
 Coordinating bodies. A hidden dimension of adult educator’s … 215 

Edukacja Dorosłych 2014, nr 1     ISSN 1230-929 X 

 
J ö r g  D i n k e l a k e r  

COORDINATING BODIES. A HIDDEN DIMENSION  
OF ADULT EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 

COMPETENCE 

Key word: body, adult learning, adult educators, professionalism 
 
Abstract: This article investigates, how participants of adult learning events 
position their bodies in the room and how they orient them towards each others. 
By the use of video data it is shown, that patterns of coordinated co-presence are 
jointly established by the participants and that these patterns facilitate specific 
forms of dealing with experience and learning and inhibit others. Adult educators 
use different techniques to take influence on these processes of collective body-
coordination. It is argued that in the use of these techniques we can find a very 
crucial but disregarded dimension of professional competence.  
 

Introduction  

During adult learning events, participants and facilitators are bodily present 
at the same place in the same period of time. Yet, they are not merely there, but 
their bodies are positioned and oriented towards each other in specific 
configurations (Alkemeyer u.a. 2009). These embodied frameworks of 
participation (Goodwin/Goodwin 2004) are established, sustained and changed 
in a close and usually almost unattended cooperation between all participants. 
Facilitators play a critical role in orienting this collaborative work of body 
attunement which is an ongoing process all over the time in which the learning 
event comes to pass. Video based analysis of learning events (Dinkelaker, 
Herrle 2009) reveals a complex variety of techniques used by adult educators to 
fulfill this body coordination work in order to facilitate learning oriented 
cooperation. These implicit techniques of body coordination can be described in 
order to reflect and deliberate about their competent use. Beyond that, 
considering the fact that facilitating adult learning events is an embodied 
activity brings us to rethink about how professional development may be 
achieved. 
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Patterns of learning oriented body coordination  

Patterns of coordinated co-presence can be observed in any kind of face-to-
face-interaction (Kendon 1990). Yet, the patterns which can be observed during 
adult learning events show unique features. Surveying a corpus of about 200 
video footages of a great variety of learning events (Kade, Nolda, Dinkelaker, 
Herrle 2014), we could identify three specific patterns of coordinated co-
presence. They are well known in a way, since we all are used to deal with 
them. But there is not much attention payed to them. Usually, they are dealt as a 
side effect of those learning related processes which are of actual interest. Yet, 
having a closer look to these patterns of co-presence, we can see that they are 
constituting the foundations of what can get relevant in the ongoing process of 
adult teaching and learning.  

The first pattern may be called „talk“ (s. fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Talk 
 

Configurations of bodily co-presence are called „talk“, when the 
participants are placed in a way that they all can see the person which holds the 
talk and can track what he or she is telling and showing them. The lecturer 
stands upright. The participants are sitting. Latters are oriented parallely to each 
others, while the lecturer is placed in opposite to them and turning his face to 
them. While the lecturers use their bodies in order to highlight selected aspects 
of an issue and selected interrelations between these aspects, the participants 
reduce their body activities and follow the indications made by the lecturer. 
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The second pattern may be called „conversation“ (s. fig. 2) 

 

Fig. 2. Conversation 
 

Configurations of coordinated co-presence are called „conversation“, when 
the participants can expect from each other that they all use their bodies in order 
to emphasize specific aspects and interrelations which they perceive as being 
relevant. Even though any of the participants may emphasize something during 
the course of the conversation, only one person at a time is expected to take over 
the leadership of the ongoing trajectory of collective attention. All others are 
expected to listen carefully to the person which is contributing at the moment. 
Who is contributing at what time to which issue has to be fine-tuned between 
the participants. Facilitators play a critical role in the negotiation of these 
contribution decisions. 

