two days and note the following: 

 How much did I move within 5 hours BEFORE studying? 

 How much did I move DURING studying? 

 How much did I move AFTER studying? 

 How would I rate my mood on a scale from 1-10? 

 How would I rate my productivity on a scale from 1-10? 

 How would I rate my energy level on a scale from 1-10? 

How to incorporate movement into your routine 

Once you have evaluated your current movement and study habits, you can better decide how much 

movement you want to add. Here are a few practical ideas to try this week to add more movement to 

your study times and achieve the benefits that go along with it: 

https://neurosciencenews.com/cognition-standing-learning-3435/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/regular-exercise-changes-brain-improve-memory-thinking-skills-201404097110
https://www.additudemag.com/exercise-learning-adhd-brain/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/16/well/move/how-exercise-could-help-you-learn-a-new-language.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/16/well/move/how-exercise-could-help-you-learn-a-new-language.html


 Take 5, 10, or 15 minute breaks during your study sessions to walk around, change locations, 

or complete a series of exercises from your favorite routine. Don’t have a favorite routine? 

Mix and match 5 or more bodyweight exercises from this list: 

o  https://greatist.com/fitness/50-bodyweight-exercises-you-can-do-anywhere 

 Make your own standing desk using a counter in your house or purchase an adjustment for 

your current desk in your room. 

 Find an empty classroom and make use of the whiteboard. Classroom too intimidating? Buy a 

mini whiteboard to post in your room. 

 Choose a keyword to look for in your reading. When you see the word, do 10 jumping jacks or 

5 push-ups. 

Stick to it 

Knowing and understanding the importance of incorporating movement into study times is the first 

step. Evaluating your current level and finding ways to add more movement is the next step. In order 

to follow through on these ideas, make an action plan with goals for the next week. 

Don’t overdo it! No need to go out and run a marathon. Plan to incorporate a few manageable 

changes into your habits. Choose one manageable goal in each category and get to it: 

 To add more movement to my weekly routine, I will… 

 While studying, I will… 

 After my study session, I will… 

Overcoming barriers 

Sometimes it can be difficult to motivate yourself to get moving, and it can be hard to fit it into your 

already busy schedule. Below are some common barriers to exercise and some practical tips to 

overcome them. 

“But, I don’t have the time to exercise.” 

With all of the benefits of exercise, you don’t have time not to! With that said, movement doesn’t have 

to take up a bunch of time. Exercise in small chunks, during your breaks for a few minutes or a few 

movements at a time. 

“But, I don’t like jogging or jumping up and down in aerobics class.” 

Movement doesn’t have to be strenuous or high impact to effectively increase your study muscle. 

Walking or stretching during study breaks, completing a few yoga poses, or standing while studying 

work just as well as the high impact stuff for learning. 

“But, I don’t feel like moving; I’m feeling down.” 

Good news! Exercise releases a flood of feel-good chemicals in your brain that will boost your mood, 

increase your energy, and promote overall wellness. 

https://greatist.com/fitness/50-bodyweight-exercises-you-can-do-anywhere
http://www.varidesk.com/
https://www.standstand.com/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/combine-brief-bouts-of-moderate-exercise-for-health-201309116670
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/healthy-living/the-mental-health-benefits-of-exercise.htm


“But, I have ADHD; won’t moving around be more of a distraction?” 

While everyone should incorporate movement to help them learn better, for students with 

ADHD, movement is a must! Movement provides people with ADHD with the perfect amount of 

stimulation to increase attention naturally. 
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