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Jennifer Lin LeMesurier

Mobile Bodies: Triggering Bodily Uptake through 
Movement

This article explores bodily movement practices as a foundational component of 
rhetorical awareness. Through ethnographic study of dance pedagogy, the author 
demonstrates how genre uptake is enabled by bodily experience; learned ways 
of moving produce inclinations toward certain rhetorical pathways over others. 
Enabling students to uptake new genres means teaching them to be aware of the 
intersection of bodily and intellectual resources.

In the oft-quoted Rhetorical Bodies, Jack Selzer states, “Words have been 
mattering more than matter” (4). Since its publication, many scholars 
have taken up considering how the ways we inhabit and use our bodies are 
integral to methods of teaching, practicing, and theorizing writing. Yet in 
spite of this recognition of the powerful role that bodies play in knowledge 
acquisition and textual production, compositionists are still in need of 
unifying frameworks that enable discussion of how this embodied power is 
already, if tacitly, involved with composition and writing practices. Catherine 
Olive-Marie Fox supports this call for a refinement of how we speak about 
and discuss bodies, stating, “Bodies speak, but we need a language to hear 
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and understand them” (352). The plethora of body-related scholarship has 
multiplied ways of working with bodies as objects, providing rich fodder for 
research and theories, yet it has also muddied the conceptual waters with 
competing definitions and foci. As A. Abby Knoblauch points out, the lack 
of consistent body-related perspectives means that shifting among body-
related terms is at the very least annoying and at the worst nullifying of these 
explorations’ validity (51). I take seriously Knoblauch’s point that we need 
to make the rationales behind our terminologies transparent. Specifically, 
we need to reconsider how the ways we speak about bodily practices in the 
composition classroom do or do not support the metacognitive frameworks 
we also model. In other words, if bodies permeate the practices of our mis-
sion as writing instructors, how can we be attentive in articulating these 
bodily nuances in our key definitions and concepts? 

To answer this question, I turn to a pedagogical system that is directly 
concerned with training bodies to move and think in particular ways—the 
dance classroom—and consider how the norms of dance training can in-
form how composition teachers conceive of sound writing practices. A key 
feature of the learning and performance process in the dance classroom is 
the expectation for immediate integration of new information into one’s 
performance. This sense of performative immediacy is a key nuance of 
the rhetorical demands that bodies face. Unlike the process of revising 
and performing one’s rhetorical knowledge in the form of a term paper, 
dance class (and other body-focused activities) demands a more immedi-
ate reappearance of learned knowledge amid other bodily performances 
that are simultaneously occurring in the same space. Dance teaching, as 
marked by this immediate uptake, is instructive in how the transfer of 
knowledge, between individuals and contexts, is a reflexive process that 
cannot be separated from bodily experience. Donna J. Qualley’s contrast 
of reflection and reflexivity is useful here in thinking through how a bodily 
reflexivity complicates the idea of metacognitive reflection. She states, 
“Unlike reflection, which is a unidirectional thought process, reflexivity is 
a bi-directional, contrastive process” (11). Reflexivity pushes beyond closely 
considering a singular object in order to account for how rhetorical impact 
is created through the configuration of an object and its surrounds. With 
this in mind, studying movement is a means of studying relationships of 
rhetorical impact and accessing or amplifying the nodes of potential formed 
in those relationships. 
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Julie Cheville’s study of female athletes illuminates further; she explains 
that “reflexive thought, which emphasizes engagement with an ‘other,’” 
provides “opportunities to maintain dialogue and negotiate perception, a 
sense of agency and an emphasis on understanding, not just knowledge” 
(101). Cheville’s application of reflexivity clarifies how bodily knowledge 
involves a continual engagement and comparison between one’s environ-
ment and one’s understanding of one’s place in it. This situated, kairotic 
reaction means that reflexivity is not only a negotiation between the “self ” 
and “other” but also a negotiation between one’s current bodily state and 
one’s existing bodily knowledge, visible in how students learn and perform 
uptakes of movements. In exploring how genre uptake is negotiated in the 
dance classroom, it becomes evident that we need to account for how the 
reflexive nature of bodily knowledge and performance exceeds common 
definitions of rhetorical bodies. 

Dance training makes this reflexive relationship between genres and 
movements visible because of the concentrated temporality of the dance 
classroom. In an interview, Mark Haim, a modern dance teacher and cho-
reographer, describes the difference between more traditional forms of 
higher education pedagogy and dance instruction as the difference between 
quizzes and lectures, student performance and teacher instruction. 

I remember once [Mark’s husband] came and watched me teach dance class, 
and he said, (early on in our relationship) he came to watch a class, and he’s a 
professor of economics, and he came and watched the class, and he said, “it’s 
like you’re just giving them quizzes all the time. They’re just like constantly 
getting a quiz. When do you lecture?” And I thought about that, and I was 
like no, I don’t really lecture. It’s all through quizzing, and learning from the 
quiz. (Haim)

A typical Western dance class, regardless of the style, follows a fairly stan-
dard format. There will be a period of warming up the body with stretching 
and strengthening exercises (at the barre in ballet, in center floor in jazz or 
modern), exercises that require the students to practice traveling in space 
(usually from one side of the room to the other), and then a longer com-
bination of steps that require dancers to use what they practiced during 
all of the previous exercises. As Mark describes, this format lends itself to 
a quiz-like format where the teacher gives short snippets of information, 
and the students are then expected to demonstrate their understanding 
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through immediate performances of refined movement. This “call and re-
sponse” format is the perfect laboratory for understanding how uptake of 
knowledge is not an isolated incident but a reciprocal exchange between 
stored and immediate knowledge. 

