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As tutors, we tend to at least be aware that we gesture when
we talk, and that our gestures—our ‘body language’—carry
some sort of meaning. How I thought about body language
and tutoring, though, changed when I worked with amedical
student who ‘talked’ as much with his hands as he did with
his voice. He was working on a personal statement for a
prospec�ve residency posi�on, and he was grappling with
how to translate his clinical experiences into something ap-
pealing to a more specific professional audience. He used
symbolic non-verbal gestures throughout the session, such
as making a juggling mo�on when he talked about struggling with
the coherence of his paragraphs. His gestures really clicked for me,
though, when we got into the ni�y-gri�y of revising those para-
graphs. The student had separated his learning into categories of
“hard” (e.g., medical knowledge) and “so�” (e.g., bedside manner)
skills, and he discussed these skills in separate paragraphs. When I
ques�oned this separa�on, he responded by sugges�ng his audience
would see “hard” skills as more important than “so�” skills, raising
his hand in the air when saying “hard” and placing it flat on the table
when saying “so�.”

That gesture caught my a�en�on: it seemed not only to represent
the conceptual hierarchy of “hard” and “so�” skills, but also to indi-
cate something about his vision for the ‘look’ of his wri�ng. I decided
to lean into my toolkit of tutoring prac�ces and paraphrase what I
thought his gesture meant. I suggested that his goal was to use his
paragraph structure—symbolized by his hands—to represent these
skill sets as dis�nct yet connected areas of prac�ce. To my relief, he
confirmed my interpreta�on. More importantly, this shared under-
standing gave us a basis for his revisions, as we spent the remaining
session focused on his transi�ons and topic sentences within the
structure he proposed.

Of course, gestures do not for wri�ng make. I s�ll needed to describe
in spoken words the paragraph structure I thought the student mod-
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eled before we could put his proposal into ac�on. This, I argue, is be-
cause his gestures were not defec�ve, but coopera�ve. Gestures
communicate in partnership with speech, as Isabelle Thompson
notes, and they need not be considered subordinate to speech.
Moreover, as Jo Mackiewicz writes with Thompson, tutors’ para-
phrasing–whether of a student’s speech, rough dra�, or assignment
prompt–enables students to “compare their intended meaning to
their conveyed meaning” (106). In other words, paraphrasing can
give both tutors and students “[an]other language to access the
meaning of . . . texts” (154). This is what my student and I achieved
through my paraphrasing of his gestures. I a�empted to ‘reword’
what I took to be his descrip�on, through gesture, of the hierarchy of
“hard skills” and “so� skills” he wanted to model in his personal
statement. My verbal paraphrasing was simply the other language
we used to access and act on what he had not yet put into words.

This was a striking moment for me, especially as it was my first in-
person tutoring session since March of 2020. A�er nearly two years
working online, I found it strange to consider the value of body lan-
guage as a source for produc�ve tutoring rather than a burden on it.
Of course, that gestures can play a posi�ve role in tutoring is not a
new concept in wri�ng center scholarship. Jeff Brooks’ classic “mini-
malist tutoring” approach treats body language as a means for tutors
to mo�vate students, and Thompson demonstrates that tutors’
“hand gestures in wri�ng center conversa�ons act as partners with
words or alone without words to convey meanings to listeners and to
build rapport” (420). These discussions of tutors’ body language can
inform our understanding of my student’s hand gestures, but it is no-
table that student writers’ gestures are otherwise sparsely discussed.
At most, they tend to be described as preverbal, purely emo�onal
acts, or as a sign of “some form of intellectual breakthrough” (Glover
17). For example, they might be the excited hand gestures or bright-
ened face of a student whose thesis just ‘clicked,’ or who just ‘got’ an
assignment a�er a tutor rephrased the professor’s prompt. My stu-
dent did not have such a breakthrough: he instead used gestures to
clarify his plan for his personal statement’s structure and to insist on
its effec�veness. With this insistence, the student assured that his vi-
sion for his personal statement remained at the center of our ses-
sion.

This successful tutoring session led me to work toward a more sus-
tainable praxis for what I call gestural paraphrasing: an art of trans-
la�ng into spoken and wri�en word what students convey through
gestures. With the support of my wri�ng center, I developed a train-
ing guide for interpre�ng students’ gestures in tutoring se�ngs,
which includes a rubric for categorizing gestures. I developed this
rubric from a framework designed by Jus�ne Cassell, who built hers



from founda�onal work on gesture by linguists Adam Kendon and
David McNeely. My rubric divides body language into “non-gestural”
and “gestural” categories, and then frames categories for gestures
ar�culated by Cassell (and Kendon and McNeely) in rela�on to possi-
ble student wri�ng goals. For example, my rubric iden�fies a student
moving their hand down the length of their printed-out paper as an
"iconic" gesture that models their desire to discuss the whole dra�,
not just a few parts. My wri�ng-oriented rubric, however, may s�ll be
limited in capturing some of the nuances of gestures about wri�ng.
This is especially the case in culturally diverse tutoring se�ngs: some
students, for example, may use “hybrid” gestures that blend non-ver-
bal idioms from mul�ple cultures (Matsumoto and Hwang 711-12).
Students might also use gestures to model wri�ng goals or structures
that are more common outside of American academic se�ngs
(Blalock 83-85). However, as Mackiewicz and Thompson note, para-
phrasing is not meant to get it right every �me; it is meant to com-
pare conveyed and intended meanings. Gestural paraphrasing is a
tool for tutors and students to establish collabora�vely what the stu-
dent wants for their wri�ng and to put those goals into ac�on.

In prac�ce, this training produces some mixed results: while trainees
have engaged in produc�ve ways with student gestures, they are
o�en just as focused, if not more so, on their fellow tutors’ body lan-
guage. In the first itera�on of this training, I used a video from Pur-
due University’s wri�ng center intended to illustrate a tutoring ses-
sion with a nervous student, which featured plenty of gestures to
analyze. The majority of the trainees’ comments focused on the tu-
tor’s gestures, but they were also able to connect the student’s hand
gestures to his overall wri�ng goals. One trainee even noted a
“power struggle” between the tutor and student, sugges�ng that
both used gestures to try to assert control over the student’s wri�ng.
This emphasized a crucial element of students’ gestures that is miss-
ing from the exis�ng literature: as was evident in my student’s insis-
tence on the structure of his wri�ng, students use gestures to insist
on their more ac�ve role in the tutoring process. Future itera�ons of
this training will put evenmore emphasis on student gestures—train-
ers may offer more direc�ve analysis prompts, for example—but this
training already demonstrates the crucial roles students’ gestures
play in tutoring se�ngs.¹

Gestural paraphrasing s�ll has plenty of room to grow, especially with
respect to culturally diverse approaches to both gesture and compo-
si�on. This, however, does not mean we should limit our use of ges-
tural paraphrasing. Given its ability to affirm students’ intended
meanings, center students’ goals at the center, and welcome stu-
dents’ insistence on their role in the wri�ng process, we tutors ought
to hone gestural paraphrasing through more frequent prac�ce.
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NOTES
1. Many thanks to Dr. Alex Ocasio, Savanah Warners, Cai�e Wisniewski, and

many other staff members of Saint Louis University’s University Wri�ng Services for
their par�cipa�on and input in this training.
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