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Rhetorical genre studies: Key concepts and
implications for education

Dirk MacKenzie

Abstract
　In this paper, I provide an overview of the theoretical roots and key concepts of 

discuss implications of rhetorical genre theory for education, with specific focus 

on: the acquisition process, explicit instruction, discourse community and audience, 

simulation and authenticity, genre-learning strategies as empowerment, and teacher 

Introduction
　In the ‘80s and ‘90s, influenced by a range of theoretical developments related 

to language use, rhetoric and composition scholars in North America developed a 

new conceptual framework for genre that has revolutionized writing studies and 

has come to be called, has given us a new lens, allowing us to see written (and oral) 

communication in a new way and leading to a deeper understanding of how the form 

major implications for education, since learning to wield genres (especially written 

　



神田外語大学紀要第22号
The Journal of Kanda University of International Studies Vol. 22（2010）

　　 　
recommendation, the user manual, the progress report, the ransom note, the 

lecture, and the white paper, as well as the eulogy, the apologia, the inaugural, 

the public proceeding, and the sermon, is not trivialize the study of genres; it 

is to take seriously the rhetoric in which we are immersed and the situations in 

　

roots of RGS; the second is list of key RGS concepts; the third is an attempt to 

Theoretical roots of RGS
　In this section, I discuss major theoretical developments which represent the 

roots of RGS: the New Rhetoric, speech-act theory, speech-genre theory, and social 
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The new rhetoric
　

Kenneth Burke (1950) pointed out the “necessary suasive nature of even the most 

the idea of genre gained popularity in composition studies, there was an interest 

Speech-act theory
　

Speech-genre theory

personal letter, table talk, a chat over the back fence, throwing rice at weddings) but 
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convictions”, “prejudices”, “sympathies and antipathies” and “specialized 

Social constructionism
　

composition studies, explains “there is only agreement, the consensus arrived at for 

the world, reality, and facts are all language constructs generated by knowledge 

them “as part of the social process by which that knowledge, ‘the world, reality, and 

Rhetorical genre theory: Key concepts
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genre as social action, situation and exigence, communicative purpose, discourse 

Genre as social action
　

“whether symbolic or otherwise, is interpretable only against a context of situation 

　RGS scholars have noted a reciprocal relationship between genre and social 

applications are preconditions for the intention to obtain a patent, and therefore to 

Situation
　

meaning from situation and from the social context in which that situation arose” 

that situations recur and that recurrent situations tend to produce recurrent actions, 
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it as familiar, we activate (at least provisionally) a structure we have previously 

different types of situations call for new strategies, which may be embodied in new 

　Our utterances, then, are informed by the type of situation we find ourselves 

communications follow common patterns because they belong to common types of 

situations:

　　 　

in reality a very much smaller number of general types of situations, which 

　

recurs is not a material situation (a real, objective, factual event) but our construal 
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Communicative purpose
　

turns a collection of communicative events into a genre is some shared set of 

illustrates how communicative purpose can be used as a litmus-test for genre: 

“Correspondence… does not constitute a genre as it does not represent a coherent set 

　As a defining feature of genre, however, communicative purpose has been 

　

concluding “it is sensible to abandon social purpose as an immediate or quick 

method for sorting discourses into generic categories, while retaining it as a valuable 

Discourse community
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writing across the curriculum and academic English now use the notion of 

group is a form of social behavior, that discourse is a means of maintaining and 

　A good example of a discourse community, Swales suggests, is the “Specific 

　

genres, he says, establishing “constraints on allowable contributions in terms of their 

　Discourse community is a valuable concept to RGS because it provides a 
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knows that what “counts” as a valid report changes from organization to organization 

success of an utterance:

　　　

authority of the utterer; relationship between speaker and hearer; psychological 

state of the speaker and hearer towards the act, the utterance and each other; the 

of language through which the utterance is enacted, and the kinds of particulars 

(propositions and predications) included, guide the creation of a successful 

　It is through such standards, and “restricting the communications of those who 

have not learned the standard forms,” that discourse communities maintain their 

Systems of genres
　Another key contribution of RGS is the notion that genres are interrelated, which 

“interrelated genres that interact with each other in specific settings” (Bazerman, 



神田外語大学紀要第22号
The Journal of Kanda University of International Studies Vol. 22（2010）

legal patent:

　　　

events in a laboratory on a certain date will not be sworn unless a challenge 

attendant macro-speech act, if successful, will have consequences for other 

　So “to achieve our ends”, Bazerman elaborates, “we must successfully hold 

of systems of genres has allowed genre theorists to see genres in the larger social 

Genre evolution
　

relatively static characteristics in order for them to be considered a genre, these 

