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Abstract 

This article reports the findings of a quasi-experimental study investigating the effect of 

using the analysis of technical genre exemplars within the systematic functional 

linguistic framework for developing rhetorical awareness in technical writing. The 

study participants were sixty undergraduate students at  university. Genre analysis test 

and writing samples were conducted at the beginning and the end of the course to 

assess their rhetorical awareness. The findings revealed that analyzing technical genre 

exemplars developed students' rhetorical awareness. Analyzing technical genre 

exemplars helped students be aware of how texts in technical writing were shaped for 

different purposes, audiences and context. Furthermore, students’ rhetorical 

awareness was transferred into their technical writing.  
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Introduction 

Second-language acquisition (SLA) research considers the approach of 

genre instruction as the method that students use to discover the features of 

written and spoken texts. Many studies showed the effect of genre analysis 

approach on developing students' reading and writing in second language 

(Cheng, 2007; Cheng, 2008a; Cheng, 2008b; Henry& Roseberry,1998; 

Mustafa,1995). However, no empirical study, to our knowledge, has been 

conducted on genre analysis for developing rhetorical awareness in 

technical writing. The current study rigorously investigated students' 

analyzing technical genre exemplars to enhance their rhetorical awareness 

in technical writing. 
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Review of Literature  

       SLA researchers have made many attempts to identify the term genre.  

Swales' book about genre analysis in academic and research has laid the 

foundation for genre analysis. According to Swales, genre comprises 

communicative events in which writers share communicative purposes for 

constituting genre's rationale which shapes discourse structure and affects 

the choice of style and content (Swales, 2011). Routledge Linguistics 

Encyclopedia claimed that genre has  specific discourse structures and 

features to achieve its communicative purpose (Malmkjaer, 2013). As it is 

the writer's response to the social context and genre analysis (Johns, 2003), 

it takes into consideration the intrapersonal, institutional, sociocultural,  and 

organizational factors that affect genre construction. Hence, conducting a 

genre analysis might help learners understand its features and discover that 

texts are not the same in all disciplines. They are written for different 

audiences in response to different situations to achieve certain goals. 

 

         Rhetorical awareness means that students should be aware of the 

rhetorical elements in their writing including purpose (why the document is 

being written, understanding the relationship between the features of text 

and its communicative purpose), audience (who will read the document, 

who might read your work), and Context (the background of situation in 

which the document is created, the circumstances of the environment where 

a piece of communication takes place). Students need to carry out genre 

analysis tasks to discover all the essential features related to rhetorical 

action. After some practices in genre analysis, they will internalize  the 

specific features of each genre and use them in the construction of their 

own writing. According to (Swales, 2011), such genre-analysis tasks give 

students new insight into the mechanisms of rhetoric in their texts. 

However, from the researcher's point of view, such genre analysis tasks 

give students an awareness of the rhetorical features when they construct 

their own writing.  

  

        Since the early ninties, there has been a shift in the use of genre and 

genre analysis. The teaching of genres has been influenced by three 

approaches to genre – the approach of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), 

New Rhetoric approach, and Systemic Functional Linguistics approach. A 

genre analyst of English for Specific Purposes focuses more on the 

specialized words and particular grammatical structures. New rhetoric 

genre perspective is more interested in the rhetorical organization of the 

text such as "move'' and "step" analysis of a particular genre and in search 
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of the grammatical structures  effected by the rhetorical consideration 

(Riazi, 2016). Systemic functional linguistics gives more attention to the 

main function of language  for making meaning in a context rather than as a 

set of specific structures. It requires realizing three kinds of linguistic 

sources in text to understand a genre: ideational sources which are 

responsible for constructing text content; interpersonal sources which are 

responsible for constructing tenor (the relationship between speaker/listener 

or writer/reader), or social relations, or attitudes in a written text; and 

textual features which are responsible for constructing mode (how the flow 

of information is organized in a written text) (Bartlett & O'Grady, 2017; 

Byrnes, 2013;  Stukker, Spooren, & Steen, 2016; Yan and Webster, 2014) 

 

      The genre analysis that is based on Systemic functional linguistics 

approach provides the theoretical background of the current study. Giving 

students opportunity to analyze the linguistic features based on register 

variables of field, tenor and mode, along with the resources of linguistic 

metafunctions (interpersonal, textual resources, and ideational) can foster 

learners' knowledge of how particular written genres use particular 

rhetorical and linguistic features. In the current study, using technical 

writing (e.g, report, email, letter, memo, user manual, resume…….etc.) as 

the main content of the genre analysis, is supported by the SFL background 

described above. The audience in technical writing is apparent in the 

content of technical writing. Many different functional goals, including 

giving information, writing instructions, writing a cover letter, writing 

memo, writing user manual…..etc., can be realized via modes of technical 

writing genre to respond to specific readers (tenor) for a specific social 

situation ( field). 

