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ABSTRACT

GENRE, PRACTICE, AND THE COMPOSITION CLASSROOM: WHAT STUDENTS
LEARN ABOUT LANGUAGE AND COMMUNITY DISCOURSE PRACTICES
THROUGH A PEDAGOGY OF GENRE AWARENESS
By

Meghan E. Bacino

My dissertation study will answer the call for more situated, pedagogical research
within Rhetorical Genre Studies. By writing and studying the conventions and functions
of academic genres, everyday genres, and disciplinary genres, two semesters of basic
writing students at MSU developed a genre metalanguage that allowed them to study the
social workings of language and conduct ethnographic research into disciplinary and
field-specific genres. By asking these students to reflect on both their process of
developing a genre metalanguage as well as their experience researching and writing
about disciplinary discourse practices, my research will provide an in-depth, negotiated
account of what it means to impart genre pedagogy. I used student interviews, classroom
work, my own journal entries and lesson plans, and analysis of students’ final projects to
answer both theoretical and practical questions relating to recent pedagogical

conversations within RGS.
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Introduction

At a conference presentation during my dissertation year, I talked about genre.
For me, this was nothing new. I was something I had been talking about every since
studying rhetorical genre theory helped me see new possibilities in my teaching. This
presentation was exciting for me, though, because it was the first time I was presenting
on what students had to/d me about their learning in my classroom. After my talk a soft
spoken gentleman said he was intrigued by my approach to freshman composition. He
continued: “So my question I guess...is...are you trying to FREE students? I wonder what
the implications are if students study generic conventions...” My gut reaction was to say
“yes I want to ‘free’ students!” But in a room full of rhetoricians, if you’re going to say
you intend to “free” students, you better be prepared for a litany of challenging questions.
In that moment—in the context of a group of literacy instructors—I also realized that the
word convention connotes some kind of formula, or list of rules to follow.

I drew on the business card version of my teaching and explained my intentions in
less than a minute. I smiled:

I see genre as a way to help students see how, in each piece of writing,

a complex set of personal and social dynamics are at play. I don’t just

want students to do writing conventions. [ want them to understand what’s

behind convention. I want them to understand how they fit into convention.

So in a rhetorical approach to genre, students study generic conventions but

also generic functions—of classroom genres, everyday genres, and disciplinary

genres. So, yes, I believe I am trying to ‘free’ my students (bigger smile)....

or at least give them the tools to be active negotiators in a way that I had
never done before in my experiences teaching.



But there was so much more I could have said. I remembered when Samar compared the
genres of Kuwait women’s magazines to the genres of American magazines. Or when
Martin, an international student from Korea, asked: “So you want me to write about
writing? My research paper is about writing...the genres of engineering?” I considered
these “aha” moments—moments where I saw a shift in student thinking. But to be honest,
the gentleman’s question threw me for a loop. Because although I had witnessed
meaningful learning in my classroom, I knew that the theories behind my teaching and
what [ saw in my classroom were just the beginning of what I knew about how teaching

genre impacts FYW instruction.

My background, experiences, and some beliefs about writing and teaching writing

While I didn’t know it at the time, my interest in rhetoric started when I was 12
years old. In those days, I was a bus girl at my dad’s Italian restaurant, which was located
in Griffith, Indiana—right next to Gary, Indiana. I wore my own best black and white
outfits to match the waitresses’, and I walked around smiling, filling up customers’ water
glasses, and helping with side work (always finding something else to do when it came
time to peel potatoes, however). [ may have mentioned a time or two that I was Mike’s
daughter. Most of the time, it was generally known that the little girl pouring water was
too young to be an “official” worker, and therefore, was part of the blood line. But I'd
work in my identity when I could, and those $5 tips rolled in like butter. What made the
big tips even more refreshing was that my teenage siblings, who teased me since I was

the youngest, were sweating in the kitchen—churning out pizzas and making an hourly



wage that | always surpassed. The money I made is still a comical bone of contention in
my Italian family. Looking back, I see that maybe I was always destined to be a
rhetorician.

Throughout my youth and later educational experiences, I've always relied on
writing to get me through different life experiences and struggles. I still have journals
from when I was in elementary school, I still love writing letters to loved ones, and I will
never stop telling my students how language makes change. When I started teaching in
graduate school, I knew I loved to write—and I knew something about theories of
literacy instruction—but I soon realized how complex teaching writing was. Perhaps
because just when you think you know how you’ll respond to diverse students, just when
you think you know you have a great assignment, you realize that you don’t know. The

more I learned, the more I wanted to learn. The more I knew I had to learn.

Beginning thoughts leading to my research

Since my graduate program was innovative, the professors in the program
conducted diverse, discipline-changing research, and we were always encouraged to push
the limits of our own thinking and research. From the beginning I knew that I loved
teaching, and when I took a class about Rhetorical Genre Studies, I realized that my
scholarship would be about teaching—and that what I had to say could have an impact on
a strand of scholarship that was calling for more situated classroom research.

What first grabbed me about teaching writing through rhetorical approaches to

genre was that this approach focused on “going meta” on different writing spaces in ways



that I had never considered. I was most intrigued by the notion that when we write, it’s
more than just our own minds and hands at work. Beyond notions of intertextuality and
the obvious reality that writers get ideas through social interaction, RGS stresses that a
writer is always working within and outside of socially and culturally created writing
conventions and that writers enact various social roles through genres, which perform
actions in particular communities. This approach to language and writing helped me
really understand writing as more than just words on paper. I saw that a piece of writing
is always, in a sense, moving—in a way that I had never felt before. RGS also made
explicit the idea that writing is an important part of social practices. I began to realize
how writing played such a crucial role in helping me maintain relationships and
participate in different communities throughout my life. I wanted students to see this.
Approaching language learning from a genre standpoint also helped me put a
name to feelings that I felt when entering different writing spaces—and to how I
negotiated those feelings when I wrote particular genres. I thought back to the
uncomfortable feeling of writing my graduate school admissions essay. And yes, when I
wrote the divorce essay in 7 grade, I thought I described “the” family meeting like no
one else ever had. | had always considered my writing to be something that 7 did, but
when I considered the social spaces that surrounded me, I realized that although many of
the emotions and ideas were mine, the processes 1 engaged in throughout different
writing situations were direct results of the social surroundings I was in. My 7™ grade
teacher praised my writing. Looking back, I see that I was writing what I thought I should
say—that the divorce made me stronger, that my emotions were neat and tidy just like my

essay writing. Even at that young age, writing a narrative in a different circumstance



would have allowed me to convey my “real” thoughts. This tension continued through
many of my writing situations, and more and more in graduate school, I began to feel
how writing academically wasn’t exactly natural—like I had thought in college—but a
direct result of consciously learning the conventions of academic writing.

In this sense, theorizing about genre and thinking back to my own experiences as
writer helped me see my teaching differently. Anis Bawarshi’s (2003) Genre and the
Invention of the Writer: Reconsidering the Place of Invention in Composition was
perhaps the most influential work in terms of how I would apply rhetorical genre theory
to my teaching. Bawarshi offered ways in which students could “go meta” on genres they
wrote in the classroom and in their everyday lives. I remember reading the book in one
sitting, avoiding all phone calls, and thinking: “yes, this is a very different way I could
engage students with the social workings of language.” Maybe having students study
generic conventions and functions of genres not typically associated with the FYW
classroom and genres in disciplinary communities they would someday occupy would
empower my students in their language awareness and ability to actively engage different
writing spaces. I developed a coherent genre pedagogy and decided to make it the focus

of my dissertation research.

Questions: the focus of the research

Rhetorical Genre Studies became popular in the early 80s, although genre
approaches to literacy instruction—especially at the FYW level-—have not found their

way into composition classrooms and larger theorizing about teaching writing within



Rhetoric and Composition Studies. For this reason, there is a prevalent call within RGS
for more local accounts of situated practice. I saw my work answering this call, and more
broadly, since I didn’t know anyone who used rhetorical approaches to genre as the main
thematic focus of their approaches to teaching composition, I became interested in
undertaking an extended study into my teaching. My umbrella research question is: “what
does a pedagogy of genre awareness teach students about culture, the social dimensions
of language, and community discourse practices?” To address my main research
question, I collected data that would help me answer the following sub-questions:
e What did students learn about language and writing when they engaged
with classroom activities related to genre?
e  Which activities did students think were most useful in their explorations
of genre? Why? What did the process of developing a metalanguage look

like (in practice and reflection?)

o What did students learn by researching disciplinary genres?

Assumptions

In theory, I had created a pedagogy in which I stressed the “social” aspect of
writing to a degree that I had never done before. However, a central focus of my
theorizing and pedagogy was to consider how individuals engaged convention through
their creative use of language. As a strand of teaching, many genre pedagogical theories
challenge the Process movement for focusing too intently on inner voice, authenticity,
and “writing to discover.” I too thought ideas of writing to discover and inner voice over-

simplified the writing process and left students ill-equipped to understand their own



writing processes. Then some intense personal shifts began to take place. After collecting
all my data and conducting interviews, I moved to Chicago to write my dissertation and
be near family. I wrote by day and waitressed in a bar at night. All seemed well at first,
but the more I interacted with the patrons at my bar job and questioned some of the big
transitions that were happening in my life, the more I felt exhausted and confused. I was
experiencing some profound personal shifts, interacting with the masses at the bar (you
wouldn’t believe what happens in one 8-hour shift, really), and feeling an urge to write
creatively.

Even though I was a soon to be Ph.D. in rhetoric, I had never really considered
myself a creative writer. Sure, I could work with words. I could synthesize knowledge.
But this feeling of expressing myself on a deeper level was new. I started buzzing with
ideas and writing whenever I could. I remember when I started jotting down creative
ideas on my “guest check” pad that I used to take drink orders. Sometimes the ideas
would be tied to an interaction I had just had. Sometimes I simply got “hit” with an idea
for a nonfiction article or a short story. I also started journaling about my experiences,
which I would say was born out of emotional necessity. I eventually turned these entries
into nonfiction vignettes. Despite feeling tired after a shift, I had such an excess of
creative energy when I’d leave the bar. All I could do was get it out. Looking back, I
realize I was living like a writer. Always taking notes. Seeing everything as a story.
Everyone I waited on, every co-worker—they all became part of my inner dialogue and
attempt to figure out life and what makes people tick. I wasn’t really concerned with

writing conventions as I had been in the academy. I just had to write.



Working with these emotions gave me inspiration for not only getting my feelings
out—these emotions infiltrated my creative ideas, and it was only through these shifts
that I started experimenting with different genres. Through this time, I felt a duality in my
identity. Working as a waitress was something I had always done, but working in a city
bar while writing my dissertation made the tension between my personal and academic
life even more pronounced than it had been in graduate school. In addition, becoming an
aspiring creative writer created a new duality, one that I wasn’t sure would bode well
with the dissertation process. I was at once actually feeling what was meant by notions of
inner voice and the author within. Sure, some of my inner shifts were occurring as a
direct result of my social interactions, but often times an experience or emotion would
give me an idea for some other creative endeavor. I felt moved to write more than I ever
had, and in this sense, my writing process was becoming more and more personal.