　　　

so that their users have internal options and thus some freedom of expression, 
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their operators, yet their users and their discourse communities constantly 

　Schryer explains that “genres vary externally when social actors have a choice of 

Genre fuzziness
　

significant differences in approach and format, the sketchbooks still constitute 

fuzziness:

　　　

textual things in circumstances perceived as roughly similar, then we are in 

In doing no more than this, genre theory takes us a sizable step forward from 
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those taxonomic grids that locate texts in terms of function, audience, level or 

　

systemic genre studies, Paltridge reports, genre is more akin to text type:

　　　

across different genres, such as description, narrative, instruction, explanation, 

definition, exemplification, classification, compare-and-contrast, cause-

　Systemic theory does, however, emphasize the “choices a speaker or writer makes 

systemic genre theory, then, focus on the social function and the importance of 
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of genre theory, research, and scholarship that has developed primarily in North 

　　　

given the inherent fluidity of the sociohistorical context to which genres 

　

of utterance that recurs in situations perceived as similar in response to a typical 

discourse communities to serve their communicative purposes (and sustain their 

Implications for education
　In this section, I discuss the implications of rhetorical genre theory for education, 

within the following categories: the acquisition process, explicit instruction, 

discourse community and audience, simulation and authenticity, genre-learning 

The acquisition process
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participants learned to adhere to the rhetorical conventions of their discipline 

　

ve done in the past (particularly academic reading and writing); what the professor 

to present the subject matter; and conversations among students in discussion 

students paid more attention to the mark as an evaluation of their success and less to 
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explains, “was a recognition that this schema had to be modified further for 

since their English-medium schemata is considerably smaller, may not have the 

　Swales (1990) emphasizes the role of schemata (prior knowledge) in our 

　

position”, which holds that we store particular information about each instance of a 

　　　

experience we have of a class of events changes our perceptions of that 
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a text 

(as opposed to memory of text

here seems reminiscent of The Waste Land’

　

Explicit instruction
　

is not necessary for the acquisition of even very sophisticated school genres” 

conscious learning leads to conscious knowledge and only unconscious acquisition 
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Discourse community and audience
　

investigates the socialization process that students go through in learning a new 

a distinct discourse community in their own right:

　　　Except in exceptional cases of well-knit groups of advanced students 

already familiar with much of the material, an academic class is unlikely to be 

line, broad agreement on goals will be established, a full range of participatory 

by peer-review and instructor commentary, understanding the rationale of and 

facility with appropriate genres will develop, control of the technical vocabulary 

in both oral and written contexts will emerge, and a level of expertise that 

　In many courses, however, students are instructed to address their writing to an 

sociology professor says that “essays should be written to someone else in this class 
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instructor (presumably discussing a religion paper) even advises a student to “assume 

　Despite such advice, students have to keep in mind their real audience, which is 

engineering students composing an introduction that they imagined their teacher 

Simulation and authenticity
　

potential grades, and overlooking textual inconsistencies or shortcomings when he 

motivation is demonstrating knowledge to their professor in order to get grades, their 

　It is the idea of preparation for a future context, a future audience, a future 
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situation specified in some assignments (from ‘you are an irate customer writing 

classroom as discourse community, the teacher is a real audience, and the classroom 

　

especially in the type of argumentation used: “the kinds of claims made, and the 

“they may have acquired, in part as a result of their writing in disciplinary courses, 

the intellectual stance, the ideology, and the values necessary for their professional 

　

professor (audience) expectations may prepare us for entering any other discourse 

for students who plan to go on in the academy, classroom writing is authentic 
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“It is only through immersion in workplace contexts that writers can develop the 

　

He describes a project he designed for engineering students in which they worked 

together to assemble a textbook that was actually used to teach physics to high 

he argues, “if the pieces of writing they do in class can become genuine pieces 

of communication with real audiences, such as other students, visitors, the local 

Genre-learning strategies as empowerment
　If classrooms are unique discourse communities that cannot completely simulate 

target discourse communities, and if students are going to need to learn new genres 

each time they enter new communities, it makes sense for teachers to focus on genre-
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with students, so they better understand the connection between text form and social 

　

suggests that discourse communities can be studied using ethnographic approaches 

(1997), and Prior (1995) also herald the benefits of students doing ethnographic 

after all, teachers can never be sure what genres students will want to learn down the 

Teacher role
　

instruction may struggle for alternate ways to provide genre focus that will support 

　　　

that they experience the rhetorical exigences as insiders within the relevant 
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Summary/Conclusion
　

　I think RGS has a lot to offer learners with an interest in seeing beyond the forms 

strengthen their practice by considering the intricacies of the genre acquisition 

process, cultivating academic discourse communities, and striking a balance between 

　As we go forward, I think we will need more published examples of pedagogical 
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