Dance teachers construct classes to support this critically minded 
bodily repetition and instigate uptake of new movement knowledge, similar 
to how composition teachers scaffold curriculum to best support metacog-
nitive performance of multiple textual genres. As Carolyn R. Miller argues, 
generic action is “typified rhetorical action” 
that shapes how we are able to “encounter, 
interpret, react to, and create particular 
texts” (151). What dance and genre theory 
both illustrate about embodied knowledge 
is how repetition, the repeated bodily ex-
perience of performing “typified” actions, 
is crucial to building a productive knowl-
edge base for future rhetorical maneuvers. 
Unpacking the bodily understandings that 
motivate social actions in dance gives us insight into how rhetorical action 
is borne out of our repeated bodily experience. To generate a vocabulary 
that clarifies the resonances between movement, discourse, and knowl-
edge, I consider these dance training practices and their relation to genre 
theory in order to extrapolate a framework of bodily uptake—how entering 
into generic exchange is enabled through bodily processes of memory and 
experience. In so doing, I point out where we might clarify how uptake is 
made possible by the aggregate of our bodily experience and reflect this 
clarity in our discussions of uptake in composition work. 

Inclining the Body 
There has been a great deal of important work on the connection between 
embodiment and composing practices, exploring how bodies and bodily 
practices permeate key rhetorical concepts (Hawhee); forge community 
bonds (Cintron); ground individual agency (M. Cooper); reveal and enable 
emotional connections with texts and others (Micciche); and create forms 
of meaning found via embodied participation (Middleton, Senda-Cook, and 
Endres). Scholars from beyond writing studies have provided useful explo-
rations of bodies and affect (Ahmed; Brennan; Latour) and philosophical 

What dance and genre theory both 
illustrate about embodied knowledge 
is how repetition, the repeated bodily 
experience of performing “typified” 
actions, is crucial to building a 
productive knowledge base for future 
rhetorical maneuvers.
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considerations of bodies and action-potential (Manning; Massumi). On a 
parallel but different trajectory, new materialists (Rickert; Micciche; Hawk) 
are invested in figuring out how material objects, like the body, hold power 
and where this impacts networks of composition and creation. What is 
still needed is consideration of how to explicitly consider factors of bodily 
performance in conjunction with composition practices. 

In response to this need to think through pedagogical methods and 
bodily practices, I conducted ethnographic research on dance pedagogy 
and performance at a western R-1 university, “Northwest U.” In this fifteen-
month, IRB-approved study, I conducted interviews with students and 
teachers and observations of classes and rehearsals, observing how dance 
teachers treated movement learning in ways analogous to and divergent 
from writing instruction. Throughout this research, I measured my obser-
vations and analyses against my own experience as a dancer and dance 
teacher. From this combination of grounded ethnographic work on dance 
pedagogy and applied composition theory, I use dance to illustrate what 
a rhetorical embodied framework, rooted in bodily memory, enables us to 
consider about learning and transitions between different learning con-
texts. Specifically, because dance classes demand an almost instantaneous 
integration and performance of new knowledge, where students have to 
complete quick, demanding performance tasks while also integrating new 
or nuanced knowledge, it is possible to see bodily uptake in action. 

Similar to composition classrooms, where the writing process is of-
ten discussed in terms of metacognitive reflection—how are you thinking 
about this essay while you write?—dance classrooms inspire students to 
consider how and why they move through continual bodily repetition and 
feedback from teachers. There are some teachers exploring how dance 
students can access these stores of bodily knowledge through writing about 
their experiences (B. Cooper), but students typically draw on this anteced-
ent knowledge through sheer repetition. As a pedagogical system, dance 
inclines individuals toward certain lines of action and reaction because of 
the latent bodily knowledge that can be quickly reactivated and deployed.

As a result of these ecologies of bodily training, dancers learn to always 
be in a “meta,” responsive state where they continually consider the pos-
sibilities for meeting the current exigence. As Mark Haim’s anecdote about 
the difference between dance and economic classes demonstrates, dancers 
are inculcated to this method of “call and response” until it is their normal 
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way of learning. This idea of bodily history as impacting one’s outlook is 
analogous to what Elizabeth Wardle explores in “Creative Repurposing 
for Expansive Learning: Considering ‘Problem-Exploring’ and ‘Answer-
Getting’ Dispositions in Individuals and Fields.” Wardle takes up Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to discuss how mainstream educational 
practices contain both embodied and cognitive frameworks, inculcating 
students into certain dispositions toward education over time. She queries, 
“Does extended participation in institutionalized practices that front well-
structured problems (like educational settings with an obsessive focus 
on standardized tests) incline participants to act and react to problems 
by seeking quick and formulaic answers?” She argues that these inclina-
tions do in fact transfer, that long-standing habits of acting and reacting 
predispose students to rely on existing educational dispositions, even if 
they do not fit the constraints of a new composing situation. Arguably, all 
educational frameworks contain this mix of embodiment and cognition, 
but the dispositions learned in dance class are based on immediately put-
ting knowledge into performative practice. Within the dance class, one 
must have a high enough level of bodily awareness to negotiate the range 
of possible selections for rhetorical responses. 

Alongside Wardle’s urging to “turn our attention to the dispositions 
that students are embodying across fields, and consider how the nature of 
those dispositions can either inhibit or enhance their ability” to engage 
in transfer, I argue that students’ dispositions toward academic tasks are 
formed through the movement habits that accompany them. As an ex-
ample, we can draw on Wardle’s case of how standardized testing produces 
a tendency to seek “formulaic answers” and also ask how standardized 
testing weds writing to bodily inclinations of isolation and long periods of 
cramped sitting. Questioning how bodily inclinations are already embedded 
in common composition practices enables writing instructors to address 
student learning needs in ways that are responsive to their full range of 
learning incomes. 