But in relation to my teaching and dissertation research, I was working within a
strand of scholarship in which creativity was defined as a social, not individual process.
Genre scholars (Mirtz 1997, Bawarshi 2004; Herrington & Moran 2005) have criticized
the Process movement for positioning the writer as primary agent and neglecting the
social situatedness of writing and the degree to which genre can generate and/or limit
language. In this sense, we mislead students if we encourage them to just “write from
within.” Before my dissertation, these ideas made perfect sense. But as I started, you
guessed it, “writing from within” for the first time in my life, I began to think more and
more about my own writing process and what moves students to write—both
academically and creatively. I began to see more fully that conventions can be secondary

to a writer’s drive to write. At the same time, I knew that conventions affect what a writer



has to say and how they say it, especially in regard to academic genres. Teaching
academic writing is different than creative writing in tangible ways, but my experiences
focusing on the social aspects of language/writing in my teaching and then experiencing
life as a creative writer made me further question the “tension” between writing from
within and engaging with typified, social writing conventions. While this tension (and my
own experiences) aren’t at the forefront of my study, the personal experiences that I
experienced as I made sense of my data created an interesting backdrop and made me
think about how my own evolving writing process challenged my beliefs about teaching
writing.

As the gentleman in my conference presentation reminded me, focusing on
convention often connotes rigid formulas. Therefore, genre approaches to teaching
writing have been criticized for focusing too heavily on social conventions. I’ve always
been somewhat irritated (to be frank) about the fact that rhetorical genre studies is always
somehow “digging itself” out of the belief that genres constrain. I started my new
approach to teaching with the belief that if students become more aware of how language
works in diverse social contexts, they become more apt to creatively and actively use
language within these contexts. So when the gentleman at 4Cs asked me if I wanted to
free students, I guess the nerdy, academic side of my identity was happy. Because I had
yet to figure that out. I didn’t necessarily want to free them from convention, but I did
want to empower them. Now, as I’ve engaged with multi-layered aspects of myself,
which in turn influenced my authorial identity, I realize just how much there is to learn
about writing and the teaching of writing. I hope my students’ reflections offer a new

glimpse into what students can learn about language and writing by studying genre.



QOutline of dissertation:

Chapter 1 presents an overview of the pertinent research within RGS, including
conceptualizations of genre within this strand of scholarship, theories of language and
learning that relate to genre pedagogy, and practical applications of this approach to
literacy instruction. In the last part of the chapter, I define the main theoretical
foundations of my pedagogy—situating my teaching within RGS and providing a
theoretical framework for how I will interpret student learning in my case study. I also

provide a glimpse of some of my larger findings to help readers situate my work.

Chapter 2 explains my purposes for selecting the case study methodology as a more
specific instantiation of the teacher research perspective and outlines specific ways that I
see classroom research having an impact on RGS and Rhetoric and Composition Studies.
In this chapter I describe the design of my research, its setting and context, how
participants became part of the study, how I collected and analyzed different types of
data, and how the intersection of data helped me answer current pedagogical questions
within RGS. I end the chapter by complicating the overlap between my roles as both

teacher and researcher.

Chapter 3 describes the two composition courses in which research participants were
enrolled. In this chapter, I start by presenting the relevant differences across semesters, in
terms of student demographics, major projects, and other relevant factors. I then use
classroom work, post-class journal entries, and interview feedback to create learning
“portraits” in which I show how students collaboratively engaged with scaffolded genre

activities. I also provide individual feedback on activities when relevant. My main goal is
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to re-create the activities in as much detail as possible so that readers can experience the
activities as I did. After completing my study, I also went back and wrote brief contextual
paragraphs that serve to foreground important concepts/implications that I discuss more
fully in relation to individual and group learning in later chapters. In this sense, a
secondary purpose of this chapter is to contextualize and make connections to chapters 4
and 5 where I feature individual students’ development of a genre metalanguage and
discuss how a larger group of students engaged with my pedagogy and the final project.
When relevant, this chapter also includes tentative conclusions that I made during data

analysis.

Chapter 4 features two students’ individual literacy learning experiences in my
classroom. Through analysis of relevant activities, assignments, projects, and interview
feedback, I provide a negotiated account of each student’s learning experiences. Some of
the activities were featured in Chapter 3, and I also include students’ engagement with
individual assignments from various stages of the semester. As I studied how individual
attitudes towards language and writing developed in my classroom—and how these
attitudes and experiences related to student learning in the final project—I found
connective links between aspects of each student’s in-class learning and their final project
learning. This chapter showcases those connections, while raising questions about
individual literacy development that contextualize my focus on a larger sample of

students in Chapter 5.

Chapter 5 focuses on how a larger group of students engaged with and reflected on their

experiences researching disciplinary genres. In this chapter I combine my own analysis of

11



students’ final projects with their interview feedback to explore themes and
contradictions in both students’ habits of thought and writing practices. After comparing
the work of fall and spring students, I re-traced earlier chapters to make clear connections
between specific aspects of both versions of my pedagogy and specific learning
outcomes. Therefore, the second part of the chapter demonstrates my deep understanding
of how my pedagogy influenced student learning, as well as how students’ individual
development and feedback helped me understand my own conceptualization of genre,
theories about teaching genre, and more specific elements of practice. I divide the
implications segment of this chapter into two sections: “Observations about Learning”
and “Implications for Teaching.” In both sections I situate my own understandings within
RGS and Rhetoric and Composition studies. I conclude by raising questions/avenues for

future research.
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Chapter 1

Major tenets of Rhetorical Genre Studies and application to the writing classroom

While genre was once considered the ultimate constraint on writers, recent
scholarship has explored how a social, user-based approach to genre can afford writers
agency and give insight into how language mediates social experience. Far from literary
studies’ conception of genre as text classification or a tool for critics, genre scholars have
subscribed to Carolyn Miller’s (1984) approach to genre, which “centers not on the form
of discourse but on the action it is used to accomplish” (24). Making action central places
the focus on pragmatics instead of syntactics. As Miller (1994) notes, many rhetorical
devices are located within genre (e.g., narrative, argument), but it is genre that has
“pragmatic power as social action” (75). In their structural dimension, genres represent
conventionalized ways to use rhetorical resources, but in the pragmatic sense, genres help
people in communities “do their work and carry out their purposes” (75). This focus on
social action and interpersonal relations has urged scholars to explore the social functions
of texts—including what types of relations and ideologies create convention, how users
perform actions with genre, and how language both defines and responds to social
experience. Rhetorical approaches to genre seek to “explicate the knowledge that practice
creates” (1984, 27), which places the focus on understanding how values and norms of
wider activity systems (schools, workplaces, communities) are embedded in genre. Genre
theorists ask the basic questions: What does a text do? For whom does it work?

To explore these questions, genre scholars attend to the “wheres” of genre—

considering how genre both creates and responds to social context. Amy Devitt (1993;
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2004) defines genre as the “dynamic patterning of human experience” (574) and “the
semantic resources associated with situation types, the meaning potential in given social
contexts” (17-18). Devitt’s focus on dynamism and meaning potential stresses the
generative nature of genre. Writers acf on genres, just as genres influence writers and
reflect social norms. Anis Bawarshi (2000) defines genres as “rhetorical environments
within which we recognize, enact, and consequently reproduce various situations,
practices, relations, and identities” (336). Treating genres as environments makes genre
an active place (vs. a static formula) that helps writers understand situation and actualize
and (re)produce social practices. Anne Freadman (1994) also invokes a place metaphor,
claiming that where a genre works is just as important as the textual features within the
text. In this sense genres acquire meaning through their interactions with other texts,
dictating how people “get along” (57-59).

In my own conceptualization of genre, I align most closely with these scholars
because, unlike literary scholars who have positioned genre as a framework that writers
fit into, these scholars focus on how writers “work on” genres as they enact various social
roles, which are always evolving. Building on these scholars, I define genres as a place of
movement—where action occurs both within and outside of the text. Since individual
language use is always, to some extent, creative, and since social conventions exert
influence on writers, viewing genre as a place of movement implies that, first, language
use within a genre—in and of itself—moves. In this sense language does something; it
represents not only the thoughts of the writer but also their life experiences, their
participation within particular communities, their culture, and their beliefs about what

type of expression/use of convention fits their intentions. Secondly, if genres perform
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actions—or simply “move” in the world—then genres have a primary purpose and
internal movement but they also contribute to larger community and cultural repertoires.
In this sense, I define genre more in terms of social action and social roles than textual
features. However, since generic patterns and conventions give insight into a genre’s
action, studying language use and conventions within particular genres is an integral part
of conceptualizing genre.

The notion that genres “work,” or perform social functions and help individuals
negotiate interpersonal relationships, has highlighted the idea of writing as a social act
and changed the way composition scholars are approaching the teaching of writing. As
Charles Bazerman (1994) notes: “We have always known that writing is a social act, but
in recent years we have begun to examine more energetically the implications of that for
anatomizing the social location, dynamics, and activity of each instance of writing” (26,
my emphasis). Subscribing to this notion, many rhetorical genre scholars (Mirtz 1997,
Bawarshi 2004; Herrington & Moran 2005) have criticized the Process movement for
positioning the writer as primary agent and neglecting the social situatedness of writing
and the degree to which genre can generate and/or limit language. According to Bawarshi
(2003), the movement “maintained the partial view of the writer as the primary agent of
invention rather than as an agent who participates within a larger discursive and
ideological agency” (60). The Process movement did this by equating good writing with
notions of authentic voice, uniqueness, and individual discovery through language. Many
composition theorists (Delpit 1997; Gee 1996; Royster 1996; Villanueva 2000) have been
instrumental in questioning how the notion of expressing inner knowledge through

writing assumed that all students had equal access to (or placed value on) standard
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language practices. While there is disagreement about the extent that teachers should help
students “master the genres of power” within RGS, scholars within this strand of
scholarship always forefront a critical element. That is, they propose that students should
not only become aware of their own writing processes but that they should understand
how writing conventions both create and reflect larger social beliefs.

Like Rhetoric and Composition Studies, the genre movement also stresses an
awareness of the social situatedness of language and writing. However, genre studies
changes the game by asking writers to develop a discursive consciousness of how
language utterances—through conventionalized forms—reflect and mediate cultural
experience through the actions they perform. Many genre scholars (Bazerman 2004;
Devitt, Bawarshi & Reiff 2003; Iwanicki 2003) have built on Wittgenstein’s theory of
materiality, where language is “alive” and has “material, identity-related and social
consequences” (Iwanicki, 508). And David Bleich (2001) has argued that theorizing
about the materiality of language needs to be forefronted as a central tenet of genre
studies. Bleich claims that the subject of writing should instead be the subject of language
use. He proposes a pedagogy of exchange that “assumes the relativity of language use to
culture but also an analogous relativity of individual language use to family, community,
and individual history” (137). In practice, this means engaging students in “meta”
discussions of how language use (within genres) represents their own experiences in
particular communities and value systems, and how individual language use, in part,
represents larger social beliefs.

As rhetoric and composition theorists, we are aware of the material aspects of

language in our theorizing and in our research. But we often fail to engage students with
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the interpersonal dimensions of language use. As Mary Ann Cain (2003) suggests:
“putting language in the context of how it is actually lived is powerful” (490). Of course,
even when students compose in genres such as standard research papers or 5-paragpraph
essays, language is “living.” The problem is that students are usually unaware of the
social beliefs that govern these forms. Students often uncritically adopt these genres
without thinking about where they came from or how they function in larger educational
systems. We’ve all heard it: “That’s just the way you write in school.” But as Richard
Coe (2002) claims: “Genre epitomizes the significance of approaching reading and
writing as social processes in which individuals participate without necessarily being
entirely conscious of how social the processes are” (3). Genre approaches to composition
propose that teachers forefront these social processes, helping students develop a
discursive consciousness of how their own writing is a social process.

