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Genre as social action

• “Genre as Social Action”

– Carolyn Miller

• Genre as

– Formal features AND

– Social situations



• “Disciplinary genres are tools used to 

accomplish work central to a discipline. In 

the university, those genres arise from 

specific work done in disciplinary 

classrooms—that is, lab reports arise from 

and are shaped by the need to record lab 

work and share results”

– Elizabeth Wardle, “Mutt Genres”



Genre as both restrictive and 

generative.

• Genre “provides opportunities for writers to 

engage in purposeful communication with 

their audiences in ways that those audiences 

recognize as legitimate”

– Carpenter and Krest

• Less likely to be viewed as mere “formalism”

• Communication with the scientific community 

in a way that it will recognize



This “social” conception extends to 

teaching and learning.

• Academic genres defined by the recurrent 

rhetorical situations one encounters as one 

specializes.

– (Miller; Swales; Medway; Bazerman;

Bawarshi; Wardle; Devitt)

• In responding to these situations, uninitiated 

writers slowly learn and internalize the 

conventions of their discipline.



• “It is crucial to note that this gradual and often-subtle 

process of observation, modeling, and intervention 

requires the neophyte to use the language of the 

community while participating in its activity not before

participating…”

– David R. Russell. Writing in the Academic Disciplines: A 

Curricular History. 



Learning a genre may not be 

transparent.

• As uninitiated writers become initiated may begin to see genre 

conventions as static, universal, and self-evident

• “This theory of writing acquisition helps explain why writing in the 

academic disciplines has been so little studied or systematically 

taught. Because apprentices in a discipline very gradually learn its 

written conventions as an active and integral part of their 

socialization in a community, the process of learning to write seems 

transparent.”
– David R. Russell, Writing in the Academic Disciplines. 

• Writing as the uncomplicated record of thought.



Prior Writing Instruction May Not 

Transfer

• “Transfer” is an ongoing debate in composition studies

• Amy Devitt argues that we can teach generalized “genre 

awareness.” 

• Michael Carter suggest that novice writers can employ 

“global strategies.”

• Elizabeth Wardle and others doubt the ability of novice 

writers to  transfer knowledge from setting to another.



Difficult to teach out of context.

• “Thus, genre makes sense to the people 

who create, use, and change them, but 

they are difficult, if not impossible to teach 

to people out of context.”

– Elizabeth Wardle, “Mutt Genres”



If you teach, you teach writing.

• Students often encounter these unfamiliar genres, as they 

specialize, usually as upperclassman.



MB 385/ BI 385



The Genres

• Grant Proposal

• Case Report

• Press Release



The Students



Prior Instruction



The Press Release



Initiation

“Bacillus anthracis is a bacterium that causes a serious disease of 
animals, as well as humans, called anthrax [general]. In previous cases 
of the disease, rod shaped bacteria were found in infected animals, 
however the mode of transmission of the bacteria was not fully 
understood. [background]. Dr. Koch used microscopic techniques to 
discover spores [methods], an alternate form in the life cycle of B. 
anthracis [innovation], and then used culture techniques [methods] to 
show the spores were infectious to naïve organisms [innovation]. The 
presence of a spore stage in the B. anthracis life cycle explains the 
previously unanswered question of how Anthrax infections enter 
populations, and should allow farmers to protect their populations from 
Anthrax epidemics [thesis-like statement that is concise and most 
pertinent to innovation saved for the traditional “thesis spot”].”

-Student’s first paragraph of first draft.



Students claimed that low-stakes drafts and feedback during the writing 

process were the most helpful activities.



Writing as a Process

• “Practices that assist students in developing an effective writing process 

include: class discussion of writing as a process, peer review of early drafts, 

teacher feedback to early (ungraded) drafts, and the assignment of reflective 

cover letters turned in with final drafts that detail the writer’s process.”
- “Statement of WAC Principles and Practices.”
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