“Marking” with the Body 
In order to think through how bodily inclinations are generative, we need 
ways of thinking about (a) how the deployment of knowledge is mediated 
through bodily memory and (b) how this form of memory differs from 
and aligns with cognitive understandings. As Angela Rounsaville points 
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out, “memory, selection, and translation are at the core of how research-
ers conceive of writing-related transfer, even if there hasn’t been sustained 
and explicit use of this as a theoretical and research framework.” There is 
an especial need for research that not only considers memory and transfer 
but how memories that support transfer are rooted in movement as well 
as cognitive structures. One route to understanding this connection is 
through uptakes, “the complex, often habitualized, socio-cognitive path-
ways that mediate our interactions with others and the world” (Bawarshi 
199). Uptakes reside at the intersection of habitually formed knowledge 
and purposeful rhetorical action, learned and enacted through bodies. The 
memory stored in uptakes “indexes an arena of possible choices” (Roun-
saville) against which the user measures the current exigency and makes 
appropriate adjustments. In order to create and enact successful social 
actions, we need a base of experiential knowledge that enables strategic 
future choices. Considering this link between bodies and memory enables 
thinking through how patterns of bodily movement are generative means 
for compositional work.

Yet even though genre research has established that genres are much 
more than static, “stabilized-for-now” (Schryer 204) objects, it is still of-
ten difficult to consider how genres intersect bodily processes of living. I 
argue that this is in part because the definitions we attach to the process 
of negotiating genre awareness tend to mask the prime role that bodily 
knowledge plays in all generic actions. Kimberly Emmons emphasizes 
how uptake involves the selective taking on of predetermined social roles 
and expectations, defining it as “the disposition(s) assumed through the 
use of genres” (139). She states that the “problem of uptake is the problem 
of what is taken on when an individual takes up particular genres” (138), 
and indeed, the issue of how identity and genre performance overlap has 
been productively explored (Kill; Paré). However, the typical pedagogy of 
a dance class offers a different understanding of how genre and identity 
intersect, where identity is not “taken on” as a cover for an existing identity 
in the moment of genre performance. Instead, dancers demonstrate how 
bodies never fully exit this process of negotiating remembered knowledge 
and immediate demands. On some level, they are always primed, ready to 
demonstrate their knowledge in response to generic demands. Presence 
within a bodily training system presupposes a continual engagement with 
the potential for bodily uptake. 
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Therefore, focusing on how bodies learn and enact genres suggests that 
the term uptake might be misleading in its metaphoric emphasis on scoop-
ing up something that is momentarily 
useful. Specifically, dancers build stores of 
bodily knowledge, “muscle memory” (Liu 
and Jorgensen), and learn how to focus 
this repertoire in reaction to performance 
demands. In this repeated process of bodily 
uptake,1 this process of remembering and 
performing, they are integrating relevant 
genre knowledge into a bodily core that is 
useful in a range of situations. Bodily up-
take is done in response to the immediate, 
but it also creates long-term effects in one’s 
rhetorical nature. Bodily uptake, as a process that relies on the ability to 
shift bodily intention in the moment of reperformance, is less an instance of 
situational disguise and more a process of activating latent bodily expertise.

The bodily metacognition that dancers demonstrate is enacted 
through purposeful movements that awaken temporarily dormant bodily 
knowledge. In talking to Serena,2 an advanced ballet student with extensive 
pre-professional training and professional ballet experience, we see how an 
individual meets these external performance demands through negotiating 
situational factors and stored bodily knowledge. In response to questions 
about her best methods of learning, she notes the necessity of moving 
along with the teacher in order to uptake new movements or qualitative 
corrections. At an early point in the interview, she expressed a preference 
for receiving a mixture of verbal correction and physical demonstration. I 
asked her how watching someone demonstrate a combination helps her 
remember and then perform those movements. She discussed the utility of 
“marking” the combination while watching the teacher perform. 

When I watch somebody doing a combination, I have to be paying attention 
for one thing—a lot of times I’m not. But I have to, that’s why you mark. At 
least that’s why I mark. I have to do the movement as they’re doing it or a little 
bit after so that I can put the pieces together. So it’s not just me watching a 
bunch of movements and then the end, “Oh what was I supposed to do again?” 

The process of “marking” is a common practice in dance education. Marking 
involves performing the steps being demonstrated in a less physically tax-

Bodily uptake is done in response to 
the immediate, but it also creates long-
term effects in one’s rhetorical nature. 
Bodily uptake, as a process that relies 
on the ability to shift bodily intention 
in the moment of reperformance, is 
less an instance of situational disguise 
and more a process of activating latent 
bodily expertise.
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ing form. For example, a dancer might revolve her finger to indicate a turn 
instead of actually performing the turn, or she might use her hands to trace 
the complex foot pattern of a jump combination. Marking, as a common 
practice in dance classes, is thought of as “part of an interactive strategy of 
bootstrapping thought by providing an anchor for mental projection” (Kirsh 
2864). In dance, marking is an accepted form of physical thinking deemed 
necessary to learn the phrase in ways that are then performable. Serena’s 
comparison to a puzzle, noting the need to “put the pieces together” instead 
of just “watching a bunch of movements,” hints at the loss of meaning that 
occurs when one fails to address the bodily aspects of uptake. Although bal-
let teachers accompany the physical demonstration with a verbal narrative, 
Serena still needs the experience of moving through the combination, even 
in the smaller form of marking, in order to successfully fulfill the response 
part of that uptake; there are certain conditions of bodily proximity and 
motion that need to be met in order to achieve successful uptake. Enter-
ing a state of bodily immersion through marking is key here because doing 
so allows access to the knowledge formed in the original instantiation of 
those movements. For Serena, this enables her to enter the stage of focus 
and intent that typically accompanies the movements of marking and carry 
those qualities into her present task. We can use this example to think about 
genre awareness less in terms of recognizing which externally determined 
task is expected and more in terms of the ability to recognize what set of 
internally held inclinations can be used to mediate situational constraints. 