This contrasts with process approaches that emphasize individual voice and pay
little attention to how form and function (reflective of social norms) may influence
invention and engagement with writing. But although recent genre theory is often
theoretically positioned against the Process movement, many genre scholars (Herrington
& Moran 2005; Kapp & Bangeni 2005; Richardson 2004) claim that, in practice, using
process approaches can actually help students explore the social dimensions of genre.
And conversely, genre approaches to teaching can still allow room for creativity and self-
exploration. As Anne Herrington and Charles Moran (2005) put it, the main pedagogical
implication of genre theory is not that there is no room for exploration but that teachers
always attend to and complicate the genres they assign or ask students to explore. This

includes school-based genres, as well as public and disciplinary genres.
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In part because learning genre connotes notions of taxonomy and form, some have
criticized genre-focused pedagogy for being reductive and deterministic. In addition,
contending that writers are never alone in their construction of texts challenges some
creativity theories and ideas of originality. If we say that writing is always a social act,
then aren’t we erasing the agency of individual writers? While the idea of writing as a
social act has for long been a branch of social epistemic approaches to rhetoric and has
more recently been the basis of new types of literacy instruction—i.e. ethnographic and
multimedia writing projects—this idea has taken on negative connotations in relation to
genre. Some fear that genre theory leads to recipe-driven pedagogies in which students
become uncritical consumers. However, rhetorical approaches to genre don’t erase the
role of the individual but rather complicate where a writer is positioned and how genre
might influence invention and the writing process. All writers have intentions. What is
under dispute, and what genre theorists continue to question is: “where do writers get
their intentions?”” (Bawarshi 2004, 50). And how do generic forms influence the micro-
level choices that writers make? While social approaches to invention and form are
central to RGS, another foundational principle is that individuals are engaged in constant
choice in regard to language and genre (Devitt 1993, 580). In this sense, far from being
reductive or privileging form, genre studies highlights the role of the individual—while at
the same time positioning the individual in a complex web of social relations.

Some practical examples illustrate how these theoretical arguments affect the
teaching of writing. First, writing teachers can help students see how a complex nexus of
relations influences what goes into/helps construct writing situations. For example,

students rarely question the larger social norms and beliefs about correctness (Fairclough
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1992) that govern what forms particular cultures and educational institutions value and
pass down. On a more micro level, students don’t think of their own writing in relation to
the social space of the classroom. But many social factors and processes are at work: the
teacher picks genres based on her beliefs about what is important, students write papers
that the teacher and fellow students may read and (perhaps unconsciously) are influenced
by these audiences (what parts of themselves they are willing to share or what they think
the teacher wants). These examples emphasize the complex factors that surround and
shape the writing situation, even if writers (or teachers) are unaware of these dynamics.
Going “meta” on these social processes shows how creating genres involves more than
just an individual writer’s intentions.

Second, teachers can help students see how genre not only responds to social
relationships but how genre also builds/shapes social relationships and norms, including
cultural beliefs, subject positions, and identities. In my own scholarship, I remember
being intrigued that there was so much to say about genres I had taken for granted in the
past. For example, a eulogy shows that we celebrate someone’s personal characteristics,
life experiences, and accomplishments upon their death, whereas an obituary serves the
function of displaying an individual’s public persona, focusing mostly on their role in a
family unit. Or consider how typical medical charts reveal the values of Western
medicine, which focus on physical ailments and pay little or no attention to emotional or
spiritual issues. These seemingly nondescript charts also set up particular subject
positions between doctor and patient. That is, the genre plays a central role in governing
the speech interactions and relationships that form during visits. Finally, the logs of social

workers, with their lack of first person, reveal the field’s belief that social workers must
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record a detached version of their interactions with clients. In this sense the genre assigns
workers a particular subject position, even if it does not necessarily reflect the personal
nature of the experience. Exploring these seemingly “everyday” genres and the actions
they accomplish in my own scholarship has given me insight into complex issues of how
writing is connected to culture and identity. In the most basic sense, studying these genres
reinforces what I have always believed: writing is never just writing. Exploring the social
functions of genres not typically associated with the writing classroom links form to
function and gives valuable insight into the idea of writing in relation to culture, identity,
and social systems.

To connect genre to larger cultural beliefs and social systems, many leading genre
scholars (Bawarshi 2003; Devitt 2004; Devitt, Bawarshi, & Reiff 2003; Freedman &
Medway 1994; Miller 1984; Swales 1990) have made the link between genre and
community explicit. Part of the goal in connecting genre use to community is to
encourage members to become active participants. More specifically, the connection of
genre to discourse communities has become central, although genre scholars have varying
opinions as to how to define discourse communities and the extent to which members
either subscribe to or deviate from community values and discursive practices. As Carol
Berkenkotter & Thomas Huckin (1995) claim, research into discourse communities, in
the most productive sense, can give insight into disciplinary communication
(Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995) and open up discussions into the materiality of language.
Aviva Freedman and Peter Medway (1994, GNR) also note: “The new term ‘genre’ has
been able to connect a recognition of regularities in discourse types with a broader social

and cultural understanding of language in use” (1).
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The concept of language in use stems from M.A K. Halliday’s (1978) systemic
functional linguistics. Genre scholars have also relied on M.M. Bakhtin’s (1981; 2004)
contributions to speech act theory and his notion that genres are dialogic, and Anthony
Giddens’ (1984) work within Activity Theory that stresses how individuals are always
working within, and influenced by, wider activity systems. Some wider areas of study
that have influenced the genre movement are critical discourse analysis and research into
workplace writing. More recently, scholars (Bleich 2001; Iwanicki 2003) have
forefronted material approaches to language in relation to genre. The next section
describes in more detail how RGS fuses these foundational views of language, writers,

and social systems.

Foundational views of language and social theories

In the late 70s and early 80s, M.A.K. Halliday’s systemic functional approach to
language became the basis of a genre approach to teaching writing in Sydney schools.
J.R. Martin and Joan Rothery drew on Halliday’s language theories as they conducted
research into the genres students produced in elementary and secondary education. They
helped institute a genre approach to literacy instruction, and soon scholars began trying to
understand how Halliday’s language theories could influence writing instruction at all
levels. In the most basic sense, systemic linguistics seeks to understand language in its
relation to context. As Martin and Rothery (1993) explain, the basic premise is that “if we
know something about a text’s context, we can make predictions about its grammar; and

conversely if we analyze a text’s grammar, we can recover information about its context”
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(144). In this sense, language only becomes meaningful as it is understood in a
particularized social context.

Within systemic linguistics, context is defined by register (including field = what is
happening; tenor = who is involved; and mode = what role language is playing). While
the concept of register seems difficult to apply to practical situations, John Swales (1990)
notes how register can be thought of as “generalizable stylistic choice” (i.e.: the language
of business reporting, the language of scientific evidence), whereas genres are more
specialized, structured texts (i.e. a business memo or scientific report) (41). Swales and
other genre theorists have adopted Halliday’s theory because it relates language to social
environment and stresses semantics over syntactics. However, some scholars (Bawarshi
2003; Devitt 2004) criticize Halliday’s theory for making genre an element of register,
contending that genre plays a more constitutive role. Bawarshi notes that genre is “...an
integral part of the very social semiotic that is realized by register” (351). Nonetheless,
Halliday’s theory remains foundational to genre studies because of its orientation towards
social discourses rather than sentences.

Many genre scholars (Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995; Coe, Lingard, & Teslenko
2002; Freadman 1994; Hunt 1994; Miller 1984, 1994) also draw on speech act theory,
which proposes that meaning is determined by the utterance and the action it performs
(Miller 35). In this sense, a piece of communication can never be analyzed without
regards to the audience or the social situation it was created in. While this foundational
concept could also apply to rhetorical approaches towards language, it contrasts literary
views of language and writing that accord more power to text—regardless of a real or

implied audience. M.M. Bakhtin’s (1981, 2004) concept of dialogic communication that
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states that language (and genre) must be analyzed as social action that occurs within
recurrent situations has remained central to RGS. Bakhtin argues that speakers/writers
use genres (everyday speech genres and more complex written genres) to work on an
audience or at least invoke an audience.

Finding meaning in a speech event or genre means considering the interrelationship
between speaker, audience, and generic conventions. Gunther Kress (2003) addresses this
cyclical relationship by defining genre as “the shaping of text which reflects and is
brought into existence as a result of the social relations of the participants in the making
(writing/speaking) and in the use (reading/hearing/interpretation) of a text” (121). By
emphasizing social relations, participants, and the active role of language (and
interpretation), Kress builds directly on both Halliday’s three-part description of field,
tenor, and mode and Bakhtin’s instrumental step in defining genre as social semiotic. In
addition, Aviva Freedman (cited in Coe, Lingard, & Teslenko 2002) has been
instrumental in applying the concept of “uptake” (taken from speech act theory) to genre
studies. As she defines it, uptake equates to “appropriate ways to respond to past
utterances” (73)—whether it be an everyday speech event or expression or a more
complex written genre. In this sense, a listener/reader enacts an uptake as they engage in
a typified response to some utterance. RGS has built on speech act theory’s major
premise that we must “de-naturalize™ language invoked in specific uptakes, mainly
written genres. That is, we must understand what we take for granted about language and
explore the tension between what individuals do in practice and how they fit into larger
beliefs about communicating—beliefs that are instilled in the micro actions of various

communities and social systems.
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In doing so, it becomes important to consider how individual actions are linked to
social motives. Many genre scholars (Bawarshi 2004; Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995;
Devitt 2004; Miller 1984; 1994) have drawn on Anthony Giddens’ (1984) notion of the
“duality of structure” (which draws on Activity Theory) to understand how users
actualize (and negotiate) individual intentions and social motives within larger social
structures. As Miller (1984) notes: “At the level of genre, motive becomes a
conventionalized social purpose, or exigence, within the recurrent situation” (35-6).
Genres assign writers particular subject positions, which links genre to identity and also
explores how writers negotiate social motives (typified response that a situation calls for)
and intentions (individualized interpretations of social motives) (Bawarshi 88). Activity
Theory makes individual actions primary, according individuals more power.

At the same time, structure is always an aspect of individual action and action
serves to reproduces structure. To get at this theoretical relationship, Miller (1994)
contends that to understand how individuals make structures work, it becomes necessary
to understand smaller units such as communities and/or collectivities (72). Many scholars
have responded to this call by complicating definitions of discourse communities and
considering how linking genre to community can reveal the complex interrelationships

between individuals and social structures.

Contexts of use: linking genres to discourse communities

If genres perform social functions, it becomes crucial to consider the relations that

affect the making of a text as well as how texts reflect community value systems. Devitt,
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Bawarshi, and Reiff (2003) note how genres must be viewed as “rhetorical manifestations
of a community’s actions” (554). Miller (1984) also claims that for students, “genres
serve as keys to understanding how to participate in the actions of a community” (39).
While many scholars forefront the link between genre and community in theory, Devitt
(2004) has argued that even with its strong focus on context, genre theory can sometimes
focus too intently on text and underestimate the impact of “surroundings” (202). On this
note, trying to define the micro interactions that occur within communities becomes
difficult since a community is constantly changing and because boundaries around
communities are permeable (e.g., members create their own sub-communities and choose
levels of adaptation or individuation) (Thaiss & Myers Zawacki 2002). Nonetheless, this
connection gives valuable insight into the social nature of writing and the way genre
helps users get things done within specific communities. For this reason scholars have
paid considerable attention to (and disagreed on) how to define discourse community.

The most widely accepted conceptualization of discourse community is John
Swales’ (1990) notion that discourse communities are “sociorhetorical networks that
form in order to work towards a common set of goals” (9). Swales distinguishes between
speech communities, which work together to build solidarity and preserve a social fabric,
and discourse communities, which work towards more functional pursuits and objectives
(24). To achieve these objectives, discourse communities have several constitutive
aspects: mechanisms of communication, methods of providing information and feedback,
specialized lexicon, a set of genres, and a reasonable ratio of novices and experts (25-27).
Swales’ definition is thorough and makes perfect sense when applied to certain

communities (for example, an academic disciplinary community).
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But there is still lack of consensus about the extent to which different types of social
groups should be considered discourse communities. Patricia Bizzell (2002) cites Swales’
example that small business owners, whether connected geographically or not, may share
many of the same discoursal practices. However, Swales claims that since this group has
no common discursive forum and since members have not exercised choice in
participating in a sanctioned community (Swales, cited in Bizzell 227), that they do not
constitute a discourse community. However, Bizzell’s work argues that this type of group
does function as a discourse community, although she recognizes that members are often
unaware of the discursive practices, socioeconomic and cultural experiences, and
worldviews that have made them a part of that community (226-227). She claims that we
must not underestimate the importance of worldviews and socioeconomic factors in
contributing to the formation of discourse communities.

