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Genres and genre theory: a response to Michael Rosen 
 

Dear Michael Rosen 

 

A friend of mine in the UK - Paddy Walsh - has passed on to me your recent ruminations 

on “How genre theory saved the world”. I note that Paddy is a former subject English 

teacher and SNS English consultant, and familiar with work done using genre theory in 

the UK.  As I was one of the genre theorists with whom you exchanged articles in 

English in Australia a good many years ago, I thought I might respond to some of the 

matters you raised.  

 

Genre theory in Australia 

 

I can’t comment on how genre theory came into literacy education in the UK, as I was 

not there, so I leave that to others. In fact, all my observations here are based on 

Australian experience. Genre theory emerged in Australia after 1980, for it is was at a 

time when various progressivist and/or constructivist theories of education were very 

influential in many parts of the country (they still have some influence, though I think it  

is true to say it is waning.) In the teaching of literacy and of writing in particular, many of 

us who worked in schools and teacher education were alarmed at the ways teachers were 

encouraged to promote “children’s self expression” at the expense of any structured sense 

of goals or direction in writing.  One important figure who brought such ideas to 

Australia was Donald Graves, though there were others. The curriculum theories of 

Stenhouse, for example, like those of the Plowden Report on Children and their Primary 

Schools (1967), had tended to promote educational theories that focused on “processes of 

learning” and the role of the teacher as “facilitator” only of these processes. Such theories 

were imported into Australian curriculum directorates and teacher education, and there 

were of course many local theorists willing to extend them. Just as Bernstein had early 

raised critique of such educational theories in the UK, so too, many of us in Australia 

began to challenge them, as did Halliday, who had arrived in Australia after some years 

in London where, among other things, he had directed the Nuffield/Schools Council 

Programme in Linguistics and English Teaching (1964-71).  The English teaching 

materials that Halliday and his colleagues had produced as part of that programme had 

always offered more structured and teacher directed activities for the English classroom 

than did the various “growth” and “process” approaches that achieved some popularity in 

Australia in the 1970s and 1980s. 

 

Genre theory was initially developed by Jim Martin and Joan Rothery in Sydney from 

1980, and it was based on an extensive analysis of children’s texts taken from several 

schools. The initial work they did has continued, and it has been expanded and developed 

all over Australia by people too numerous to mention here, so that the total database of 

written texts is by now considerable. A brief overview of the development of genre 

theory can be found in Rose (2011a), and of the development of genre-based literacy 

pedagogy in Rose (2008). The first point to stress from all the genre work done over 

some 25 to 30 years, is that the genre theorists did not invent any genres: they identified 

them by exhaustive analysis of many texts. They are what emerged from close analysis of 
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the many reading and writing tasks in all school subjects that students encounter across 

the years of primary and secondary schooling.  Moreover, close study of the genres found 

in many areas beyond the school reveals that they relate very closely to those found in 

schooling. Of course, the fields of experience and knowledge beyond school differ, while 

sometimes several genre types are embraced within the same long text.  Furthermore, 

what we can term “canonical” or even “elemental” genres, often introduced in the 

primary years, tend to proliferate a range of related genres in adolescence and adult life, 

depending on purpose and the field of knowledge under construction. As students 

become proficient, they learn to play with and adapt the various genres, sometimes 

evolving new variations, elsewhere employing known ones to make new meanings, 

thereby demonstrating the infinite flexibility of such genres for making meaning. In fact, 

genres are not static, but capable of constant adaptation and shift, under the pressure of 

social change in which individual creativity plays an important part. 

 

In modern scholarship there are several theories of genre, so it is perhaps worth stressing 

that genre theory in the systemic functional linguistic (SFL) theory after Halliday holds to 

a particular theory of language, context and text.  It is argued that when we use language 

we exercise grammatical choices to create texts. The relationship of text to context is 

very intimate: context is only known because of the text that gives it life, while text is 

only known because of the context that makes it relevant. A genre is a text type, and 

genres emerge in a culture because they represent ways of getting things done, be they of 

the informal day to day business of living found in much speech, or of the more formal 

business of creating and shaping meaning in writing, often these days in many 

multimodal contexts. 
1
For Halliday and his colleagues semantics is not “intertwined” 

with grammar (your term). On the contrary, meaning is quite literally constructed in the 

grammar of a language: hence learning language is indeed “learning how to mean”, as 

Halliday wrote some years ago. Learning the genres of one’s community is a necessary 

part of learning its culture and its meanings.  