The third pattern may be called „practice“ (s. fig. 3) 

 

Fig. 3. Practice 
 
Configurations of coordinated co-presence are called „practice“, when the 

participants are expected to turn towards an object which gets relevant for the 
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fulfilling of a specific task. While the participants who are addressed as being 
unexperienced in the accomplished task are persistent in their alignment to the 
object of practice, the experienced facilitator is expected to change his 
alignment periodically in order to join the attention of the individual 
practitioners rotationally. 

Adult learning events can only take place, when the participants succeed in 
establishing and sustaining one of these learning related patterns of embodied 
co-presence. Before heading the question, how adult educators contribute to this 
processes of learning related body-coordination, first a closer look has to be 
taken to, why just these of all possible patterns of co-presence are realized in 
adult learning events and why others won’t be found there, like the one shown 
in figure 4. 

Fig. 4. Party 
 
 
In order to understand the relevance of the observed configurations of co-

presence for the facilitation of adult learning, theories may help, in which the 
role of bodies in learning processes are discussed (Liebau 2007). Learning is 
considered as being an embodied process because we (a) perceive with our 
bodies (Dinkelaker 2014a), we (b) use our bodies for expressing ourselves 
(Dinkelaker 2014b) and (c) we perform movements with them (Dinkelaker, 
Herrle, Kade 2014; Gebauer, Wulf 1992). 

Regarding these three dimensions of embodied learning, we can identify 
different ways of learning aspired within the configurations of co-presence 
shown above:  
• In „talks“ the participants organize their body orientations and activities in 

a way that persistent expressions of the lecturers may be coordinated with 
sustained focused perception of the participants. This pattern of co-presence 
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is established and sustained, when bodies of knowledge shall be portrayed in 
a coherent interrelation (Gage, Berliner 1986; Weidenmann 2006). 

• In „conversations“ the participants organize their body orientations and 
activities in a way that facilitators as well as participants may express 
themselves while mutually paying attention to each other. It is therefore 
established, when experiences shall be shared or shared knowledge shall be 
developed (Ludwig 2004). 
During „practice“ the participants organize their body orientations and 

activities in a way that tentative processing of tasks by participants and 
demonstrations and supervisions of lecturers are coordinated. It is therefore 
established when skills and competences shall be developed under guidance 
(Brinkmann 2011). 

Each pattern of coordinate co-presence enables specific ways of learning 
related cooperation and inhibits others. Hence, in different learning events, 
different configurations of body coordination are established and, beyond that, 
the performed patterns are changed during the ongoing course of events. 
Learning events can be seen as complex arrangements of patterns of coordinated 
co-presence which are composed and conducted by adult educators. Since every 
participant may control exclusively his own body, however, the question has to 
be faced, how the attendees of learning events are able to sustain the impression 
that it is the facilitator who determines or at least guides the collective 
coordination of bodies during the event.  

Influencing techniques of facilitators 

It is an essential part of the professional assignment of adult educators to 
establish, sustain and change the patterns of learning related co-presence 
constituting events of adult learning. In order to understand how adult educators 
are able to „control“ the bodies of participants, we have to examine the ways of 
conduct which allows them to influence the processes of body coordination 
between the participants. Along with that, we have to describe how participants 
refer to these regulation activities of the adult educators and how they facilitate 
the adult educators to fulfill their guidance. 

Using video data of adult learning events, we were able to identify three 
different techniques adult educators utilize for influencing body coordination: 
arranging, embodying and directing.  

Arranging is realized through reconfiguring the material environment in 
which the learning event takes place. Participants interpret the actual 
arrangement as indications for what kind of coordinated co-presence will be 
expectable taking place and they adjust their behavior along this expectation.  

By performing a specific way of behaving, adult educators embody the 
expectation that a specific pattern of coordinated co-presence actually takes 
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places in the moment. Participants pay regard to these embodied situation 
displays performed by the facilitators and adjust their behavior accordingly.  

When directing, adult educators formulate explicit messages about what 
kind of behavior they expect from the participants. They inform about scheduled 
procedures, give instructions or evaluate the ways in which participants are 
already oriented towards each other.  