An example from my own upbringing sheds light on Bizzell’s important point.
Having grown up in the pizzeria business, I’ve seen that independent restaurant owners
might be unaware (or just unaware in the rhetorical, academic sense) of their common
discursive practices and objectives. However, their actions (and perhaps worldviews) do
constitute a discourse community. For example, independent restaurant owners engage in
similar speech genres with similar lexicon (greeting customers, talking the biz with other
independent restaurant owners: “how’s business”/’the warm weather has been killing
business”/”I can’t compete with these chain restaurants,” and exchanges with delivery
drivers); they use particular written genres (advertisements, ordering sheets, menus); and
they gather socially, both informally or at sanctioned events such as restaurant shows.

And to use Swales’ idea that discourse communities have functional pursuits and
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objectives, independent restaurant owners create culture, unite in their goal to compete
with larger chain restaurants, and preserve working and middle class values. I invoke this
example to challenge readers to consider alternate types of discourse communities. I also
believe understanding the spoken and written practices of any community—despite
whether or not that community’s “objectives™ are clearly defined, visible, or
institutionalized—is instructive to students. At the FYW level, exploring how individuals
use language to mediate their participation in particular communities and conversely,
how communities affect members’ discursive practices has heuristic value (exploring the
social workings of language) even if we cannot pin down a precise definition of discourse
community in scholarly and theoretical discussions. Genre serves as an important “way
in” to understanding how language both creates and responds to these community
discursive practices. As Swales claims, discourse communities possess a set of genres
that make communicative activities possible (25). Exploring how genres work for
members, and how members use them, sheds light on the larger goals and values of
discourse communities.

The idea that genres “belong to” discourse communities has urged genre theorists to
consider the extent to which members either conform to or challenge the community’s
accepted discursive practices. While many have drawn on Swales, Freedman & Medway
(1994) note that there is still considerable disagreement about how individuals work
within or against generic conventions. For example, Bawarshi (2000) criticizes Swales
for makes genre a characteristic of discourse communities, arguing that the genre plays a
more critical role in producing recurrence and that individuals play a crucial role in

reproducing community values. Bleich (2001) and Christopher Thaiss & Terry Myers
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Zawacki (2002) also challenge Swales’ definition, claiming that if genre boundaries are
loose, then no genre really belongs to a discourse community; it is only characteristic of
those communities. In addition, since these boundaries are constantly changing, there
may be more room for personal expression than some models suggest. Thomas Helscher
(1997) also supports the idea that individuals can enact change within discourse
communities but claims that overstressing individual change can be misleading because
structures are more stable and powerful than some scholars recognize (29). This
theoretical divergence is no surprise since discourse communities (as structure) function
at an ideological (not apparent) level. That is, it is not always possible to measure the
“micro” ways that users function in a community.

Deciding how to define communities or coming up with static models of how they
operate seems less important than exploring how language works for users—especially in
relation to FYW pedagogy. As Bazerman (2004) notes, if individuals see how genres
function socially, they can exercise “social creativity” with language (as opposed to
conforming or uncritically adopting language practices). To do this, individuals must
begin to see how genres are situated in a sequence of smaller networks that comprise
communities. If the most important element of genre studies is to consider how genres
perform social functions, then the most practical, important pedagogical implication is
that students understand different ways in which language mediates social experience and
explore how writers work within larger activity systems.

Situating genre within communities and wider activity systems seems difficult, but
Bazerman’s (2004) theoretical framework provides a useful avenue into understanding

how speech acts, genres, genre systems, and activity systems can help us think about
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“how people using text create new realities of meaning, relation, and knowledge” (309).
Like many genre theorists, Bazerman claims that genres are not just texts; they are
“social facts about the kinds of speech acts people can make and the ways they can make
them” (317). He draws on Miller’s notion of typification, where genres both realize and
help constitute recurring situations—creating social facts that reflect shared, historical
understandings. Bazerman explains the sequence: texts create social facts that are
accomplished through speech acts; these acts are realized through genres; genres work
together forming genre sets and systems, which work in a particular order; and finally,
the working out of genre systems give us insight into larger systems of human activity
(311). This somewhat systematic umbrella framework gives insight into how we can
understand the smaller practices within discourse communities, which work within larger
cultural dynamics. While Bazerman’s framework has been a useful theoretical backdrop
in terms of scholars approaching (and defining) genres rhetorically, the final chapter of
my study considers how we might make the notion of genre sets more visible and explicit
in practice.

To preface detailed discussions of my own practice, in the next section I outline the
two major schools of thought within RGS and how scholars within each “camp” envision
and/or approach practice at different instructional levels. I also consider how RGS
scholars view this theoretical binary and invoke different perspectives on how hybrid
practices—including Process-based teaching—affect genre learning. I then describe how

later chapters of my study will show the outcomes of my own hybrid approaches.
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The “schools” of genre pedagogy: acquisition-based teaching versus explicit instruction

The North American of genre scholarship strand is influenced most notably by
Kenneth Burke’s approach to rhetoric in composition studies, social constructionism,
rhetorical versions of rationality, and speech act theory. The Australian school, on the
other hand, is based more directly on M.A K. Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics
and has been applied more directly to secondary literacy instruction where students
acquire specific institutional genres. Both schools emphasize the relationship between
text and context while focusing on the social and ideological implications of genres.
However, there is considerable debate as to how each camp approaches genre in practice.
While there is not always a clear demarcation in terms of which strand pertains to
secondary versus university-level writing instruction, the next section describes how the
underlying theories of learning are more or less relevant to certain levels of students’
literacy development—as well as how different theories influence what types of literacy
experiences teachers create for their students.

In theory, the North American school focuses more on the dynamic, provisional,
“stabilized for now” (Freedman & Medway 1994, 9) nature of genres, emphasizing an
exploratory, acquisition-based view of teaching genre and showing students how text is
related to context. The Australian school, relying on a more linguistic, textual approach to
genre, focuses primarily on explicit textual features. This school claims that teachers
must master the genres of power and pass this knowledge down to students. For example,
Martin’s “wheel model” entails a 3-part form of genre analysis in which teachers ask
students to undergo sentence and clause analysis within several examples of a genre as a

means to understanding both linguistic features and overall purpose (who wrote the
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genre/for whom it was written). In phases two and three, students collaboratively create
the genre and then construct an individual example (Cope & Kalantzis 1993). This model
is systematic and shows a clear link between grammar and social purpose, which makes it
effective in many post-secondary settings where students are just beginning to link
grammar and structure to social purpose.

However, many scholars (Cope & Kalantzis 1993, Kress 1993) have criticized these
types of approaches for making genres neat, fixed categories that students uncritically
emulate. North American scholars (Freadman 1994; Freedman & Medway 1994) equate
explicit genre instruction with prescriptionism and argue that it indoctrinates students into
particular discourses without encouraging them to be critical. This type of teaching also
has the potential to be exclusionary for students whose home discourse differs from
forms of expression and language use in institutional genres. Therefore, as a means to be
critical of genres and link them to larger social relations, Kress (1993) advocates
discussing social purpose and function before analyzing textual features (23) and using
analysis of textual features as a way into understanding social relations that shape the
formation of a text—where genre is a social semiotic reflecting larger social
relationships. I’ve found that students are often excited (and savvy) about talking about
social purposes and functions of genres. I attribute this in part to the fact that they are
university-level students—where in a secondary setting, students might have to start with
textual features while the teacher more directly supplies the language to discuss how
writing reflects social relationships. In later chapters, I consider what happens when
students either talked about a genre’s function or its textual features first and what the

implications are. However, it is also important to note that some generalized debates over
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how to teach genre are actually linked to the issue of where students are in their literacy
development. More published research like mine has the power to link more specific
aspects of teaching to specific learning outcomes—making discussions more relevant to
different settings.

For example, after understanding my own students’ learning, I found that the
divisions in terms of pedagogy are more oppositional in theory than they are in practice. I
align with many leading genre scholars (Bawarshi 2003; Coe 1994; Devitt 2004; Swales
1990) who have argued that theorists and practitioners need to combine elements of both
approaches if genre theory is to be used productively in practice. These scholars support
explicit teaching methods but don’t equate direct instruction with passing down generic
formulas. For example, Devitt (2004) argues that we “mystify” writing if we don’t teach
genre (213). But even with explicit instruction, she argues that teachers must let students
grapple with the messiness of genres (including conventions and variation). In addition,
many scholars (Cope & Kalantzis 1993; Swales 1990) discuss the need for teachers to use
their authoritative knowledge to scaffold genre lessons in an explicit, patterned, and
predictable way—where grammar is presented as a social theory of language instead of a
set of prescriptive rules. In this sense, the teacher is explicit, or transparent, about the
whys of genre exploration, while still giving students exploratory analytic tools and using
acquisition-based approaches when relevant.

Some scholars (Freedman 1994) make a strong case that acquisition must always
precede critical awareness, while others (Bawarshi 2003, Devitt 2004, and Swales 1990)
aim to combine explicit and more acquisition-based methods. Still others (Richardson

1994; Freadman 1994) discuss the need to combine elements of the Process movement
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with genre pedagogy. As my work will show, at the FYW level, the so-called debates are
often mitigated by the fact that university level students are at a level where they can
comfortably respond to a varicty of methods. That is, in practice, there is more of an
overlap in theories of pedagogy—where a teacher can build on her own responsiveness
and background with Process approaches, acquisition-oriented techniques, and explicit
approaches to genre.

What types of genre are under study—and at what level—is also an important
branch of the “acquisition vs. critical awareness” argument that RGS scholars don’t
always attend to. For example, if a teacher asks students to understand the social
situatedness of a research paper at the same time students write a research paper, the fact
that they are both writing the genre and becoming critically aware of its conventions will
influence the balance and order of instructional practices. On the other hand, since many
genre approaches at the college level ask students to study more everyday, public, or
disciplinary genres, becoming critically aware of language and function is a more
primary objective than actually being able to write the genres (at least in a FYW course)
since students aren’t necessarily insiders in those communities. In this sense, North
American pedagogical practices which promote studying disciplinary genres, for
example, will be more focused on critical awareness and language as social phenomenon
than actual mastery of the genres. Again, linking everyday, public, and disciplinary
genres to their social function in ethnographic research is more relevant to the FYW
classroom than it is to secondary instruction.

Since my work shows how I created critical study of genres not typically associated

with the FYW classroom and presents the outcomes of hybrid genre approaches, my
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study is instrumental in responding to Richard Coe’s (1994) claim that we need to “de-
polarize discussion about the teaching of genre” (158). He claims that:

...the most important lesson for student writers to learn is that genres are

socially real and that to participate effectively in a discourse community

one usually must adapt to (or around) readers’ generic expectations. They

should learn to notice genres, to make sense of genres, even to renovate

genres. (165)
Throughout my study, I show how my students went “meta” on the classroom genres
they wrote—and also how they became critical ethnographers of public and disciplinary
genres that they researched as observers, while presenting their insights through class
activities and research paper writing. Depending on the situation, to use Coe’s language,
my hybrid approaches allowed students to notice, make sense of, and to renovate genres.
In addition, my sustained reflection on the different outcomes that resulted from mixing
pedagogical practices from different “camps” (sometimes intentionally, sometimes as a

result of being responsive) allows me to show how so-called polarized practices work

together.

