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It’s a no brainer 
 

The latest Australian National Literacy and Numeracy results (NAPLAN) are not pretty. There is little, 

if any, improvement in literacy and numeracy scores in the past 10 years and writing skills are 

reportedly diminishing. Even our ‘brain’ capital, the ACT, has seen a downward slide across the 

board. While arguments abound about the veracity of the national testing process and analysis, we 

cannot ignore this concerning, ongoing, backward trend.  

Pushing literacy and numeracy downward into younger age groups has not worked, nor have 

computers, buildings, money, smaller class sizes and concerns about the quality of teachers… and 

there is a reason why. The educational system is simply looking in the wrong direction. It’s trying to 

fix a problem from the top down, instead of working at it from the bottom up.  

... and by the bottom, I mean right at the beginning of a child’s life, in the years BEFORE children 

start school. If we want our children to learn, and learn well, we need to make sure that children 

who start school are ready to learn. Age is NOT a measure of learning readiness.  Learning readiness 

is a function of brain (neurological) readiness.  

Simply put, children who are not neurologically ready to learn, will struggle from the day they step 

inside a classroom. This is not new information. It is heavily supported by research, but it has been 

consistently and inexplicably ignored, to the ongoing detriment of our children.  

So, let me review what the research tells us: 

• 25% of children who start school in Australia have developmental vulnerabilities that 
put them at risk of learning problems. This rate increases up to 48% in some areas of 
Australia (AEDC, 2015). 

• Children who start school developmentally ‘at risk’ for learning problems usually 
struggle throughout their school years (Brinkman et al., 2013). Take a look at the 
statistics. The first group of children to complete the AEDC assessments when they 
started school have completed year 9. In 2009 26% of this group had developmental 
risks, in 2016, 22% of children score in or below the minimum required for 
successful learning (ACARA, 2015).  

 

This means teachers have a massive challenge… a large percentage of their class is not actually 

developmentally (neurologically) ready to learn, and yet, literacy and numeracy is the focus of the 

curriculum, even in Prep!  

So how do we better prepare our children for the challenges of literacy, numeracy and the 

classroom? There is a solution. It’s based on the fundamental principles of brain development, and 

the brain develops as a result of movement.  
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I have just returned from presenting at a conference at Harvard University Medical School, Boston 

on “Movement and Cognition”, and while advocating for many years that movement is the key to 

learning, the research into this area is so impressive, it can no longer be denied. Here are some key 

findings reported: 

• Movement in the early years is crucial to how well the brain wires up and how well children 
learn and how successful they will be in life (Grossberg, 2018) 

• Movement is the bridge between intuitive learning and analytical thinking needed for more 
complex learning skills (Grossberg, 2018) 

• Movement stimulates every area of development, including the emotional system (Melillo, 
2018) 

• Exercise causes the production of NEW brain cells in our hippocampus (memory centre), 
essential for learning new and more complex information and skills (Ratey, 2018) 

• When movement, sensation and cognition are combined, children learn more efficiently and 
effectively (Kenny & Wexler, 2018) 

• Motor proficiency is very closely correlated to executive functioning skills (while the amount 
of time spent playing is not) (Willoughby, 2018; Bell, 2018) 

• Motor skill practise is essential. The brain is constantly filtering information – it only selects 
consistent information and ignores inconsistent information. Children need to consistently 
practice a new skill for the brain to embed it automatically into its repertoire of learned 
skills. (Grossberg, 2018). 

• School-aged children who participate in a daily motor skills program improve their 
neurological age significantly when compared to those who do it 3 times weekly or not at all. 
(Williams, 2018).  
 

Even though many of the motor skills should have been learned and automated in the years before 

school, children’s brains are still plastic – they can learn new things and lay down neural pathways 

and connections - and build their capacity to learn from the bottom up. That’s good news for schools 

is that it’s not too late to implement a motor-based learning program into their daily curriculum.  

Movement is the key part to learning. A daily motor-skills program is all it takes to give children a 

neurological boost that will help them learn and be able to develop their literacy and numeracy 

skills. If schools continue to ignore its key role then it is to the detriment of our children’s learning 

and life success.   

 

Dr Jane Williams (PhD), is the Research and Education Director of Toddler Kindy GymbaROO, and an 

Adjunct Senior Lecturer in the College of Health Sciences, James Cook University, Townsville.  

 

For further discussions or questions, she can be contacted at: jane@gymbaroo.com.au  
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