Such a shift in emphasis means reconsidering how some of the knowl-
edge we have been attributing to metacognition might also be ascribed to 
a student’s awareness of his or her bodily tendencies. At the very least, we 
can reconsider the complexity of composition when viewed as a bodily pro-
cess and validate the maturity that is necessary to maintain this multipart 
process. As Jenny Edbauer points out, the act of composing is “distributed 
across a range of processes and encounters: the event of using a keyboard, 
the encounter of a writing body within a space of dis/comfort, the events 
of writing in an apathetic/energetic/distant/close group” (13; emphasis 
added). Negotiating multiple open books (and keeping them all open to the 
right page), coordinating hands and eyes with mouse cursors and icons, 
and the choreography of typing must be balanced with whatever cognitive 
knowledge a student must also appropriately perform. 
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The dance classroom is exemplary of how movement can trigger the 
knowledge needed to negotiate generic demands through a resurrection 
of core bodily experience. Below, I provide a lengthy interview excerpt to 
demonstrate how Serena’s ability to uptake new knowledge is grounded 
in a reflexive process that circulates through the teacher’s instruction and 
her bodily actions.

Jennifer: So after you receive a correction, how do you then incorporate 
it into your dancing in the future? 

Serena: It depends on what the correction is. A lot of times, my correc-
tions tend to be things that would take a long time to fix. Like the way 
you use your foot when you’re doing a tendu. It’s, it’s something that I 
think about and I try to incorporate it, but I also understand that there’s 
no way that in any one class I can master that concept, because it’s been 
ingrained in my technique to do it a certain way. 

Jennifer: So you’re kind of fighting that, your previous training. 

Serena: A lot of times, yeah. Because, I’m coming into this, Northwest U. 
I’ve already had a lot of dance training. They have a different aesthetic so 
there’s going to be a lot of things they want me to change. And I just have 
to try to work on them as much as possible. 

Jennifer: So does it help, so when you say you think about it—I mean, is 
it a sort of thinking about it while you’re doing it? Do you think about it 
outside of class? 

Serena: I . . . what do I do . . . It’s usually triggered when I do the move-
ment. I’ll remember it as I’m doing tendu, “Oh yeah, she said I’m sup-
posed to brush my foot more.” But sometimes if you get a bunch of 
different corrections that are disparate, I will write down my corrections, 
and I will go over them later so that I can remind myself. But generally for 
me they just get triggered when I’m doing something. And I won’t neces-
sarily remember it outside of class. (emphasis added).

The tendu is a basic dance step (lengthening through the foot on the 
floor until it extends to a full point). It can be used as a warm-up movement, 
a step in its own right, a launching point for jumps, and so on. Tendus, like 
many other steps in classical ballet, are taught in relative isolation; for ex-
ample, a ballet barre will normally contain one or more exercises devoted 
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to doing just tendus in different tempos and directions. Once students have 
relatively mastered doing tendus, they will be given longer, more complex 
exercises that use that movement in combination with others. In any given 
dance class, students will receive a more formulaic, current-traditional way 
of doing a movement as well as a more artistically nuanced opportunity 
that invokes kairotic uptakes. It is this critically engaged, embodied drill-
ing that makes uptakes available within the dancers’ bodies for strategic 
use. Although Serena is a studious and diligent learner,3 regularly taking 
the time to write down her corrections (I saw her writing in her notebook 
at several points during my observation of her classes4) to strengthen her 
dance knowledge and abilities, she concludes that the most effective part of 
that combination is physically reperforming the movement. She emphasizes 
that repeating these genres of movement is what “triggers” the appropriate 
response on a bodily level. 

We can find links between these examples and compositional tasks by 
considering how writing processes can themselves trigger bodily histories, 
shaping the realm of possible successive uptakes. One of Anne Freadman’s 
most memorable examples of uptake is asking her father (a high-profile 
lawyer) for permission to write about one of his legal cases, asking for him 
to partake in a generic exchange of permission. She states, 

For 30 years he has resisted all our attempts to talk about it, from, I suppose, 
his natural reticence and also—again I suppose—his marked preference for 
not recalling painful episodes; this is why I felt I should ask his permission. 
His response to me was entirely unexpected: he rang me to say “Yes, of course 
I’ll do that for you.” Do what, I wondered. Write you my version of the story, 
was the reply (R. Freadman. 1999). It didn’t take long for me to understand 
that he had interpreted what I had asked him in terms of previous occasions 
of family bullying; so I shall say right away that uptakes—and not merely 
elderly men—have memories—long, ramified, intertextual, and intergeneric 
memories—much longer memories, I think, than Austinian speech act theory 
normally attributes to them. (40) 

Freadman’s example of her father is not just a string of remembered signs 
translated into action but also is a necessarily bodily process of recalling 
existing experiences, measuring the current situation against those expe-
riences, and then acting according to these constraints. The implicit and 
explicit emotional undercurrents in Freadman’s retelling of this interaction 
with her father—jokes about family bullying, describing him as a reticent 

g292-316-Dec16-CCC.indd   302 12/13/16   9:26 AM



303

L e M e s u r i e r  / M o b i L e  b o d i e s

man, calling attention to the amount of time that passed since the incident, 
directly marking it as “painful”—exist not just in the discourse they use 
to talk about it but also in emotional, affective channels that influence the 
range of available responses. And indeed, this bodily connection with the 
event in question (a controversial murder trial) results in her father up-
taking a genre that Freadman had not discursively called for but that was 
nonetheless triggered by the bodily weight of these memories. Here, uptake 
is a resurrection of previous experience that feels affectively appropriate, 
rather than the taking on of an assumed identity. 