In addition to these three techniques of influence, we could observe  
a fourth way of facilitators’ dealing with body coordination which is very 
prominent: assimilation. While assimilating, adult educators put aside their 
claims for situation control and fit in the configuration of co-presence which has 
been evolved beyond their authority. Usually, assimilation is realized only 
transitionally, until facilitators again take charge of the situation and modify the 
established pattern of co-presence they have adapted to before.  

These four different ways of dealing with body-coordination will be 
illustrated in the following by the example of two language classes which have 
taken place in German folk high school. In both classes the facilitators are 
aiming for animating the participants in practicing their language use. 

Arranging 

Before the class „German as Foreign Language“ starts, the facilitator 
comes upon a specific arrangement of the room and starts to rearrange it, while 
the participants are already taking their places (fig. 5):  
 

Fig. 5. Arranging 
 

 
Without any further directives the participants place themselves at specific 

locations in the room. They interpret the chairs behind the tables as the expected 
place to be located and the alignment of the chairs as indication of an expected 
orientation towards the center of the room. Yet, one side of the table square 
remains vacant. It can be identified as the facilitator`s place, indicated by his 
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bag and his papers already arranged there. By placing themselves in this way, 
the participants anticipate what will happen in the pending learning event. It will 
be about to mutually perceive what the other participants and the facilitator 
express and to be perceived in the own expressions by the others.  

While the participants already arrange their bodies in self-organization, the 
facilitator partially changes the conditions of the material environment. He 
removes the tables which extend the square to a „b“. By this, he prevents 
participants to place themselves in a way that they sit behind the back of other 
participants. These backsitters could not be perceived by the others.  

This apparently unimpressive quotidian situation shows the importance of 
arranging activities as a critical condition of coordinated co-presence. It may be 
emphasized that at any time participants have different options of adopting 
existing material room arrangements (Nolda, 2006). Although, material 
arrangements are of limited power in determining the specific ways of body 
coordination actually being performed, they still build far reaching and 
sustaining constraints and opportunities of coordinated activity.  

In difference to other strategies of influence, arranging is usually organized 
in a division of labor. Not only facilitators but also members of the 
management, the participants, architects and housekeepers take part in the 
ongoing process of rearranging the learning location.  
 

Embodying 

During learning events, facilitators are located at specific places and are 
oriented towards a specific direction. They perform specific postures while 
moving in specific manners and expressing themselves. These manners of 
embodied conduct are used by the participants as clues for what kind of 
coordinated co-presence can be expected taking place in the actual moment 
(Erickson/Shultz 1997) and they usually adapt to the mode of co-presence which 
is indicated in the behavior of the facilitator. The facilitators themselves take 
this into account. Often they utilize this embodied display of situational 
expectations in order to influence the coordinating activities of the participants.  

In figure 6 and 7 two different situations of the course „Arabic I“ are 
documented. 

Figure 6 shows the onset of the event. The facilitator places himself at the 
head of the room. His glancing at the participants one after the other indicates 
that he expects them focussing their attention to what he is going to express 
next.  

Figure 7 shows, in contrast, a practicing situation in which each of the 
participants is expected to work on his own. The facilitator reacts on  
a participant’s asking for help by walking near her place, bending over her and 
talking to hear in a lowered voice. By crossing his arms and dropping his gaze, 
he indicates that he is not addressable for other participants in this moment. The 
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participants can see that the facilitators assumes that support is given 
individually during this exercise.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6. Embodying the Onset  

                                                  
Fig. 7. Embodying „Practice“ 
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Like arranging embodying opens up a wide range of possibilities to react to 
the participants. And like arranging embodying can be controlled by the adult 
educator only to a limited extend. Yet, the constraints of control derive from 
other reasons. Embodying can’t be fully controlled deliberately, because the 
own appearance is influenced substantially by the own unconscious habits and 
customs. Participants, however, also react to these unintended embodiments in 
their coordinating activities.  
 