 

The primary or elemental genres of schooling genres are very powerful, for they 

represent canonical ways of constructing meaning and achieving significant goals, 

personal, familial, communal and social in any culture. They are elemental in the sense 

that they are building blocks that can be used and/or recombined in infinitely variable 

ways. In the early years of schooling, genres are to be taught and learned as prototypes. 

Consider for example the six year old (from a professional home) who wrote the 

following complete prototypical instance of a narrative (elements of structure marked by 

me, not the child, and items of spelling corrected by me): 

 

 Orientation 
 In the ancient times there was a minotaur that was very nice and kind and lived in  

 a cave 

 Complication 
but one day he stepped on a magic spot and turned bad  so he started to kill all 

                                                 
1
 I note that Halliday uses the term “genre” rather differently from Martin et al, though I 

shall not explore the theoretical differences here.  
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the dwarfs and people 

Resolution 
and one day a witch along and turned him good again and made everything alive  

again.   

 

The average adult reading this smiles at its evident grasp of a canonical way of 

constructing story in an English speaking culture, with its associated value that good 

eventually triumphs over evil. You are right when you suggest that many children learn 

such genres because of exposure to their examples in books, both in the home and at 

school.  Where this occurs in families, the talk that develops around books tends to draw 

the young into elaboration of the experiences read about and it predisposes them to 

engage with books and book learning. Hasan (2005, 2009) and Williams (2005), both 

linguists, have demonstrated that the talk around early preschool book reading differs, 

depending on the “social positioning” of the families: children of 

professional/middleclass backgrounds are in general better prepared than others for the 

expectations of school learning.  In practice, many children don’t have the early reading 

experience of middle class and professional children in book reading.  Two 

psychologists, in the USA, Hart and Riseley, 2002, using very different research 

methods, drew similar conclusions in their study of young children.  They saw this as part 

of addressing reasons for school failure among many children. A colleague here in 

Australia, David Rose, who has worked extensively with Australian Aboriginal children, 

often in remote communities, points out that many such children arrive at school without 

ever having had books read to them of any kind, and this is common for many children in 

urban schools as well.
1
  

 

Among the canonical genres of an English speaking culture, I would list the following, all 

based on extensive research on genres in Australia over many years: 

 

 narratives: which introduce characters in some setting, unfold a series of events 

leading to a complication (sometimes more than one), and offer some evaluation, 

eventually bringing about some resolution; these are found in story books and 

literary texts of many kinds. 

 recounts: which reconstruct experience in temporal sequence, and which are 

found in early writing of personal experience, though they are also found in the 

writing of history among older writers and readers. 

                                                 
1
 Paddy Walsh has surprised me by saying that some in the UK have criticized the work 

with Aboriginal of people like David Rose as being “racist” and hence discriminatory, or 

perhaps even “paternalistic”. The most charitable comment I can make on people who 

say that is that they are very ignorant, for they don’t know about the problems of petrol 

sniffing, alcohol abuse, disease and high infant mortality rates that afflict Aboriginal 

communities. In any case, Aboriginal people are clear that they want their children to 

learn “white fellers’ language”, by which they actually mean written English. Rose 

(2011b) and Vinson (2011) have both recently discussed the problems of Aboriginal 

children and their schooling.  
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 procedures: which direct behaviour in undertaking activities, and which are found 

in games, recipes, manuals and science experiments. 

 reports: which classify some phenomenon and describe it, used in the social and 

the natural sciences. 

 explanations: which identify some phenomenon or historical event and explain 

how or why it occurs, or what its consequences are. They are also used in the 

social and natural sciences and in the humanities such as history. 

 expositions and discussions: which are both argumentative genres, involved in 

exploring issues and arriving at opinions on the basis of evidence. While the 

discussion involves some examination of different arguments for and against a 

position before adoption of a particular position, expositions take up one general 

position and argue it at some length. Argumentative and/or persuasive genres are 

found in many subjects and areas of knowledge. 