Making students active explorers of genre: how to build on their experiences and uncover
tacit genre knowledge

As in any type of literacy instruction, when helping students develop a genre
metalanguage, the teacher must find ways to uncover what students do with genre and
help them articulate how genres function in their own lives. Janct Giltrow and Michele

Valiquette (1994) make the distinction between “practical consciousness” (writing in a
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genre, the act of doing) and “discursive consciousness” (explaining the conventions or
uses of a genre, metaknowledge) (47). Students might not be aware of the complexity of
what they do in practice, but I’ve found that simply asking the right questions and
allowing for impromptu moments creates a space where students can bring valuable
genre knowledge to the table. Margaret Willard-Traub (2003) asks an important question:
how can we teach genre in a way that allows students to (1) draw on their own material
experiences; and (2) understand how their lived experiences are lived out through the
materiality of language?

Drawing on students’ experiences captures their interest, and more importantly,
helps them create a metalanguage to understand what they already do in practice. In this
way teachers can help students uncover what they tacitly know about genre. As Freedman
(1997) notes, teachers must constantly remind themselves of the “complexity and
sophistication that our students bring to the table” (188). Freedman claims that the
success of teaching genre hinges on teachers creating a rich discursive context where
students learn language is a form of cultural mediation and the degree to which the
teacher can use directed practices to build on students’ knowledge (188). Students often
aren’t used to studying genre as a form of rhetorical, cultural action. As the teacher
introduces them to meta-discussions of genre, it is crucial to create an atmosphere and
develop activities where students feel comfortable talking about the genres they use in
their own lives. Later sections of my study show such moments.

These meta-discussions also prepare students to engage with the form and functions
of genres that teachers ask them to write. For example, when teachers introduce the

personal narrative, students could attend to the genre at the same time they’re
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constructing their stories. As Ruth Mirtz (1997) notes, school-based writing is often
treated as a “nongenre” (193). We know we’re assigning a personal narrative, and we
might be aware of this genre, but we fail to address the unique positioning of this kind of
storytelling. In my teaching, I have started by creating open-ended conversations about
what makes a good story and where students see/experience stories—in their speech
encounters or in writing. My students have often cited spaces like the family unit,
children’s books, novels, and social situations. They’ve also explored various functions:
narrative can entertain, teach children values, connect families, and serve as an “in” for
friends getting to know each other. I have then asked how the communities we belong to
teach us how to tell stories, moving on to how and why authors write stories in different
contexts. In this sense narrative is an umbrella rhetorical category, which shows its “face”
in many different genres.

[ then address the conventions classroom-based personal narrative—highlighting
how its social use in the classroom (being shared with students to learn about each
other/being graded by the teacher) influences how and what students write. We also
discuss notions of classroom writing and “correctness,” which influences students’ use of
dialect or slang in particular ways. Making these social processes explicit helps students
see how genre both responds to and builds social relations and norms. Process-based
techniques such as freewriting are still important. But at the same time, students learn
how to understand narrative as a broad rhetorical device and see their own personal
narratives as genres situated in the larger web of first-year writing.

In my scholarship I’ve found that when teaching discipline-specific genres, many

teachers combine more process-based approaches that emphasize individual discovery
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with genre-based approaches that stress the social situatedness of disciplinary writing. As
Rochelle Kapp and Bongi Bangeni (2005) note, the exploration of self or “use of self in
text” doesn’t always equal personal narrative; there can be a “discoursal self, which
reflects awareness of a discipline’s communication as well as individual agency” (113).
For example, when teaching a social science essay to FYW students, Kapp and Bangeni
(2005) created a unit that combined process, explicit, and acquisition-based teaching
methods. They had students freewrite about their selected topic, look at generic models,
and analyze textual features of these models. The teachers then used directed activities
that asked students to move beyond the language and consider how the citations worked
(how they create an intellectual history for the discipline, how they affect the
believability of the text and the voice of the author). Then, as the students developed their
ideas through their own research, they used a Process-based prewriting activity called
“mind mapping” to organize their ideas visually. Finally, students had the chance to think
about how they would “enter” the genre of the social science essay (114-122). As with
many genre-focused teaching methods, there is the danger that students could uncritically
emulate the models. But raising questions about the purposes of a discipline and how
writing and text practices create an intellectual history—combined with the use of
multiple and diverse models—allows students to learn the social conventions of a genre
while at the same time helping them see the discoursal self they are constructing through
their individual use of language. When possible in particular writing courses, I view this
multi-layered approach as extremely useful in terms of locating the self within

disciplinary writing.
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I have also reflected on the teaching practices of other scholars who use genre as a
way into issues of discipline-specific identity. For example, Shane Peagler and Kathleen
Blake Yancey (2005) use Kress’s notion of critique and design to analyze resumes as
rhetorical texts (154). Their students linked diverse examples of the genre to writers’
field-specific identities, considered how the resumes functioned in different communities,
and explored how textual features could teach them something about what was happening
in the job market. In another published example, Sallyanne Greenwood (1994) provided
an account of her students’ collaborative, ethnographic experience conducting generic
research at an actual workplace. Students not only studied the genres within a functioning
business but had the chance to interview insiders to get at larger questions of experiential
knowledge, motive, and power dynamics in the workplace. A fter students gained genre
knowledge through on-site experience, they collaboratively wrote genres such as
company recommendations, business memos, and work orders. Although there is
somewhat of a performative aspect involved in students’ own constructions of the genres
since they aren’t yet working in a business community, Greenwood noted how the
experience helped her students see “writing as action” (242). Overall, the proliferation of
published accounts of diverse types of genre learning provided me with practical ways to
approach genre, as well as helped me complicate what it means to teach genre as
rhetorical action. In Chapter 5, I show what happened when I built on my students’
unique background knowledge as a way to build a genre metalanguage that prepared

them for research into disciplinary genres.
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Research projects: how genre-focused activities segue into multigenre or disciplinary
research projects

Since many genre pedagogies culminate in multi-genre and disciplinary research
projects, in this section I briefly describe how approaching genres rhetorically builds on
traditional approaches to teaching multi-genre research projects. I then consider the
implications and challenges of having students study disciplinary genres in the FYW

classroom.

Multigenre writing projects

Once students have been studying genres as rhetorical action, multigenre writing
projects (in the most productive sense) create a space for students to engage with more
public, action-based genres. When researching a topic, they’re thinking about what
genres suit their communicative purposes. Although some criticize the performative
aspect of multigenre projects since students often compose genres that would function in
communities that they’re not a part of, Freedman (1994) claims that “critical
consciousness becomes possible only through performance” (206). Students might
“know” a lot about genre, and this type of project allows them to actively experiment and
combine genres in ways that traditional essay assignments do not. Many scholars (Mack
2006; Moulton 1999; Mountford 1999; Romano 2000) have also claimed that multigenre
assignments allow students of diverse backgrounds to make meaning through various
genres that are not always associated with academic writing. Roxanne Mountford (1999)
(citing Shirley Brice Heath) claims that the composition classroom must allow students to

engage in nontraditional modes of writing such as collaborative dialogues, arguments that
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explore options, and even riddles (372). Also, Nancy Mack (2006) relates multigenre
writing to class by arguing that since working class language users are “more metaphoric
than literal, more personal and particular than abstract and universal” (57) that we ought
to create assignments that “give students the discursive space to construct a powerful
academic identity that legitimates and ethically represents their multiple identities” (60).
These narrative-oriented means of writing challenge what Tom Romano (2000) calls
“paradigmatic” thinking, thinking that is analytical, factual, and linear—and often valued
in classroom writing.

Recent work in RGS, with its strong focus on genre as rhetorical action, has
extended the multigenre conversation. Many genre scholars challenge pedagogies that
impart multigenre writing assignments geared solely toward student experimentation.
While Herrington and Moran (2005) applaud Romano for his support of student creativity
and originality, they criticize him for not addressing the teacher’s role and for not linking
genre to social action (6). This worthwhile criticism still begs the question: if we are
teaching the notion of genres performing social actions, how do we deal with the
performative aspects of multigenre writing? Students’ work (usually) isn’t performing
social actions beyond the classroom, as many of the public genres they compose would
usually do. With multigenre projects, it is important that teachers create ways to help
students become critical of why they’re selecting particular genres, what conventions the
genres have, and how they are either conforming to accepted conventions or trying to
break generic boundaries. Furthermore, if a multigenre project is positioned after many
genre-based activities and analysis of classroom-based genres that precede it, it can offer

a valuable element to the genre equation. Students can figure out what they have to say
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about a topic, then decide which genre would allow them to make the best argument. In
addition, the choice in selecting genres allows students to write more public genres, using
their own creativity as well as thinking about the social actions that particular genres

perform.

Research into disciplinary genres

Since genre studies has focused so intently on linking genre to disciplinary
communities, many scholars (Bawarshi 2003; Devitt 2004) argue that introducing
students to the way genres both reflect and shape larger discourse communities has
meaningful implications for their future disciplinary study and, more broadly, the way
they come to understand how language operates. In discipline-specific research projects,
students aim to find out how genres function in practice: they study the language of
discourse communities, find out what genres are most important, and think about how
and why genres work for specific communities. Students present their findings in
research papers, and sometimes, students write/experiment with the discipline’s genres.
These types of projects invite students to understand the materiality of language—that is,
how language is situated in experience. The purposes and logistics behind teaching these
projects have created much debate, leaving the field with unanswered questions. To start,
it is important to explore how this unit might look in practice. Since this type of project
culminated my pedagogy and presents a main point of focus in my research, I will
explain how 7 have conceptualized this type of project, as well as how different scholars

have talked about it.
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In the later stages of graduate school, I remember discussing this type of project and
my interest in conducting student-centered research into ethnographic, disciplinary
research projects in a colloquium of graduate students and faculty. One of my professors
asked me how having students research disciplinary genres differed from “writing in the
disciplines.” First, this type of research assignment stresses a meta awareness of the
social workings of writing within some community. The goal is not for students to
actually learn how to master the conventions as much as it is to link genres to
communities of use and analyze how language is connected to larger community values.
On a practical note, although some students decide to research disciplines—wherein they
interview one of their major professors, collect student papers and/or writing assignments
from classroom settings, and conduct library research into that discipline’s journals—the
majority of students I’ve taught have actually gone out into some field. They interviewed
a field insider and collected genres that got tangible things accomplished on the job.

Again, in neither case did students actually write those genres; rather, they got an
entrance into different communicative practices of their field. They also learned how to
talk about writing on a “meta” level since they had to rhetorically represent their research
in their final papers. While writing in the disciplines is extremely valuable in its goal for
students’ writing courses to align with major courses, FYW research into disciplinary
genres, in the way that RGS scholars and I discuss it, has a more critical goal and far-
reaching effect: to help students make the theoretical connection between language use
(within genre) and a specific community. This knowledge can enhance their role not only
in some future discipline but in other institutional and social structures as well as more

informal personal and cultural communities. They will, no doubt, have to acquire the
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genres through experience in those communities. However, this type of project makes
students more active negotiators of language use and helps them develop a meta
understanding of disciplinary communication practices—the goal being for students to
develop a deeper understanding of why communities have ritualized practices (through
genres) and therefore, giving them the tools to actively negotiate those practices in the
future.