Directing 

Directives are used especially during transitional periods in which the 
configurations of co-presence have to be switched collectively. By the use of 
explicit verbal or nonverbal messages, adult educators disambiguate what kind 
of coordinated body activities they expect from the participants. Figure 8 shows 
a short sequence of the Arabic course in which a new pattern of coordinated 
activities is introduced by the facilitator. The numbers in square brackets 
indicate the points in talk at which the pictures were taken: 
 

Kursleiter: [1] Oua. Erstens müssen wir uns vorstellen. (3 Sekunden 
Pause)  
Facilitator: [1] Oua. First we have to introduce ourselves (3 seconds 
pause) 
 
Aber, wir müssen uns vorstellen auf Arabisch. (1 Sekunde Pause)  
Yet, we have to introduce ourselves in Arabic language (1 second pause) 
 
Ismi. (2 Sekunden Pause) Askunu fi. (2 Sekunden Pause) Ana. [2] (2 
Sekunden Pause). Ismi Mohammed [3]. Askunu fi Oberstadt. Ana 
Mohani. [4] 

 
Fig. 8. Directing 
 

By the use of the verbal directive („we have to introduce ourselves“), the 
inscriptions on the table (ismi…, askunu fi…, ana…) (fig 8/2), his modeling of 
the self-introduction  (fig 8/3) and his nonverbal invitation (fig 8/4), the 
facilitator initiates an arranged conversation. The participant who is indicated 
by the facilitator to speak first laughs bashfully first, but then meets the 
demands explicated by the facilitator. Subsequently, all other participants 
introduce themselves in Arabic language one after the other, when summoned 
by the facilitor’s hand signal.  

Directing is the strategy of influence which is limiting the participants’ 
possibilities of reacting the most. Because expectations are made explicit, 
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participants may react in only one of two possible ways. They may meet the 
expressed expectation or they may refuse it. Refused directives bring along the 
risk of loosing one’s face for all witnesses of the situation (Goffman 1982). This 
can be seen in the given example by the reaction of the participant, who laughs 
bashfully. Compared with the other strategies of influence, directing is the one 
which can be deliberately controlled by adult educators the best, yet finds its 
limitations just in this decidedness and explicitness.  

 

Assimilating 

A very important technique of adult educators is to abstain from controlling 
the dynamics of body-coordination temporarily and to blend in to what happens. 
This desistance from the planned coordination control opens up a maneuvering 
room for reconcilement. Explicit clashes between coordination-expectations can 
be avoided. 

In the following sequence the facilitator wants to start with reviewing the 
homework. He indicates this by picking up the book, in which the tasks are 
formulated (fig 9/1 and fig 9/2), and by saying: 

 

Fig. 9. Assimilating 
 
Assimilating 
 

Kursleiter: Wie üblich machen wir [1] (3 Sekunden Pause) [2]  
Faciliator: As usual, we start with [1] (3 seconds pause) [2] 
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Oder gibt's noch was zum Thema Lampenfieber? [3].  
Or is there anything else with the word „Lampenfieber“? [3]  
 
Sie kucken noch. Was ist Lampenfieber?  
You are still looking up. What is „Lampenfieber“? 

 
While initiating a new collective occupation, the facilitator realizes that 

some of the participants are still occupied with the aforegoing activity. They 
still look up the German word „Lampenfieber“. The facilitator interrupts 
himself and vocalizes his perceiving of what the participants do.  

Assimilating might look like a suspending of the facilitator`s claim for 
influencing the learning situation. On closer inspection, however, assimilating 
can be identified as an eminently effective technique of regaining control in 
situations in which the educator’s influence is threatened. By assimilating to the 
originated configuration of co-presence, they get able to tie on it with further 
guidance.  