 

Two points need to be made about the canonical status of such elemental genres.  Firstly, 

they are “basic text types” (a term that I understand has been adopted in the UK) that are 

often revisited throughout the school years and throughout life beyond school. Secondly, 

and this is a related point, each elemental genre leads to an associated assemblage or 

“family” of genres, all differing in some ways but all bearing a relationship to each other. 

There are, for example, more story genres than the narrative and the recount, some more 

commonly found in speech, others in writing. Similarly, there is a considerable range of 

explanations, their configurations differing considerably, depending upon the subject 

involved: the explanations of history for example (e.g. Coffin 2006) are markedly 

different from those of the sciences (e.g. Unsworth 2000). Moreover, there is a range of 

expository, argumentative and interpretative genres, some found in literary response 

genres (Rothery’s term) (see Christie and Derewianka 2008: 58-85,), others in the 

academic writing of university studies (e.g. Hood 2010). A complete taxonomy of the 

genres now described is beyond the scope of these notes. A recent discussion has been 

provided by Martin and Rose (2008), while an account of the developmental emergence 

of different genres across the major school studies and across the school years is provided 

by Christie and Derewianka (2008) and by Christie (2012). 

 

“Immersion”? 

 

Arguments for the learning of language by “immersion” (your term) are in some ways 

attractive, though the metaphor here is misleading, suggesting an apparently natural 

process of learning language that is not really merited (Gray 1990). One thinks of the way 

young children learn their mother tongue, supported by some years of scaffolding by their 

caregivers before they achieve a degree of independence in their language. The processes 

involved here are effortful and they have been well described by Painter (1999), while I 

have already alluded above to the work of Hasan (2009) and Williams (2005) revealing 

the differential preparedness for school language and learning of children from differing 

social class backgrounds.  (Delpit 1995 provides a related discussion re the USA.) As for 

the experience of migrants and more recently of refugees in learning language, I note that 

in Australia, at least, we have expended a great deal of resources for many years on the 

professional preparation of teachers of English as a second language, the better to assist 
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such people. The Australian experience has been that migrants need considerable 

assistance in mastering the English language if they are to achieve successful 

participation in the workforce and the wider society. 

 

Spoken and written language  

 

Your observations about speech and writing seem to me to rest on some common 

misunderstandings about the nature of their differences. You argue that written language 

can be understood as a “dialect” when it is a register, unless relatively trivial features 

(e.g. a double negative) are all one has in mind. You also suggest that it differs from 

speech principally in terms of its different “cohesion”, as described by Halliday.  In fact 

the grammatical differences between speech and writing are considerable, involving 

much more than achieving control of cohesive devices, as Halliday’s discussion of 

Spoken and Written Language (1985) demonstrated. The learning of literacy is 

demanding and it takes some years to achieve successful mastery. One measure of this is 

the fact that it was because of the invention of literacy that societies such as our own 

created the institution of schooling in the first place. All traditional (i.e. non-literate) 

societies educate their young, but it is only literate societies that have the institution of 

schooling. Learning literacy and the considerable bodies of knowledge to which it 

provides access, requires a degree of concentrated attention to the nature of the written 

language and its meanings: this requires teachers and schooling over some periods of 

time.  

 

In the initial years as young children take their first steps in mastering literacy, they tend 

to produce simpler language in their writing than they are capable of in speech. That is 

because, as Halliday pointed out, children’s language regresses while they grapple with 

the demands of mastering the spelling and writing systems, as well as some aspects of the 

grammar of written language. In these first years the attitudinal expression is simple, the 

knowledge constructed also simple, even “commonsense” and drawn from the fields of 

personal experience; the grammar is in fact quite close to that of speech. By late 

childhood, among successful school students, the grammatical organization of the 

language begins to change, showing a growing expansion of grammatical resources, 

apparent for example, in a greater lexical density, a developing capacity to deploy a range 

of different clause types, and a growing control of what are termed different Theme 

patterns (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004) that guide the flow and direction of the 

discourse. The knowledge and experience dealt with are by now more “uncommonsense” 

in that they go beyond the fields of immediately lived experience into the more remote 

realms, while attitudinal expression is more marked than in the first years of schooling 