Both Serena’s and Freadman’s experiences illuminate how “long, rami-
fied, intertextual, and intergeneric memories” (40) inhabit the actions that 
rhetors take before, during, and alongside generic action. The inter of the 
intertextual and intergeneric typically points us toward the ways in which 
genres influence each other, the interrelation of textual genre sets, systems, 
and repertoires (Devitt; Bazerman; Orlikowski and Yates). But the inter can 
also elucidate how generic memories are informed and even “triggered” by 
the bodies and environments that motivate them. Serena “won’t necessar-
ily remember” her corrections outside of class, not because of any lack of 
cognitive power on her part but because she is not within a dance-related 
situation with explicit expectations for bodily uptake. The ceremonial of 
the dance class is defined not only through the “system of signs” (Bawarshi 
and Reiff 84) that demarcates social expectations but also through the 
desired and performed bodily actions. Serena’s experience is an example 
of how bodily movement habits are necessary not only to make uptakes 
meaningful; these movements make uptake possible. 

A modern dance teacher in Northwest U’s dance program directly 
elaborates on how movement leads to uptake, using the same language of 
“triggering” in describing how some forms of memory are not accessible 
without recourse to bodily movement. George, a teacher who specializes 
in modern and integrated dance, points out how memory is often tied to 
an “experiential concept” instead of verbal ones. 

I’ve tried to think through a [dance] piece, and it sends me on an eternal loop 
of never getting beyond a certain point or having to jump certain sections 
because I can’t actually remember it without the context of the music, the light, 
the other dancers. And it’s these, they’re like triggers that jump my mind, and 
it’s like, oh this has to happen now. And it’s a very complex sensory environ-
ment that allows me to then remember. It’s the touch of somebody coming up 
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behind me, I know this time when I go down to the floor, which I would have 
not necessarily been able to remember that independently. And there are lots 
of triggers like that, down to the touch of the floor, a light change that allows 
you to see a shadow, which is going to then trigger the next movement and so 
forth, and sometimes when you’re touring with a piece, the light has changed, 
the angle is different, you’re not going to get that shadow. (emphasis added) 

George’s discussion of remembering choreography for performance pur-
poses demonstrates how memories that inform generic uptake are not 
only bound within the text itself. The “complex sensory environment” that 
enables George to successfully remember the choreography is predicated 
not just on a mental list of movement order but on the bodily presence of 
other dancers and environmental factors that align with his bodily under-
standing of the performance. In this case of a choreographed dance, there 
are bodily triggers built into the piece, such as “turn left when you see X 
dancer heading toward you.” Yet there are also triggers rooted in bodily un-
derstandings that we use in teaching writing, such as “stop writing around 
the middle of the page” or “put your pencils down” to signal finishing a 
freewrite. Regardless of the specifics of the learning environment, learn-
ers develop “learned recognitions of significance” (Bawarshi and Reiff 86), 
identifications that determine how and when we select genres through a 
mix of cognitive and bodily factors. We should consider how these kind of 
practiced pedagogical embodiments trigger relations of significance, how 
they evoke bodily responses, and if these responses align or depart from 
the intended goal of the writing task. 

Affecting the Body 
The call to consider embodied actions as key parts of any learning system is 
not a call to view genres as inherently limited by bodies. Rather, considering 
how an individual is able to approach uptake via his or her bodily practice 
involves thinking through how “appropriate” rhetorical performances are 
mediated through movement. For example, late student papers are viewed 
as immensely disrespectful not only because of the student-teacher rela-
tionship but because of the moral expectation of timeliness attached to 
institutional contexts for student writing. As Freadman emphasizes in her 
conceptualization of generic uptake, the process of entering into generic 
exchange and response requires knowing “when and where is appropri-
ate to do and say certain things, and to know that to say and do them at 
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inappropriate places is to run the risk of having them ruled out” (59). This 
knowledge of appropriate timing and placement emerges from repeated 
exposure to the bundle of expectations that accompany these situations 
and some metacognitive reflection on what worked and what did not. 

Scholars in affect theory and related fields have begun thinking 
through how affect, as a constant bodily interface between individual 
experiences and environmental surrounds, produces inclinations and mo-
tivations that are tied to understandings of appropriateness. Sara Ahmed 
defines affect as a form of bodily experience that guides “what sticks, or what 
sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, values, and objects” 
(29). Ahmed’s metaphor of “stickiness,” like the metaphor of uptake, again 
assumes an external latching on, rather than a cellular-level saturation that 
emerges in relation to external triggers. However, the concept of affect is 
still useful for discussing the rhetorical collisions and mergers that occur 
amid bodies. Particularly, understanding how affective forces might be 
“sticky” in the composition classroom means considering what permuta-
tions of embodiment and writing are continually performed in composition 
training and how those arrangements model certain “acceptable” uses of 
affective resources. 

A line of inquiry that might prove especially fruitful concerns how ways 
of acting that we value in the composition classroom parallel ways of mov-
ing that might have been formed in other locations with varied ideological 
contexts. These affective inclinations impact what a student might wish 
to write and how writing teachers can counter these hard-wired predilec-
tions. Ahmed points out in her discussion of happiness that being affected 
by something “‘in a good way’ involves an orientation toward something as 
being good. Orientations register the proximity of objects, as well as shape 
what is proximate to the body” (32; emphasis added). Proximity is a useful 
rubric in that things that are proximal to the body, as opposed to those that 
are distant, are often maximally useful. Undergoing bodily entrainments 
and their associated affective configurations changes what we recognize as 
within our immediate grasp, which in turn shifts what rhetorical resources 
we recognize as available. 

We should attend to how these affective histories accrue in the 
body, sometimes to the point of blocking alternate options of movement 
and thought. In other words, bodily experience produces certain ways of 
experiencing the world that can make some pathways of genre selection 
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more attractive than others. As Jeff Pruchnic and Kim Lacey point out, 
the “suturing of affect to particular stimuli” (485) impacts the frames of 
reference that individuals bring to processes of reaction and judgment. The 
modern dance teacher, George, elaborates how this suturing occurs in the 
body as a result of movement habits, sometimes to the point of supersed-
ing mental awareness.

But there’s something called proprioception in the body where the dancer 
has his or her own feedback where they think their body is, and that might 
not match where the body is. And then I can use words as long as I want to. 
They’re going to get a feedback, yes it’s there.