Some scholars have suggested that to introduce students to difficult concepts of
situated language and discourse communities, teachers can begin by creating a homework
assignment that asks students to identify the communities they belong to and then explain
the communicative practices in that community (Peagler & Yancey 2005, 155). Students
might come up with everyday speech events, slang, written genres, etc. The teacher can
then ask students to think of these utterances as genre, probing them to consider how they
learned these genres and how the specific contexts of use (social settings) influence how
they communicate/the different identities they take on. While teachers may still have to
create explicit ways to introduce students to the concept of discourse community,
building on their experiences in various speech or other communities is a good place to
start.

For graduate students who are actually entering disciplinary communities, Swales
(1990) suggests that teachers hone in on day-to-day genres to see how scholarly
correspondence works. Students could analyze genres such as memos, letters to
dissertation committees, or letters to researchers. The teacher could offer models and also
allow students to look at their work to see how their own writing works as “rhetoric in the

world” (79-82). Graduate students gain experiential knowledge as they go, but helping
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them develop discursive consciousness of seemingly everyday disciplinary genres would
ease the burden of entering an unfamiliar discourse community. More importantly, these
activities would help them situate themselves as more critical, active participants. This
example supports Swales’ conception that “...a genre-centered approach is likely to focus
student attention on rhetorical action and on the organizational and linguistic means of its

accomplishment” (82).

“Contexts of use”: studying genres outside of their social settings

While graduate students actually participate in the discourse community, creating
disciplinary research projects for FYW students is difficult since most students are not
yet active members of their chosen disciplinary communities. Since relating text to
context is the main goal of these research projects, one of the most important questions
relating to pedagogy is how students can study and write genres outside of their “context
of use.” While some genre-focused methods have invited students to explore the generic
dynamics of school-based genres (where students are actually participants in the context),
post-secondary genre instruction has urged students to study more public genres or field-
specific and work-related genres. Invoking Miller’s claim that genres perform repeated
social action, Ann Johns (2002) warns:

...if we choose to examine or write texts within our literacy classrooms from

academic or professional genres created within communities of practice,

we remove them from the authentic situations in which they have been

employed and from the very individuals of who are community insiders.

Texts then become artifacts for study rather than tools for achieving
repeated social action. (239)
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Johns seems to caution against treating genres as textual objects and implies that users
best understand genres’ functions by exploring them in their actual context of use.

This aligns with the recognition that in disciplinary discourse communities, genre
knowledge is always situated and rarely explicitly taught; rather, this knowledge is
“internalized unconsciously through participation in discourse communities” (Swales
1990, 11). The question that is raised is whether students actually learn about the genres
(and values) of discourse communities if they’re not actually in the communities
acquiring the language habits. Freedman (1994), citing the importance of experiential
knowledge, warns that teaching specialized genres too long before students actually
participate in discourse communities is ineffective because there is too much of a gap in
experience. In addition, even if students study genre as a way in to understanding the
materiality of language, some scholars (Devitt, Bawarshi & Reiff 2003) note that the
materiality idea doesn’t always give insight into complex motives and relations, including
ideology and power dynamics between people (559). My study includes the work of both
novice insiders and freshman students who had no experience in their fields of study,
which I used as a comparative element that helped me explore the implications of
students studying genres outside of their communities of use. In this sense, my work
responds to scholars questions of context of use and access to knowledge of insider
motives.

In addition, with this type of ethnographic research, the teacher’s role becomes an
issue since students are writing about communities the teacher may not know much
about. Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) join Freedman (1994) in questioning the extent to

which writing instructors can “teach” genres of different discourse communities that
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they’re not a part of (153). If disciplinary genre knowledge is “situated cognition
embedded in disciplinary activities” (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 3), then it makes sense that
someone who doesn’t participate in a community can’t teach students about the
community.

However, as | established earlier, since the whole point of genre-focused
pedagogies (especially at the university level) is to engage students in a messy process of
exploration where teachers aren’t passing down generic formulas, the teacher as an
“authority figure” is no more of an issue with this approach than it is with any other.
Teachers can scaffold genre-based activities throughout the semester, preparing students
for their own ethnographic research. In addition, as Chapter 3 will show, during the
disciplinary research project I taught, I found that creating a lesson discussing my
experiences interacting with and writing genres in my own discourse community was a
valuable way for me to use my more expert meta-language to show students the
relationship between form and function in a specific community. As Herrington and
Moran (2005) remind us, teachers and students each bring “particular genre sets” (249)
into the classroom. As I did, to help students understand the idea of genre — genre set —
genre system — activity system, teachers can create directed lessons in which they “go
meta” on their own experiences writing specialized genres within different communities.
Then, the focus is on language and writing as social semiotic, not necessarily mastery of
disciplinary genres.

I also required my students to interview disciplinary insiders to ask questions like
how members learn the genres and how different genres function. This lends itself to a

more material (vs. linguistic or textual) approach to genre and allows students to interact
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with someone who actually has experience acquiring and using the genres. Swales (1990)
reminds us that a single genre may have multiple purposes, where some are intended and
some are not—depending on the audience and context in which they’re read (47); for
example, reading a legal narrative would be very different for an outsider than it would
for someone trained to read legal documents (73). Since textual analysis cannot always
give insight into social motive, talking to community insiders is essential. Just as I had
discussed motives and functions of different genres in my field, I encouraged students to
ask these types of questions of their interviewees.

As many scholars have noted, insider knowledge is crucial because when analyzing
just textual features, an outsider can never fully understand a writer’s intentions and
purposes. John Dixon (1994) claims that if we adopt Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism then
we must remember that we can never hear a writer deliver their words out loud (and hear
intonation, sarcasm, etc), nor can we be exactly sure where a writer starts from (level of
knowledge, other conversations, worldview, etc.). This reminds us that (1) texts pursue
many functions and we might not be aware of all of them; and (2) it is hard to be sure
exactly what a writer has in mind (149). The function and meaning of a text hinges on
multiple, often hidden factors. Since talking to an insider uncovers these dynamics, I
created this type of meta-discussion before the interviews and during subsequent class
discussions. As Swales claims—and as later chapters of my work will reveal—the fact
that generic purposes may be hard to get at is itself of considerable heuristic value:
“Stressing the primacy of purpose may require the analyst to undertake a fair amount of
independent and open-minded investigation, thus offering protection against a facile

classification based on stylistic features and inherited beliefs...” (46). In my own
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teaching, for example, having students study a business mission statement from a
pharmaceutical company engaged them with discussions of primary and secondary
purposes—even though I hadn’t directly used this terminology. On their own, students
linked the genre to issues of profit, work morale, and community-specific roles, which
often led to discussion of the multiple motives behind the genre.

Of course nothing compares to the experiential knowledge of acquiring genre
knowledge inside of a community, but the combination of directed activities, interviews
with insiders, and textual analysis helps students see how genres perform social actions.
In my experiences, I've found that even if students don’t end up in the community they
have studied, they are still engaging with the materiality of language—examining
language as it is used in lived experience. So whether they’re engaging with public and
creative genres (in multigenre projects) or disciplinary genres, students are somewhat
removed from the actual communities of practice. But students are learning the important
lesson that language is socially real. This doesn’t happen in writing classrooms that
assign only essays or narratives without constantly attending to the concept of genre and
positioning genres in socially real “spaces”—whether it’s a classroom, a newspaper, or a

disciplinary community.

Lingering questions: the “practice” of recognizing that genres aren’t fixed

One of the most important lingering questions in regards to genre pedagogy goes
back to how we define genres. As Johns (2002) asks: if we agree that genres aren’t fixed,

then how do we teach them and keep pedagogy current? (237). More specifically, if
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scholars agree that common conventions characterize a genre but that there is always
creativity in language use, then an important avenue of research lies in exploring what
types of variation retain both function and appropriateness (Bishop & Ostrom 1997,
citing Devitt; Bazerman 2004). While these are important questions that are often applied
broadly to discussion of theory and practice within RGS, with approaches like mine that
seek to make student active negotiators of genres— rather than mastering genres that the
teacher passes down—teachers can easily keep a genre pedagogy current by using the
right heuristic questions, having students come up with their own practical examples, and
helping students become aware of what they already do with genres in their own lives.

In addition, my activities often involved questions like, “what are the implications
of writers deviating from the norm?” As Chapter 3 will show, for instance, my students
were often very articulate about the differences between deviating from the norm in a
workplace genre verses a creative magazine article or song lyrics. In this sense, if
students are constantly “going meta” on genres, the challenge of keeping pedagogy
current rests mostly on whether or not the teacher creates the space for turning both
classroom and public genres “on their heads”—that is, having students become active
negotiators of the hows and whys of writing practices, not just uncritically adopting

generic conventions.

My pedagogy. where I fit in and what space I create for genre exploration

In line with the North American strand of pedagogical scholarship, the foundational

pedagogical theory I’ve built on is Devitt’s (2004) notion of a pedagogy of genre
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awareness—a state where students become able to discern between constraints and
choices and consider “how the forms of a genre reflect the contexts within which the
genre functions” (198). In this sense my particular goals within each activity revolved
around the social functions and contexts of genres, while textual features were used a
means to explore these ideas. Studying the actions that genres perform gives writing more
of a use-value vs. a product-oriented approach to writing. In my class we collectively
studied genres such as wedding announcements, rap videos, newspaper editorials, even
our own syllabus; we also studied disciplinary genres such as business memos, meeting
minutes, and academic journal articles. We’d ask: what does this genre do? How does it
somehow define this community or culture? How does the individual write it? Aside
from these foundational questions that I developed by reading diverse scholars’ work, I
built more directly on Bawarshi’s (2003) pedagogical suggestions—in terms of gaining
theoretical ideas for pedagogical practices, as well as using specific, more “everyday”
genres that she recommended for exploration in the FYW classroom.

Within my version of a pedagogy of genre awareness, | incorporated the following
types of learning experiences into my classroom:

¢ reading rhetorically and situating readings within social contexts

e open, individual explorations of genres: creating individual assignments where
students critically explored genres they were interested in

e collaborative explorations of genres: analyzing genres as a class and creating
group examples of different genres

e extending analytic tools to a mix of everyday, academic, and public genres

e helping students become more aware of their own writing processes and reasons
for composing. More specifically,
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o having students compose many “standard” FYW genres but at the same
time attending to the “wheres and whys” of these genres

o giving students the opportunity to experiment with and combine genres
(i.e. multigenre project, multimedia project)

e combining elements of process based pedagogy and genre approaches to help
students explore the idea that genres have action both within the text and outside
of the text

e giving students a sense of freedom in terms of what types of genres they picked
for analysis with disciplinary research

Throughout my pedagogy, and especially in the early stages, an important
consideration I had to keep in mind was that although 7 could define a genre first and
foremost by the action it performed, I could do this in part because of my extended study
into language awareness and discourse practices. While scholars disagree about the
degree to which genre should by defined by its textual features or action it performs, I
side with scholars (Coe 1994; Kress 1993) who define genre first and foremost based on
the action—or in my words, the movement—it accomplishes. However, since I see any
genre having both internal and external movement, I also see the importance of exploring
textual features as a means of understanding larger social purposes, especially when
students are beginning their development of a genre metalanguage or exploring
unfamiliar genres. Kress (1993) contends that we must pay attention to the social
purposes and functions of a text before analyzing textual features (23). However, in
practice, I don’t believe this is possible with genres that students are unfamiliar with. And
if we ask students to challenge the boundaries of their knowledge of language, it is
important to explore genres that students have no experience with. Therefore, I had to

remain cognizant of the fact that students had less experience.
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In this sense, whether or not we started an activity by exploring either textual
features or connecting the genre to some community depended on whether or not students
were familiar with the genre. [ believe a teacher’s flexibility and use of different analytic
tools that are more or less relevant to different genres is more important than a rigid
theoretical belief about the order of analysis. In addition, I align most with scholars (Coe
1994; Bawarshi 2003; Devitt 2004) who argue that students must explore the messiness
of genres, with no expected outcomes. This basic foundation that genres are “loose” and
that language use is always creative helps students see that individuals change genres,
which changes convention, which influences discourse communities and larger activity
systems. Therefore, our teaching practices must reflect this dynamic approach to genre.