Developing professional competence 

The shown examples should illustrate that dealing with learning in adult 
education is accompanied by manifold processes of body coordination. Adult 
learning events are made to happen by their participants through performing 
closely attuned choreographies of co-presence. Adult educators intervene in 
these dynamics of body coordination by arranging, embodying, directing and 
assimilating.  

Further clarification of this educational handling of embodied co-presence 
could lead to further professional development: „With developed reflexivity, in 
knowing what we do, we could find an opportunity of professional competence 
which faces up to the challenges of the peculiar fields of action, without 
remaining in mere conformation“ (Dewe 1998, p. 73, translated from German by 
J.D.). 

Wiltrud Gieseke emphasizes that professionalism in adult education is 
„based on that there is developed a scientific repertoire of terms which can 
describe what happens within the field of practice“ (2009, 386). In further 
studies (e.g. Herrle 2013) it therefore will be necessary to differentiate the terms 
which enable us to talk about the educational handling of bodies and to develop 
models which can explain the dynamics and strategies which can be observed in 
the daily routines of organized adult learning.  

Even though empirical research on and reflective talk about handling of 
body-coordination is a crucial aspect of further professional development, the 
relevance of bodies in learning events points to the limitations of a mere 
cognitive, language based professional knowledge (Brümmer, 2009; Neuweg 
2006). As embodied practices are learned from „praxis to praxis“ (Bourdieu 
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1987, p. 188), empirical research on and programs for professional development 
should take into account adult educator’s situated experiences of events of 
school and adult learning in their prior biography1. How teaching is habitualized 
through participating in situations of learning oriented body-coordination 
(Göhlich 2001, p. 208f) and how strategies of influence are developed, 
routinized and differentiated, gets a crucial question for future occupation with 
processes of professional development.  
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Coordinating bodies.  
Ukryty wymiar kompetencji zawodowych nauczycieli dorosłych 

 
Słowa kluczowe: ciało, uczenie się dorosłych, nauczyciele dorosłych, profesjona-
lizm 
 
Streszczenie: Przedmiotem artykułu są wzory, na których wspierają się i wzajem-
nie na siebie oddziaływają cieleśnie uczestnicy edukacji dorosłych. Na podstawie 
filmów wideo ukazano, że ujawnione w różnych typach ofert edukacyjnych pre-
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zencje umożliwiają lub uniemożliwiają specyficzne rodzaje i sposoby uczenia się. 
Na tym tle zbadano, jak nauczycielom dorosłych udaje się wpływać na wspólne 
tworzenie takich wzorów koordynacji cielesnej, które sprzyjają uczeniu się. Wyni-
kające stąd wymagania wobec nauczycieli dorosłych są traktowane w tym tekście 
jako ważny aspekt ich profesjonalizmu.   
 
 
 

Coordinating bodies. Eine versteckte Dimension der professionellen  
Kompetenz von Erwachsenenbildnern 

 
Schlüsselwörter: Körper, Erwachsenenlernen, Erwachsenenbildner, Professiona-
lität 
 
Zusammenfassung: Gegenstand des Beitrags sind die Muster, in denen sich die an 
Veranstaltungen der Erwachsenenbildung Beteiligten als körperlich Anwesende 
zueinander positionieren und wechselseitig aufeinander beziehen. Auf der 
Grundlage videographischer Aufnahmen wird gezeigt, dass die in unterschie-
dlichen Bildungsangeboten etablierten Muster der Kopräsenz je spezifische Arten 
und Weisen des Umgangs mit Aneignung und Lernen ermöglichen und andere 
verhindern. Vor diesem Hintergrund wird untersucht, wie es Erwachsenenbildnern 
gelingt, auf die Abstimmungsprozesse Einfluss zu nehmen, in denen die An-
wesenden gemeinsam solche Muster lernbezogener Körperkoordination etablieren 
und verändern. Die damit verbundenen Anforderungen an Erwachsenenbildner 
werden als ein stärker zu beachtendes Moment pädagogischer Professionalität 
hervorgehoben.  
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