George’s students are actively listening and trying to respond to his cor-
rection, but their ability to see the distance between their present location 
and the desired movement goal is rendered invisible by the affective residue 
attached to their movement habits. There are expectations for acceptable 
actions inherent in those particular movement patterns that will continue 
to fire until they are overwritten with new information. The durability 
of bodily memory and its affective residue can override even immediate 
cognitive processes. 

Serena speaks to this connection between affective influence and 
knowledge uptake directly when discussing how her embodied history 
from previous training conflicts with and corroborates her training at 
Northwest U. 

Serena: And I think to some degree getting caught up in the aesthetic of 
it, because, I mean I’ve done dance long enough to know what the ideal 
looks like, and I know I don’t look like that. I think just getting caught up 
in the emotion of it all. That the fact that you’re not perfect and you’re 
never going to be perfect, that’s self-destructive. 

Jennifer: So when that emotion does take over, how does that affect your 
learning and your dancing?

Serena: I tend to enjoy it a lot less, which translates—a lot of times, I 
dance because I love to dance, and so that just kind of ruins everything 
for me. I do the same movements, but if you’re not enjoying them they 
just kind of look like a string of random stuff. It’s not dance. 

Serena’s affective struggles with meeting the arbitrary aesthetic standards 
of ballet feed into her cognitive, emotional, and physical experience with 
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movement. She directly links the feeling of randomness or lack of cohesion 
in her dancing to a negative affective state. An overload of negative affect 
impacts her dancing to the point that it feels like “a string of random stuff,” 
rather than dancing. The texture of her movement is qualitatively differ-
ent when she is in affective overload, which in turn negatively impacts her 
ability to navigate the process of uptake. 

These cases demonstrate that thinking of embodiment as a mere 
supplement to thought processes ignores how a rhetor’s embodied history 
accrues in ways that can directly hinder 
or enable certain uptakes. Awareness of 
this link is also awareness of how per-
sonal histories accrue into idiosyncratic 
potentialities—likes and dislikes, forces 
of magnetism and repulsion—that under-
gird certain ranges of action over others. 
As Rounsaville astutely points out, there 
is a naïveté in thinking that “if novices 
are given the ‘right’ genre, they will both 
naturally select it when they encounter a new situation and abstract from 
it the necessary rhetorical strategies” (Rounsaville). Genre novices need to 
build affective ties, even simple ones related to the satisfaction from making 
an effective rhetorical choice, in order for their cognitive knowledge to be 
fully accessible and usable. Teaching new genres is not merely a matter of 
cognitively processing differences in layout or appropriate sentence length. 
Rather, successfully entering into generic uptake requires aligning one’s 
affective ties with one’s experience of performing the genre. 

Composition teachers can begin investigating this connection between 
affective inclinations and composing practices by actively considering if a 
task’s ideological intention and bodily habits align. For example, a common 
composition exercise, often used to begin a class and get students’ “juices 
flowing,” is freewriting. In many cases, freewriting is used as a low-stakes 
means of leading students into epistemological exploration; there is an im-
plicit commitment to the development of student agency and some degree 
of self-learning. Yet, in spite of these cognitive intentions, freewriting is 
usually performed in the same postures and with the same gestures as those 
that mark the affectively trying experience of taking standardized tests. As 
an attempt to decouple the act of writing from these stressful memories, 

Teaching new genres is not merely 
a matter of cognitively processing 
differences in layout or appropriate 
sentence length. Rather, successfully 
entering into generic uptake requires 
aligning one’s affective ties with one’s 
experience of performing the genre.
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we might consider what other exercises might allow for exploratory free-
dom while not re-placing students in the cramped, stressful posture that 
marked much of their senior year of high school. Like uptake, affective 
influence is reliant on the ability to call up and use previous experience. 
Such work complicates “the notion that an ‘intellectual’ understanding 
of the contingency of contemporary forms of social power automatically 
provides some purchase on resisting them” (Pruchnic and Lacey 483). The 
ability to critically analyze and compose in the classroom, to recognize 
and perform uptake, is fed by the range of experiences that lies outside of 
academic discourse. 

Performing the (Meta) Body
Metacognitive awareness is a key part of how one selects available rhe-
torical options, and it also informs the aggregate of rhetorical choices that 
inform how an individual performs identity. The body is most visibly the 
primary means of performance and creation in fields like dance, but as 
Peter Knapp argues, the body is also “the interface and initial processor 
of all interactional activity,” and “it is via the body that the mind thinks 
about and reconciles the initial bodily impressions of that activity” (276). 
Thinking through how bodily movements contribute to processes of up-
take complicates understandings of how genre knowledge interacts with 
subjectivity. As recent work in genre theory demonstrates, fostering (or not) 
successful writing is in some part based on the uneasy exchange between 
the “stabilized-for-now” genre expectations of writerly roles and the subject 
position that the writer sees himself or herself as occupying. 

In an interview with Jane, a graduate student in biology taking George’s 
modern class, she notes how dance has given her a new way of seeing others 
and herself in interaction. 

Jane: I do think I, like, notice people more, like if, say, you’re in like a 
crowded place like this, I feel, like, I don’t know if I have a little more 
of kinesthetic awareness. At least I feel like that sometimes. I’m like, 
oh wait, you’re gonna, that person’s about to get up and you’re about to 
bump into them, oh my gosh. But part of that might just be because I 
have a nervous personality. And, well, one thing I feel it didn’t really do is 
make me, like, graceful. Because that’s one thing people would always say 
to me—“oh, you’re a dancer, you must be so graceful.” And I’ll be, like, no, 
I’m pretty clumsy, and just sort of trip on things. 
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Jennifer: Me too. 

Jane: Yeah.