As a brief glimpse into my foundational goals reveals, I did not have students
analyze genres in order to adopt forms. Students’ exploration of genres not typically
associated with the writing classroom was meant to give insight into critical approaches
to language. However, with the genres that students did write, I also kept a consistent
focus on the genre—having students consider how the “space” of the FYW classroom
influenced their composing practices. In this sense, I imparted that our classroom was a
social space and asked students how their writing practices were influenced by this space.
Again, I aligned with Coe’s (1994) claim that “the most important lesson for student
writers is that genres are socially real...They should learn to notice genres, to make sense
of genres, even to renovate genres” (165). Simply having students critically analyze
“everyday genres” that they took for granted provided a different level of critical
language awareness that, up until I had taught genre, I had yet to see in my teaching. In

addition, providing a more focused, critical lens into their own writing helped students
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understand how their identity as writers within the space of a FYW classroom was

influenced by a complex set of factors.

The impact of genre on writing instruction: how might RGS have an impact on Rhetoric
and Composition Studies?

The theoretical tenets of rhetorical genre theory, along with the reflections on
student learning offered throughout this dissertation, reveal how genres are both
functional and epistemological. As Bawarshi notes, genres “help us function within
particular situations at the same time they help shape the ways we come to know these
situations” (339). So where genres were once thought to be regulative, exercising power
over writers, rhetorical genre studies focus on the individual as an agent of change.
Swales (quoting Homely) (1990) notes that genre approaches are often critiqued for being
ideological; however, if we allow sufficient space for the questioning and critiquing of
genres, then writing teachers “may come to see that genres as instruments of rhetorical
action can have generative power” (92). Far from making the teaching of writing
prescriptive, genre approaches have the potential to help students learn the social through
writing (as opposed to just writing about the social).

But the question remains: even if students learn about culture and community
discursive practices, do they become more active writers by studying genres? Does genre
awareness necessarily translate into better writing? After all, the subject of FYW is
writing, not genre. In addition, many colleagues have asked a critical and important
question: how do genre approaches to teaching differ from rhetorical approaches to

teaching? Since this is a multi-dimensional question which presents considerable overlap,

53



I will address what I perceive to be the main differences here. First, within English
studies, genre has always been used a classificatory device to differentiate and categorize
different types of writing. In this sense genre is a more specific, conventionalized
instantiation of rhetoric, which applies broadly to situated communication. In this sense
genre is a subset of rhetoric, although from this perspective, it is important to note that
rhetorical devices, or specific communicative strategies, are located within genre. For
example, if narrative is broadly considered a type of rhetoric, and more specifically a
rhetorical device, it is clear that it shows its “face” in different genres—e.g., a personal
anecdote at the beginning of an academic journal article, a description of an encounter in
an ethnographic research paper, or a “remember when” type of anecdote in a letter to a
loved one. The fact that rhetorical devices are located within genres, combined with the
fact RGS stresses the teaching of genre as rhetorical action (Swales 1990), speak to the
overlap between rhetoric and genre.

One main difference between the concepts, and therefore, how the different lenses
would affect literacy instruction is RGS’ strong focus on linking genres to communities
of use and larger activity systems—and more specifically, asking how conventions reflect
communities of use. Although both rhetorical and genre approaches focus on social
action, RGS more directly links the idea of typified writing conventions to community
discourse practices. For instance, studying the rhetoric of some community might include
a spectrum of discourse practices including writing, speech, dress, or artifacts. Studying
the genres of a particular community would yield more of a focus on how community
values influence typified writing conventions, as well as how writing conventions create

values.
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In line with current approaches to genre pedagogy, Swales (1990) claims that a
genre approach to literacy instruction can facilitate mastery of rhetoric in ways that other
approaches cannot. He writes: “There is independent value, therefore, in the small-scale
rhetorical mastery effects that a genre approach is particularly and peculiarly able to
foster” (234). Theoretically, both rhetoric and genre “do” something—that is,
approaching some communication as a piece of rhetoric or as a genre might yield similar
results since both approaches would not treat the text as an isolated work but would
invoke the social aspect of the writing. But as Miller (1994) notes, although many
rhetorical devices are located within genre (e.g., narrative, argument), it is genre that has
“pragmatic power as social action” (75). Studying a genre rhetorically necessitates more
of a focus on how social practices influence typified writing conventions and how users
both re-create and challenge these conventions.

To bridge the pedagogical gap and forefront what happens when students study
genres rhetorically, many scholars have made a call for classroom-based research. As
Devitt (1993, cited in Coe, 77) notes: “Although some composition researchers have
brought genre theory into university classrooms, it has been empirical researchers in
professional communication who have most profited from and most developed Miller’s
linking of genres to social contexts” (Devitt, citied in Coe et. al., 77). Other scholars
(Freadman 1994; Devitt 1993, 2004) have made similar calls for genre-focused
pedagogical research. Teachers can do ethnographic research in classrooms to understand
students’ (with different worldviews and levels of textual knowledge) different
understandings of genres. Devitt (1993) claims that situated research will help us

“discover the most effective techniques of translating out genre theory into better writing
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instruction and then into practice” (583). Perhaps more pedagogical research and
testimonies of practice will highlight the generative power of teaching genre. And on a
macro level, more research into the teaching of genre might necessitate a shift in the way
writing teachers are educated (Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995), forging a closer link
between RGS and Rhetoric and Composition Studies.

As scholars, we are keenly aware of how language mediates social experience and
allows us to participate in particular communities. Thaiss and Myers Zawacki (2005), in
their ethnographic research with professors of various disciplines, found that most
teachers were aware of disciplinary generic conventions and were conscious of the choice
of accepting the conventions or enacting alternative discourse practices. However, most
of the informants rarely engaged students in these discussions (93). As teachers of writing
and rhetoric, we are in a unique position to help students develop a metalanguage for
realizing the generative and/or constraining power of genre. In doing so, we can better
prepare them to be active writers in the genres they will engage with throughout college
and in their future professions. As Robert Brooke and Dale Jacobs (1997) note: “As
writers, our use of genre provides the social grammar that allows us to negotiate a self”
(217). I hope my students’ unique learning experiences and my reflection on their

learning will add a rich dimension to conversations about the implications of genre

pedagogy.
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Where my work fits in

Since my teaching built specifically on several North American scholars and
included elements of explicit, inductive, and exploratory approaches to genre, as well as
Process-based teaching methods, my reflections on pedagogy apply to several different
strands of pedagogical scholarship within RGS. Each chapter provides insight into both
individual and collective student learning, and in the final chapter my work culminates
into two sections: “Observations about Learning” and “Implications for Teaching.” In
these sections, I explore the following focus areas and questions:

e how students’ exploration of genre sets related to their engagement

with the conventions of the genre they were writing in (research paper)

e how students approached the idea of variation and flexibility in genres; and

e how my students’ learning demonstrated the tension/overlap between rhetoric and
genre and how their learning urged me to question my own theories of genre

e how much metalanguage is necessary within this genre framework and how
explicit, or transparent, do I have to be in helping students connect concepts?

o What are the limitations of having students study genres outside of their
communities of use?

e how does the tension between rhetoric and genre (in theory and practice)
influence our theories of genre? How do our conceptualizations influence our
practice?

Some of these issues were born out of data analysis, which—since they are based out of
extended reflection of practice—offer new strands of conversation within RGS. The

question of students studying genres outside of their community of use is one of the most

current critical pedagogy questions within RGS; in regards to this question, my work
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directly responds to what others have said about practice. In this sense, I hope
understanding my students’ learning will offer a student-centered, multi-faceted response
to questions in a way that other scholars have not been able to answer them. Providing
insight into all of the above questions situates my work most prominently within RGS.
However, as I note in sections of the culminating chapter, much of my work applies to
Rhetoric and Composition studies. I hope readers will find that even teachers who create
some focus on genre—or writing as social semiotic—will benefit from my findings and

the questions I raise in regards to language learning and writing instruction.
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Chapter 2

Introduction

Denzin and Lincoln (2003) note that qualitative research often works towards “the
hopes, needs, goals, and promises of a free democratic society” (4). At the heart of much
qualitative research is the goal to make productive knowledge, knowledge that works
towards the lofty ideal of doing “social good” one move at a time. In its most basic sense,
productive knowledge making seeks to do something in the world—to impart some level
of change or at least call for change. Productive knowledge making still relies on theory,
although this type of knowledge strives to re-define the status of theory and challenge
where theory is “made.” While the classroom is often viewed as a place where we enact
theory or initiate what we believe to be good in teaching, I align with scholars (Lee 2000;
Odell 1990; Okawa 1999; Ray 1993; Reither 1990) who advocate research perspectives
that create opportunities for sustained reflection on our teaching—and more specifically,
emphasize the need to integrate students’ sustained reflection into this inquiry—in order
to make classroom practice a site of theory-making and disciplinary inquiry. In this sense,
the research is action-oriented, or productive, because its purpose is to influence both
theories of learning and ensuing practice.

Because I am interested in writing pedagogy, and since scholars within RGS
(Freadman 1994; Devitt 2004; Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995) have called for more
situated pedagogical research, I designed a study to find out what students learn through a
pedagogy of genre awareness (despite my initial goals or what I believed to be “good” in

teaching). In addition, since the notion of writing research as disciplinary inquiry has
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remained more popular in theory than practice, especially at the post-secondary level
(Reither 1990), my work offers a methodological model of productive knowledge-
making through sustained reflection and analysis of various forms of data. In this chapter
[ start by articulating my research questions and explaining the purposes and goals of
teacher research. I then describe how the case study methodology has allowed me to
approach my research questions before providing full descriptions of my case—including
descriptions of the institutional context surrounding my teaching, demographics of

students, and specific methods of data collection.

Research questions

My umbrella research question is “what does a pedagogy of genre awareness teach
students about culture, the social dimensions of language, and community discourse
practices?” While the long list of scholarly perspectives that I described in chapter one
have helped me develop my views on language and writing instruction, I was most
inspired by scholars (Bawarshi 2003; Devitt 2004) who offered actual classroom
practices/ways to engage students with genre. These scholars most directly influenced my
pedagogy, and subsequently—as I imparted a genre approach to teaching writing—I felt
inclined to provide more situated student reflection in my research. In this sense my core
research question builds more directly on the pedagogical perspectives of Bawarshi and
Devitt.

To address my main research question, I collected data that would help me answer

the following sub-questions:
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e What did students learn about language and writing when they engaged
with classroom activities related to genre?

e Which activities did students think were most useful in their explorations
of genre? Why? What did the process of developing a metalanguage look
like (in practice and reflection?)

e What did students learn by researching disciplinary genres?

While various types of data helped me explore these sub-questions in relation to my own
version of genre pedagogy, questions one and three were questions I had been exploring
in my graduate scholarship. Based on my experiences teaching in the past, I knew that
teaching writing through genre changed the landscape of the FYW classroom in tangible
ways. For example, I knew that having students conduct ethnographic research into
disciplinary genres would differ—both practically and rhetorically—from their
experiences, say, researching a topic such as gun control. However, I made the questions
as open-ended as possible in order let my data in a sense “speak for itself,” to remain
open to new perspectives and untapped knowledge. In this sense, my sub-questions were
both born out of my ongoing interest in theories of language and learning within RGS
and more specifically instantiated through data I collected in relation to my own
pedagogy and students’ reflection.