 

         Most of the studies that investigated the use of genre analysis over the 

past 27 years were more concerned with developing reading and writing 

(Cheng, 2008a; Hyon, 2001; Kalali, 2015) generic competence (Deng, 

Chen and Zhang, 2014), genre awareness (Negretti&Maria, 2011; Yayli, 

2011), rhetorical structure (Lee, 2016), generic features (Cheng, 2007), and 

very few studies like Cheng (2008b), to our knowledge, showed the 

effectiveness of genre analysis on the awareness of only two rhetorical 

parameters (reader/writer and purpose) and did not measure its effect on all 

the rhetorical awareness. Moreover, Cheng's study was conducted on one 

student so the study's result cannot be generalized. Other studies like Kakh, 

Mansor, and Zakaria (2014) investigated the effect of rhetorical analysis 

tasks on postgraduate students' sense of audience in thesis writing. The 

findings suggested that rhetorical analysis may improve learners’ sense of 
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audience. Chandrasegaran (2012) conducted a study in which he 

investigated whether instruction in identifying rhetorical moves analysis in 

a writing class would have a positive effect on students' choice and 

organization of moves in students' essay writing. The finding showed that 

the high correlation between participants' move analysis and essay writing 

scores suggest that raising students' rhetorical awareness through 

instruction in move analysis affected positively on move organization and 

choice in their writing. 

  

          In addition to these studies, there is one attempt that discovered 

students' rhetorical sensitivity after analyzing some genres for developing 

their reading.  Hyon (2001) provided empirical evidence of the effect of an 

EAP reading course based on genre on non-native adult speakers. The 

study investigated the effect of analyzing class genres (e.g., news story, 

textbook, and article) on their second language reading. The genres of 

reading were analyzed in terms of purpose, structure ,content, and  

language style. Results revealed that some students applied the genre 

features they acquired to their second language reading and writing.  

Moreover, they gained rhetorical sensitivity that may transfer to other 

reading texts. The scope of the study of Hyon (2001) was limited in terms 

of the lack of instruments to investigate the effectiveness of genre analysis 

on rhetorical sensitivity.  

 

         Reviewing previous studies, it became obvious that there is no study, 

to our knowledge, that was conducted using genre analysis to develop 

students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing. Therefore, the point 

regarding how to enhance students’ rhetorical awareness through analyzing 

exemplars of technical genre within Systemic functional linguistic 

framework has not been adequately explored so far. The chief aim of the 

current study, consequently, is to enhance students' rhetorical awareness in 

technical writing through using the analysis of technical genre exemplars 

based on the framework of SFL of Genre- based Instruction. In the light of 

this aim, the current study tries to find an answer to the following main 

questions: 

1-How effective is the use of analyzing technical genre exemplars in 

developing students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing? 

2-To what extent is the students' rhetorical awareness transferred into their 

technical writing? 
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Methodology  

A 14-week technical genre analysis course was designed and delivered by 

the author and a doctoral candidate researcher. Students were met twice a 

week. Each session was 120 minutes. The data were collected in technical 

writing course taught by the author in University. The genre- instruction of 

how to conduct a genre analysis usually lasted an hour; the remaing time 

was devoted to students' discussions and conferences. The study followed a 

one group pre/post quasi experimental design. Since most of the students 

were expected to analyze many forms of technical writing during their 

study at university, the SFL genre approach (Bartlett and O'Grady, 2017; 

Swales,2011) was adopted for their analysis of the rhetorical features of 

technical writing. 

 

Participants 

Over the course of one semester, a total of 60 Saudi female students who 

spoke Arabic as their first language consented to be participants in this 

study. They were studying computer science at Tabuk university in the 

north of Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. All the participants' majoring was in 

computer science department. They enrolled in the third year in the 

university. They were between the ages of 18-20 years old. 

 

Instruments 

 A rhetorical analysis test and an analysis of writing samples were the two 

instruments used in this study. The rhetorical analysis test (see appendix B) 

was conducted to assess students' rhetorical awareness (audience, purpose, 

and context) of technical writing (e.g, report, job application, user manual, 

memo). It consisted of nine items. Item one assessed students' awareness of 

purpose. Items two to six assessed students' awareness of audience. Items 

seven to nine assessed students' awareness of context. The rhetorical 

analysis test was piloted by ten professors in applied linguistics before it 

was used in the study. The test items were also constructed based on 

reviewing literature related to rhetorical awareness and technical writing 

including Dos Santos (2002); Swales (2011); Devitt (2010); Lunsford, 

Wilson, and Eberly (2009). Most of the amendments proposed by the ten 

professors in applied linguistics were about rewording some items and 

omitting certain items. Their comments and recommendations were 

considered in the final version of the test. Subsequently, a test was 

administered to 60 female students to assess their rhetorical awareness. A 

second instrument was analyzing students' own productive technical 

writing samples to assess whether students' rhetorical awareness was 

transferred into their writing. A rhetorical awareness analytical scoring 
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rubric was constructed to assess students' writing samples before and after 

the intervention. It was constructed in the light of reviewing literature and 

previous studies including Brookhart (2013); Walvoord, Stevens, and Levi 

(2013); Anderson (2016); Tyagi and Misra (2011). It comprised three 

criteria for assessing rhetorical awareness in technical writing including 

purpose, audience, and context.  