Both: [laughter]

Jane: Funny. I actually find that a lot of dancers say that, that they’re 
clumsy. It might be that they’re just more aware—they’re not more 
clumsy than other people, but they just have more awareness of it. I 
wonder if that’s it, you know, it’s like an observation bias or something, 
that sort of thing.

Jane’s observations of the crowded coffee shop where we were having our 
interview illustrate the connection between how we view our bodily abilities 
and what rhetorical options we think are available to us. She describes what 
she calls a “kinesthetic awareness” where she is now more aware of lines 
of movement in the room—“that person’s about to get up”—and personal 
embodied ability—“and you’re about to bump into them.” From her dance 
experience, Jane has gained a store of movement knowledge that is then 
useful in the practice of daily movement. Theorist Carrie Noland describes 
this process of building kinesthetic awareness or kinesthesia as “open[ing] 
up a field of reflexivity in which the subject becomes an object (as body) of 
her own awareness” (10). Jane’s description of navigating people’s pathways 
in the coffee shop is not a brute application of previously learned knowledge 
but a responsive, bodily understanding of how her individual movement 
possibilities are necessarily integrated with the agential possibilities that 
are acted on by others. 

So if uptake is “a process that always involves selection and represen-
tation that opens it up to intention and design” (Kill 221), entering into a 
generic exchange is grounded in the participants’ ability to intentionally 
design the part of their knowledge and selves that will be considered relevant 
to the current situation or fit the situational needs and desires. Expectations 
are more than looming societal bulwarks; they are reaffirmed and morphed 
according to what the rhetors choose from their range of stored generic 
knowledge and experience. A pertinent question is then how to handle the 
variations between the context in which the knowledge was learned and 
the contemporary rhetorical demand. Genres must be “stabilized-for-now” 
in order for rhetors to recognize and work with them, but there is still in-
evitable variation that, while sometimes minute, can be read as something 
entirely different due to disciplinary boundaries or other situational fac-
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tors. If uptake is predicated on the selective co-mingling of instituational, 
textual, and individual memories and history, how bodily practice instigates 
the recall of these forms can impact the transitory process of entering each 
situation’s shifted expectations. 

The immersive process of finding one’s way into these expected 
configurations of action is a process of bodily transformation. Cherry, an 
advanced ballet and modern dance student, discusses how transitioning be-
tween dance styles, from ballet to modern, shifted the way she perceives and 
performs her identity as a dancer. Her experience shows how a greater level 
of comfort, borne out of repeated experience with the desired embodiment, 
is the driving force behind her acclimating to new generic expectations. In 
this interview excerpt, she discusses the slow buildup of bodily knowledge 
that was necessary for her to uptake an entirely new style of movement 
when incorporating modern dance into her movement knowledge base. 

Cherry: At first I had a really hard time picking up on the movement. 
And it’s just because it was a different vocabulary. I mean, there are 
certainly recognizable lines and positions in modern, but, I think, I don’t 
know, the way the class is structured, the way combinations are put 
together, seemed really foreign. At first, how I ended up approaching 
modern was to translate everything I did into ballet. So if the teacher 
would say something like, a “cut under” blah blah blah, I would translate 
it as “oh, do a contre temps” and then something else. And so at first 
that’s how I approached it, and now I think that, I mean I don’t really, I 
don’t have to think about translating anymore. 

Jennifer: So now how would that translation feel in your body? You sort 
of learned to absorb that information without that mental switch, but 
how did that feel going from one to the other? 

Cherry: It was a really great feeling actually. It kind of, like, it made it 
easier to feel like I was embodying the movement and fully understand-
ing it. Because when I was translating it, it was, I know how to do this 
because this is like something else I’ve done before, in a ballet context. 
And then, you also have to make the switch, well, how do I also make this 
movement look less like ballet and more like modern? So it was kind of a 
multistep approach I guess, and when I started to make that transition, 
things started happening faster. And so it was in some ways less work. 
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Cherry’s process of uptake was a slow reframing of previous movement 
knowledge in light of the unfamiliar modern dance context. Freadman 
points out that perhaps “the most important thing about our knowledge of 
genres is our knowledge of the difference between genres” (45). In this case, 
Cherry’s process of transitioning between these two dance styles contains 
refining awareness of generic possibilities that expect different uptakes. 
After the above statements, she contrasts her early and later time in dance 
class as going from a “multistep translation” to a “more bodily” recognition 
of differences and similarities. This “multistep translation” is a process of 
translation amid bodies and discourses. Cherry originally relied on translat-
ing meaning as a matter of vocabulary, switching from the French-based 
vocabulary of ballet to the markedly different framework of modern. As 
she repeatedly experienced using these vocabularies in different bodily 
situations, shifting her cognitive range, she was simultaneously reworking 
and expanding the range of bodily responses that she could bring to these 
situations that were both familiar and foreign. The result of this process 
of translation is mental knowledge of the boundaries and similarities of 
these two styles of dance as well as the experiential practice of practicing 
the different movement identities required by each. 

In another interview, Cherry discusses her experience taking a summer 
dance intensive class. Because of how these teachers explicitly emphasized 
practicing kinesthetic awareness, she is more readily able to navigate the 
movement choices and associated mental expectations that come in transi-
tioning between dance styles. She is able to move among movement-based 
identities with more agility because of her increased bodily awareness of 
the different options for uptake and performance. 

One of the great things about Jesse this summer was he had this phrase—
“You should not let movement colonize your body”—and what he meant by 
that was, like, you don’t want to let your training from ballet inform how you 
dance anything else, for instance. And so, I guess I’ve really been aware of that, 
especially, I broke my left ankle a few times, and so I noticed that even when I 
was dancing modern or contemporary dance, that I had carried over the ballet 
habit of being in a, like, beveling my foot when I was on demi-pointe, which 
is just, it’s like really unnatural, but it looks pretty or something like that? 
[chuckles] Something like that. So, since I had injured my ankle, I became, I 
just started noticing all these habits that I just carried with me, and so, yeah, 
I guess I’ve been trying to break those.
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Cherry’s points about being better able to refine and strategize her identity 
performance are directly related to the obstacles that students face in at-
tempting to understand new expectations for genre use. Cherry’s discussion 
highlights how this “crucial intermediary space” (Rounsaville) of what is not 
the genre is mediated by the power of bodily memory. Although a modern 
dance class is clearly different from a ballet dance class, marked by different 
movement styles and discourses, there were enough similarities between 
them to originally sway Cherry’s movement choices. She needed explicit 
instruction in how to not blindly rely on this muscle memory and instead 
draw selectively on her movement history. 

