
 

 

 

EXAMPLES OF GENRE 

Genre vs. Mode 

 

Mode and the Work of 
this Mode  

********************** 
Narration tells a story 
Exposition explains an idea; conveys 
information 
Description creates an impression of 
something 
Argumentation makes a case for the 
validity of an idea or an opinion 
--Katie Wood Ray, Study Driven 

Common Core requires students to learn to write in three different modes: narrative, 
informative, and argumentative. But many writing experts argue for teaching genre 
rather than modes. What difference does it make for learners if we teach genre not 
mode? 

What’s the difference between 
mode and genre? 

Katie Wood Ray, Study Driven: 
Mode describes the meaning work that a writer is doing in a 
text. 
The word genre simply means “kind, sort.”  

 
Randy Bomer, Building Adolescent Literacy in 

Today’s English Classrooms: 
In addition to short stories, poems are obviously a genre, as 
are picture books, comic strips and cartoons, and posters. 
These are forms that you can spot across the room without 
even being able to read the content.  
Genres are large categories. They are not assignments that 
specify both form and content…Poetry is a genre; poems 
about springtime and “where I’m from” are an assignment. 
Essays are a genre; “This I Believe Essays” are assignments.  
 

The North Star of Instruction: 
A brief that outlines the research to guide instructional decisions 

 

Feature article 
Commentary/Op Ed 
Historical fiction 
Flash fiction 
Memoir 
Biography 
Photo essay 
Essay 

How to books 
Reviews 
Horror 
News article 
Scripts 
Personal essay 
Nature writing 
Letter to the 
editor 

Open letter 
Sports article 
Position paper 
Science fiction 
Travel writing 
Slice of life 
Vignette 
Abstract 
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Why teach through genre? 
Randy Bomer, Time for Meaning: 
Every piece of writing, every text we read, comes to us both 
as a text – the piece it is – and as a kind of text – an instance 
of genre. And what kind of thing it is puts some limits as to 
what we expect to find there.  
 
Helping students learn how to learn about different genres 
of writing empowers them to find a way of writing that 
counts in the different communities they will move through 
in their lives. I don’t teach poetry so that kids will 
remember all about writing poems and be able to do it 
forever. I want them to develop habits of mind related to 
learning a genre, so that they can learn in whatever genres 
they need. 
 
Donald Murray: 
Most writers view the world as a fiction writer, a reporter, a 
poet, or a historian. The writer sees experience as a plot or 
a lyric poem or a news story or a chronicle. The writer uses 
such literary traditions to understand life.  
 
Heather Lattimer, Thinking Through Genre: 
The students were all focused on reading and writing in the 
same genre, poetry, but the principles of a student-centered 
workshop – time, ownership, response, and community 
(Hansen 1987) – were still there. Students did not resent the 
limitations imposed by a genre study; they flourished 
thanks to clear models and expectations and the 
opportunity to work together to build an understanding. 
Whereas I had been the only “expert” in my classroom, 
here the whole room was filled with experts, each able to 
bring knowledge about poetry to the table, and each able to 
help his or her peers.  
 
Nancie Atwell: In the Middle 
When it comes to genre, the real thing is so compelling and 
worthwhile I don’t want to waste one minute of students’ 
time teaching them forms that delay the satisfaction of 
writing. Composing the real thing answers a crucial 
question: “What can writing do?” …When they have 
opportunities to observe and identify the features of a kind 
of writing, it’s more likely they’ll produce effective 
meaningful versions of their own….  
 
The essential point about our work in genres is that these 
are kinds of writing that students find compelling and 
useful... The faculty has not caved to standards that call for 
voiceless essays with “body paragraphs” of evidence under 
the misapprehension that this will transform children into 
masters of report writing who will wow future employers.  

 
 
 
 
 
What should teachers be 

cautious about? 
Heather Lattimer, Thinking Through Genre: 
I would caution against choosing genre studies that 
are too broadly or too narrowly defined. To simply 
study “nonfiction” as a genre, for example, creates a 
situation that quickly becomes unwieldy. There are so 
many different types of nonfiction – information text, 
feature article, report, editorial, biography, reference 
text, memoir, autobiography, instruction manual – 
that choosing “nonfiction” would make it difficult to 
take students to the depth of understanding expected 
as part of a genre study.  
 
An additional consideration when choosing a genre is 
the authenticity of reading and writing within that 
genre. Do adult readers and writers regularly interact 
with texts in this genre in a meaningful way? Do 
authors write and publish original work in the genre?  

 

 
 
I doubt that when David Brooks sits down to 
write that he says to himself, “I think I’ll 
write an argumentative piece today – or maybe 
an informative text.” Instead, I bet that he 
says, “I think I’ll write  an op ed.”  
 
And I bet that when Arthur Conan Doyle sat 
down to write that he didn’t think, “I’m 
going to write a narrative today.” Instead 
I’m certain that he thought about writing a 
mystery story that starred Sherlock Holmes. 
 
Writers typically think through genre, not 
mode.  

 