During data analysis (after my year-long data collection process), as I began to
see different types of data complementing or contradicting each other, I developed the
following procedural questions to help me explore my core research questions:

e How did the way students “talk” about language compare with the way they
“wrote” about language/genre? What does this comparison tell me about what

61



genre learning can look like? How can it inform my approaches toward genre
instruction?

e What themes/contradictions emerged from gathering reflection from diverse
students?

e How will I interpret these themes within larger genre theories, pedagogical
discussions, and accounts of student learning within RGS?

The Implications behind teacher research

As a foundation for my research, I draw on the notion that studying small pieces of
learning can lead to larger change—within classrooms and within the discipline. Ruth
Ray (1993) designates teacher research “action research” and claims it is both
“intellectual and political in its impetus” (49). It is intellectual in its aim to re-shape
pedagogy and theory by engaging with practice. It is political insofar as teachers are
insisting that their situated experiences and local knowledge production become the basis
of larger educational theorizing. As with most types of productive knowledge making,
teacher research does not deny the importance of theory but instead re-defines where and
how theory is made. Ray notes that an overarching goal of teacher research is to “end the
domination of theory over practice” (27). Teacher researchers do this by examining the
micro levels of interaction that occur within their classrooms. By designing research that
rests on students’ and my own sustained reflection, [ gained insight into how and why I
teach what I do and found a voice to speak on pedagogical theory-making within genre
studies. This extended reflection will fill in the pedagogical “gap” that keeps genre
pedagogies from finding their way into composition classrooms. In addition, examples of

genre pedagogies in action have the possibility of changing the institutional landscape of
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the FYW classroom and adding a rich pedagogical dimension to Rhetoric and
Composition Studies.

With its strong focus on writing instruction, Rhetoric and Composition Studies has
long valued localized teacher research accounts of students’ literacy experiences. In this
sense, my research is not only a way into understanding our work as writing teachers but
a way of adding to a rich rhetorical tradition within the discipline. Scholars (Berlin 1990,
2003; Lee 2000; Odell 1990; Wall 2004) position this type of productive knowledge-
making as central to our work as writing teachers and scholars. By combining research
with teaching, we not only work to improve practice for students but we also create new
ways of coming to know. As Susan Wall (2004) contends, we must begin to understand
teacher research as an “interpretive repertoire” and “rhetorical tradition”; in other words,
we must position teacher research as not only a body of knowledge but also a practice of
writing (290). By “writing their experiences,” teacher researchers uncover deeper
knowledge about their own teaching as well as provide models for other scholars to
engage in similar types of research. This scholarship, that is to say, has the possibility of
engaging teachers with theories of language and writing (the content of the piece of
scholarship). Just as importantly, though, extended teacher research accounts such as
mine provide models of pedagogy in action—adding to a teacher research community
and implicitly making the argument that practice and student reflection can produce
change.

Viewing the teaching of writing as a mode of inquiry has taken teacher research,
especially at the post-secondary level, in a new direction. Amy Lee’s (2000) recent work

in critical pedagogy has urged the field to study the teaching of writing as a critical
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process. While I am extending the teacher researcher perspective into genre studies, I
align with Lee’s research perspective in that she argues that we must be willing to “see
what happens” when we teach, not necessarily view the classroom as a place to test
theory or see if pre-determined outcomes are reached. While we may equip ourselves
with theories of learning or ways to teach writing that we believe are useful, when we ask
our students what they are learning, we uncover insight into language and writing that we
can’t know by reading their papers or watching them learn in our classrooms. In the
words of Lee, “...idealized and generalized visions of writing pedagogy and our
(reflections on) attempts to enact those visions within local and specific sites—are the
mutually necessary, interdependent components of pedagogy” (2). By basing much of my
research on student reflection, I uncovered deeper knowledge of how enacting particular
genre-based teaching practices affects students’ literacy learning. Although I charted the
direction for my research (including research avenues and data collection procedures) and
had the final say in what types of knowledge I chose to present, my research was
contingent on student feedback. My students helped me create knowledge, and in this
sense, their participation provided me with a sense of negotiated authority when speaking
on pedagogical issues within genre studies.

My goal to create disciplinary knowledge (vs. just focusing on my own individual
practice) stems from (1) my belief (and experience) that students teach us just as much
about pedagogy as theories of learning do; (2) my frustration with the lack of extended
research into university-level writing instruction; and (3) my hope that published teacher
research models become more common in graduate rhetoric programs—Ileading more

students to not only question their own (and often newly forming) beliefs about teaching
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but encouraging them to explore the methodological practices and challenges of
conducting teacher research. As Ray (1993) notes, teacher research “brings to light the
dynamic tension between action (teaching) and research (knowledge construction),
blurring traditional boundaries and challenging old assumptions that teaching and
research, acting and theorizing, are contradictory aims” (52). With more published
accounts, the traditional dichotomy between teaching and scholarship would become less
rigid, which I believe has both individual and institutional implications.

For example, Ray (1993) notes that the opportunity for graduate students to engage
with teaching as inquiry depends on the degree to which an institution either supports or
impedes a “teacher research oriented program” (158). Many programs do expose students
to situated accounts of students learning. However, as more triangulated studies into
teaching are produced, graduate programs could create more of a focus on the
methodology of conducting scholarship into teaching. In this sense, graduate students
would read the scholarship not only for the content; they would also see a model of how
to conduct an in-depth study into teaching. Therefore, graduate students would be more
inclined to see their own teaching as a form of inquiry, and perhaps more students would
pursue scholarship related to teaching.

These larger levels of change are of course dependent on the degree to which
teacher researchers conduct and present their research. Many scholars (Fleisher & Fox
2004; Ray 1993; Wall 2004) claim there is a need for teacher research methodology to be
self-reflexive and critical so that this type of research can clearly articulate its goals and
raise awareness of these goals to the field. This entails the sort of critical methodology

that is at the center of productive knowledge making; teacher researchers go beyond
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merely telling other teachers “what happened.” Wall (2004), like Lee, asks: “...the
guiding question must not only be ‘Does it work?’ but also ‘What are we working
toward?’” (305). In this way teacher researchers question the assumptions behind their
research questions and the ways in which they conduct and represent their research.
According to Wall (2004), representing the process of knowledge-building (including
informal notes, conversations, and other writing) has become a convention in rhetorical
representations of teacher research (296). Through the representation of methodological
practice, teacher researchers question the assumptions behind their research questions and
practices; they also rhetorically legitimize their research.

The need for legitimization lies in the reality that much teacher research has been
seen as “un-generalizable” or, in some cases, is not considered rigorous or theoretical
enough. Louise Phelps (1991) equates research into teaching as disciplinary knowledge
when it “makes a public claim on others for attention, belief, or appropriation, rather than
merely announcing private experiences” (869). In this sense teacher research is
rhetorical—not merely practical—in that it “seeks generalization through representation
and communication in expressive forms” (869). Rendering their own experiences through
narrative accounts and engaging with inductive, ethnographic methodological practices
allows teacher researchers to create local and disciplinary knowledge.

To create this type of public knowledge, teacher researchers must always position
their work within larger systems of meaning—be it an educational system, a university
program, or even larger cultural approaches and beliefs about language and learning.
Therefore, I have decided to shape and contain my research on genre pedagogy by using

the case study tradition as a more specific instantiation of teacher research. This
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methodology is a productive avenue into pedagogy because it focuses on studying some
phenomenon in a bound timeframe, encourages diverse forms of data collection to pursue
multiple sides to singular questions, and emphasizes the consideration of contextual
factors that affect meaning gleaned from the “case” (Creswell 1994; Stake 2003). By
defining the general goals and purposes of case study research, moving into the
challenges that this type of research presents, and finally, outlining the specific
institutional and classroom contexts for my study, I will bind my study and explain the

procedures and rationales behind data collection.

Case study methodology

The epistemological question behind all case study research is what can be learned
by examining a singular case (Stake 135). Since there are countless avenues of possible
research within any classroom, and since I’m interested in studying different aspects of
genre pedagogy, the case study methodology has helped me frame and contain my
research. To answer my guiding research question “what does a pedagogy of genre
awareness teaches students about culture, the social dimensions of language, and
community discourse practices?”, I had to look at my students’ process of acquiring a
genre metalanguage. To this end, I used multiple forms of data to look across two
semesters of teaching in which I enacted similar, but not identical, pedagogies. My “case”

involves two semesters of teaching; in this chapter I will present the differences between

the two semesters in terms of student demographics and differences across major
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projects. (Chapter 3 will offer a more detailed description of the different class
atmospheres and direction of activities). Since the pedagogies were different, in terms of
both practice and outcomes, I bound my study by a focus on curriculum. 1 am pursuing
the same research questions by studying both semesters, and I am using the same forms
of data collection. So while I will represent the differences across the semesters, keeping
my focus on curriculum will help me explore the same research questions over a
prolonged period of time. I studied two semesters of teaching because (1) it allowed me
to reflect on a wider range of literacy experiences; and (2) it helped me see how students
engaged with my first version of the pedagogy in comparison to the second version,
which I re-shaped after teaching the first semester.

Since I am studying my own teaching, my case study draws on ethnographic forms
of data collection. Like ethnographic researchers, I am intimately involved with the
research site, participants, and process of collecting data and constructing knowledge. In
addition, my research will draw heavily on the ethnographic notion of “thick
description”—as I undertake rich descriptions of various factors that affected my
students’ literacy experiences, including the institutional context surrounding my
teaching, the different layers of classroom activities and student learning, and the ways
students’ diverse backgrounds and languages affected their learning. However, case study
research “illustrates how the concerns of theorists and researchers are manifest in the
case” (Stake 140-141), which differs from ethnographers’ focus on letting a site “tell its
own story.” While my goal was to learn from my students, I did not enter the site
completely open or let the site tell its own story as much as [ selected particular types of

data collection and research questions that helped me explore current pedagogical issues
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within genre studies. However, since I also explored unexpected avenues as I made sense
of data, in addition to the fact that (like ethnographers) I was not doing experimental
research or testing a pre-determined outcome, my work both aligns with and builds on
ethnographic forms of knowledge production.

The knowledge I am producing is local and situated, as I see my classroom as a rich
site of inquiry. However, | want my work to transfer to other contexts. That is, even
though I’m researching a genre approach to literacy instruction, I want readers to use my
work as a way to complicate pedagogical issues and think about (or re-think) their own
teaching and the possibilities in the first-year writing classroom. Those who already use
genre might engage more deeply with their teaching practices. Those who don’t might
compare (or mesh) genre approaches to literacy instruction with their own approaches. In
this sense, I classify my research as a combination of what Stake (2003) defines as an
intrinsic case study—which is undertaken because the researcher wants an understanding
of a particular case (as opposed to building a theory)—and an instrumental case study—
where the researcher examines a case in order to make generalizations and gain insight
into an issue (136-137). My research seems more instrumental than intrinsic because in
trying to understand what happened when my students engaged with genre, I can respond
to lingering pedagogical questions within genre studies as well as open up new
possibilities for research. Stake notes that there is no clear line separating the intrinsic
and the instrumental, but rather a “zone of combined purpose” (137). While I don’t
consider my students’ individual learning experiences representative, I present a wide
range of literacy experiences to reflect different learning outcomes. John Creswell (1998)

calls this process “maximum variation” and claims it is a way to display multiple, even
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contradictory perspectives about a case (120). In this sense, I believe my work is both
immediately practical (to reflections on my own teaching) but also instrumental in terms
of showing possibilities of what might happen with a similarly diverse group of basic
writers.

The extent to which any case can be seen as “generalizable” continues to be one
of the main challenges of presenting case study research. Stake (2003) claims that “most
academic researchers are supportive of the study of cases only if there is a clear
expectation of generalizability to other cases” (140). Whether or not knowledge can be
transferred to other contexts has been a source of debate in many forms of qualitative
research that aim to<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>