A dancer reading Cherry’s thoughts might note how she navigates the 
difference in aesthetics, the emphasis on the beveled foot versus a straight 
one, but her response also holds implications for how compositionists 
consider embodiment in relation to the rhetorical projects of selecting 
and using antecedent knowledge. Selecting an expected uptake and the 
accompanying identity is grounded in bodily experience as well as cognitive. 
In the composition classroom, we often treat knowledge as (a) primarily 
learned through cognitive processes and (b) readily accessible through 
the mental aspects of memory alone. A failure to remember is often cited 
as an original failure of learning, prompting accusations of “skimming” or 
“cramming” the material. Yet how often in our own lives do we understand 
the necessity of “retracing our steps” in order to remember where we placed 
our keys, glasses, or papers? I would argue we are asking our students to 
perform similar gymnastics when we ask them to recall various pieces of 
theory, several articles, and class discussions when composing papers; there 
is a tacit expectation that the information, once learned, is always immedi-
ately accessible, and any accompanying physical action would be an excess 
demand, rather than a necessary component of refreshing that knowledge. 

Instead of this body-as-supplement conception, I suggest that our 
students gain another entry point into agency over their rhetorical options 
when they actively consider the connection between bodies and genres. As 
Carrie Noland argues in her discussion of the graffiti artist, “all gestures are 
performative insofar as they bring into being, through repetition, a body 
fabricated specifically to accommodate their execution” (16). The graffiti 
artist, or dancer or writer, becomes acclimated to the particular muscle 
tensions and ways of moving that support the execution of one’s repeated 
tasks. Such bodily acclimations can be used in processes of transfer if there 
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is training in how to recognize and use 
these movements apart from their original 
contexts. Noland describes this process of 
bodily knowledge gathering as building a 
store of “gestural ‘I can’s’” (4) that poise us 
in particular ways for future seeing and 
acting, but she notes that these “I can’s” are 
often left unexamined. Even Cherry needed 
explicit instruction and a clear biological 
exigency to deploy a meta-embodied way 
of analyzing her own movement inclina-
tions. What these examples from dance 
indicate for composition is the need for more explicit discussion of where 
bodies intersect with the uptake of texts so that students can begin to 
consider (a) how their own embodied histories contain ideological tethers 
and (b) how those tethers incline us toward valuing certain textual choices 
or missing others as possibilities. 

Embodying Composition 
Considering embodiment helps us better understand why some uptakes fall 
away and others “stick.” Ultimately, the act of composing is not one uptake 
but rather a myriad of uptakes that accumulate. The process of choosing 
and responding to genres is an embodied one where “the trace of past ac-
tions, including a trace of their contexts” is “conserved in the brain and in 
the flesh” (Massumi 30). Our capacity for bodily uptake is grounded in our 
movement histories and our ability to reflexively apply those histories in kai-
rotic ways. Bodily uptake is a process of strategic bodily iteration, a drawing 
on one’s movement history to maneuver through the expectations of other 
bodies, texts, and affects in a given situation. In performing this process 
and receiving feedback, we also build or sever affective ties to certain ways 
of acting, shifting our future rhetorical inclinations. Teaching uptake with 
an eye to the body helps us avoid crudely banking mainstream beliefs into 
unsuspecting students and instead helps build “gestural ‘I can’s’” (Noland 4) 
into our students’ rhetorical repertoires. Such processes address the recent 
question of transfer and how students are able to transport the content and 
skill-based knowledge from the composition classroom to other academic 
and non-academic situations. What my research indicates is that we must 

What these examples from dance 
indicate for composition is the need 
for more explicit discussion of where 
bodies intersect with the uptake of 
texts so that students can begin to 
consider (a) how their own embodied 
histories contain ideological tethers 
and (b) how those tethers incline us 
toward valuing certain textual choices 
or missing others as possibilities.
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tackle this conundrum through considering how we accumulate traces of 
situational knowledge that support rhetorical dexterity in our daily, bodily 
grind. If written and spoken “genres are defined in part by the uptakes they 
condition and secure” (Bawarshi and Reiff 85), perhaps we could better 
attend to the physicalities of the classroom situation. In considering how 
the mix of embodied context and cognitive expectations in our classrooms 
support particular lines of rhetorical action, we can reevaluate the genre 
uptakes we are expecting as composition teachers and whether their affec-
tive undergirding will help or hinder our students in future situations. We 
might consider where it is possible to be explicit about these practices with 
our students in ways that prompt explorations of their own bodily processes 
that accompany composition. There is already attention to metacognitively 
unpacking the textual genres within the ceremonial of the classroom, but 
we also need to meta-embodiedly attend to how bodily choices influence 
what textual choices are open to us. 

Notes

1. Instead of trying to relabel uptakes, I use the term bodily uptake purposefully 
to call attention to uptake as a process of reactivation instead of a project of 
disguise. 

2. All participants are referred to by pseudonyms except when last name is given. 

3. During the writing of this manuscript, Serena was beginning the process of 
applying to several Ivy League medical schools. 

4. It occurs to me now that the repeated bodily experience of writing down 
corrections within the context of the dance classroom is also a form of bodily 
performance related to knowledge uptake. The literature on thirdspaces might 
provide productive places to start thinking about how writing can operate in 
conjunction with more strictly bodily forms of training. 
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