(though of course the extent to which attitude is expressed depends on the knowledge 

being built). Into adolescence and with the shift to the secondary school generally, the 

patterns of written language change once more as students move into the more abstract 

realms of generalization, abstraction, argument, interpretation, all of them features that 

become increasingly important as students grow older. The grammatical organization of 

written language by mid to late adolescence is actually very different from that of the first 

years: written texts are by now very dense, largely because of extensive use of 

nominalization, while clause patterns differ from those of speech and the attitudinal 
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expression is more nuanced (as in history and English literary discussions, for example). 

Overall the manner of structuring and organizing knowledge and experience is well away 

from the manner of talk. If that were not the case, we would not have evolved writing 

systems and their associated practices for expressing meaning. Writing does what speech 

does not do, though that does not mean it is more important than speech, only that it is 

different, because it serves different purposes. 

 

The principal purpose of writing in contemporary societies is to construct, store, 

disseminate and critique the various disciplines or bodies of knowledge valued in English 

speaking traditions and institutions, including for example, literary studies, science, 

history, geography, and so on.  While initiation into such disciplines commences in the 

primary years, it is in the secondary years that the challenges of learning the various 

disciplines or school subjects become most marked.  That is because this is the period 

when the characteristic discourses of the different subjects emerge most distinctively: 

knowledge construction in science, mathematics, English, history and so on is 

increasingly expressed in different genres, different ways of reasoning, different ways of 

handling the “uncommonsense” knowledge that the various disciplines represent.  The 

nature of the various disciplines and their distinctive patterns of knowledge construction 

are discussed in detail in two recent collections of papers  bringing together scholars in 

SFL theory and in sociology (Christie and Martin 2007; Christie and Maton 2011). 

 

A very fine analysis using the functional grammar reveals the linguistic features 

characteristic of the various disciplines, and teachers who are made aware of these 

features can guide desirable pedagogies for the teaching of literate behaviour.  This is a 

critically important issue, for all the evidence in most English speaking countries – the 

UK, Australia and the USA at least – reveals that for many children their school 

performance begins to drop off badly after late childhood and into adolescence.  The 

problem has even been referred to in the USA as the “literacy achievement gap” 

(Strickland and Alvermann 2004), evident, it is stated, in the transition from the primary 

to secondary years as children try to grapple with the changing nature of the curriculum.  

Significant intervention is needed in these transitional years in particular in order to break 

what are often persistent patterns of school failure. These matters and the evidence I 

would offer for such a claim are discussed in Christie and Derewianka (2008: 212-217) 

and in Christie (2012).  Rose and Martin (2012) offer a recent discussion of appropriate 

pedagogies to address such school failure. 

 

The issue of “power” 

 

Like you, I am concerned about issues of power in schooling, and I also agree that power 

works at its most effective in schools (as elsewhere) when it is invisible.  But I would add 

that nothing is more invisible – and indeed more powerful - than language itself. 

Language is massively taken for granted, both in the schools and in the wider community.  

That is because there is a very general tendency to see language as no more than some 

neutral commodity which carries “content” – an instance of what Reddy (1993) called the 

“conduit metaphor”. In this view, the early years of schooling should devote attention to 

teaching children the “basics” of literacy- the spelling and writing systems principally. 
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Beyond that, language and literacy development will largely be taken care of in some 

unproblematic way, as children move from learning one subject to another. Yet the very 

“content” children are to learn, be that in English, science, history or whatever, is itself 

constructed in language. Language is not a neutral commodity, for it is the principal 

resource with which teachers and students in schools shape meanings. The most effective 

way to address the undoubted power that resides in the various genres read and written is 

to bring them to consciousness in order to make visible many aspects of the ways 

meaning is made.  

 

Hence, for the purposes of teaching writing, any genre should be analysed and discussed 

in terms of its meanings, its language patterns and its overall structure, all of them 

involved in achieving its social purposes.  Thus, the information or knowledge and its 

meanings are introduced first, so that a considerable understanding of that knowledge is 

established, often over several lessons.  This is certainly true as students grow older and 

move up the school years, engaging with increasingly demanding bodies of knowledge, 

say in history, literary studies, science or any other subject. The proposed genre for 

writing is introduced and discussed only when some critical understanding of the 

knowledge is established, so that the genre is made relevant and meaningful. Where 

students are already aware of the relevant genre, it will often not be necessary to rehearse 

its various elements as they will be familiar and already part of the repertoire of the 

students.  By these means the various genres become an essential part of students’ 

knowledge building over the years of schooling.  

 

It is of course always possible to play with the prototypical or elemental genres, 

exploring their purposes and reasons for using them. In the case of stories, for example, 

why are they constructed as they are? Why are people attracted to stories? Why do many 

stories have happy endings?  What kinds of values and attitudes are expressed in stories? 

How do spoken and written stories differ?  What are other stories apart from narratives? 

Why not try writing spoofs of stories? Similar principles can and should guide learning 

about all the other genres, when these are introduced at the various grades of schooling. 

What is the purpose of writing explanations, for example?  What meanings do they 

express and what knowledge do they construct?  Are there areas of knowledge not 

typically examined and constructed in explanations? If so, is it possible to construct 

explanations about them? Why not try writing a spoof of an explanation? What is the 

purpose of expository genres? Why is construction of an argument considered important? 

Are there other ways to construct arguments apart from the usual exposition? In fact, any 

genre can and should be played with and explored for what it is: a socially constructed 

resource for constructing meaning. Where children learn about genres in these terms, then 

that is to empower them.  

 

The only qualification I would offer in the case of these play activities is that such play in 

the case of any elemental genre is best introduced when children or adolescents have a 

reasonable grasp of the canonical genre structures I have identified here.  The reason is 

that you need to know what it is you might want to change, subvert or challenge before 

you go ahead and do that.  Brian Gray, a colleague who worked for some with Aboriginal 

children was clear about that: develop a confident understanding about a genre and the 
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knowledge it expresses before you try to extend, modify or change it, and have good 

reasons to do so. The result otherwise is simply confusing and quite disempowering. 

 

You write that the discourses of power are perceived by children as “given”, so that the 

children have no sense of being able to exercise power themselves. You say that the 

discourses are “given” because they are expressed in the ways the curriculum is 

presented, the school day is broken up into lessons and “units” of work are devised, with 

headmasters and teachers conferring rewards and punishments. Well, my response is to 

say that an education certainly involves, among other things, an initiation into many 

received traditions of knowledge, expressed as they are in well established practices of 

knowledge building in oral language and literacy. Furthermore, the relationship of 

teacher and students is asymmetric in that greater power resides with the teacher, since 

he/she exercises authority in the classroom, determining a great deal of what ensues. But 

it does not follow that children are necessarily rendered powerless. Indeed, where genres 

(or indeed anything else) are taught in such a way that the students are not actively 

engaged and indeed consulted in much that is taught and learned, then that is 

inappropriate pedagogy, and a problem not in itself to be laid at the door of genres or 

genre theory. 

 

One final comment I would make concerns the relevance of genre studies and functional 

grammar studies more generally, to those successful students, like yourself, apparently, 

when you were at school. Professional discussions of genre work have tended to focus in 

particular on the needs of children, who for various reasons, don’t always perform well in 

their schools studies, thereby experiencing a sense of failure. There are good historical 

reasons for this. However, I would argue that those children who perform well in school 

also benefit from, and, take pleasure in, learning about and playing with genres as well as 

the grammar in which they are constructed. I know this from my own experience as a 

classroom teacher as well as from observations of many teachers in schools over the 

years. A number of very good books teaching functional grammar are now available, 

three of which I have listed below. 

 

By all means, then, let us empower the children in our schools, and let us always start 

with a principled focus on the fundamental resource they use to live and to learn: their 

language.  

 

Frances Christie 

Sydney, Australia 

frances.christie@sydney.edu.au 
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