 

Procedures 

The sixty Female participants were randomly selected by the author after 

taking the approval of the vice dean of the college and students' consent to 

participate in this study. To assess students before the intervention a pre-

test was administered by a Ph.D. candidate researcher and marked by a 

third party that consisted of three volunteer teachers with knowledge and 

expertise in the course. Analytical scoring rubric (see appendix c) was 

constructed for grading students' writing samples. 

   

Treatment 

The treatment was carried out over a 14-week period during the 2017 

winter term of the academic year. During the experimental intervention 

period, the author provided explicit instruction about how to analyze the 

text ideationally (purpose awareness), interpersonally (audience 

awareness), and contextually (context awareness) at the beginning of each 

session. Various guided technical writing exemplars (memo, resume, 

reports, manuals) followed by group work activities were used for 

practising the analysis (see Appendix A). 

 

         After the explicit instruction, the author provided guided activities. 

Students were asked to analyze the texts ideationally, interpersonally, and 

contextually. Ideationally, students identified the text purpose, i.e. they  

mentioned the reason for writing that type of writing. Interpersonally, the 

students were asked to identify the kind of relationship between the writer 

and the reader(e.g., what is the relation between the writer and the reader?, 

who was involved in the writing?, what was their status?, how did their 

status affect their way of writing?, and how did the readers interpret the 

writers’ rhetorical features?). Contextually, students were asked to notice 

the organization of information (e.g,. How is the text organized, how is the 

layout /background of the text, and what ways did the writer use to 

introduce and end his text?). Then, Students conducted pairs discussions 

and whole class discussion.  In all, there was an explicit instruction guided 

by the researcher to develop students' rhetorical awareness.  
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        After that, the author divided students into small groups and gave 

them hands out (see some exemplars in Appendix A) to be practised. The 

author asked students to answer the questions below the text. The questions 

were as these examples: 'what is the purpose of the manual? Or ‘what did 

the author intend to do? Or ‘What phrases ,words, sentences did the writer 

use to refer to the purpose?’ in order to raise students' purpose awareness. 

The students also answered questions such as 'what was the kind of relation 

between the author and the reader?' or 'what was the status of the writer and 

the reader? Or 'who is the intended reader?' in order to heighten students' 

awareness of the audience and questions like 'what was the background of 

situation in which the text was created?' or ' what were the circumstances in 

which this text was written?'  

 

        After six weeks of technical genre analysis, the exemplars were used 

as a guide for students to to write their own technical writing (e.g., memo, 

report, user manual, incidental report, internal progress report ,cover 

letter…ect) beside the analysis. At the end of each session, the author 

received the students' writing samples.  

 

Data collection 

The data of the study were collected from 60 female students. The course 

of the study was taught by the author. The study started on the second week 

of semester to ensure the regular attendance of students and that they 

resumed their classes, it concluded two weeks before the end of semester to 

avoid course withdrawals that might occur. 

 

       The rhetorical analysis test was administred at the beginning and end 

of the treatment by other researcher. Students required 60 minutes to 

complete the entire text. The rhetorical analysis test's reliability was 

established two weeks before the beginning of the study. It was conducted 

to a randomly selected group of forty students in the same level of the 

treatment group. Those students were excluded from the study. After 

fifteen days from the first administration, the same students were retested 

by the researcher. Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated between 

the test/ re-test, and it was 0.93.  

 

     Writing samples were collected from students by the other researcher. 

They were collected two times: at the beginning and at the end of the 

treatment to determine if students' rhetorical awareness was transferred into 

their technical writing after conducting genre analysis of some technical 

writing exemplars. An analysis of the writing samples was conducted by 
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the author and the other researcher. To determine inter-rater consistency 

between the author and the researcher, an inter-rater reliability analysis was 

conducted using Pearson correlation coefficient which was 0.91. This 

indicates an agreement between the two raters with regard to their 

realizations of the same rhetorical purpose, audience, and context. 

 

Data analysis 

Preliminary statistical analyses such as Pearson’s coefficient of internal 

consistency and paired sample T-test were conducted for data analysis. 

Consequently, all data of the final-version instruments were found reliable. 

 

Analyses, Findings, and Discussion 

How effective is the use of analyzing technical genre exemplars in 

developing students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing? 

       To check for any differences between the rhetorical analysis pretest 

and the posttest one in the same group, the "t-test" for paired samples was 

used. The findings reported in Table 1 revealed that t-value was (20.4) and 

significant at 0.01 level. This result indicated that there were significant 

differences between the mean scores of the rhetorical analysis pretest and 

the posttest one which indicate that analyzing technical genre exemplars 

had a positive effect on developing students' rhetorical awareness in 

technical writing. This result answered the first research question 

confirming that analyzing technical genre exemplars did result in  

positively on developing students' rhetorical awareness. Table 1 presents a 

summary of the data analysis obtained from the rhetorical analysis pretest 

and the posttest one. 

  
Table 1: T-test Results of the Rhetorical Analysis Test 

Group No. Means St.Deviation D. f. t. value 

Pre test 60 1.50 0.50 119 20.4 

Post test 60 7.90 3.71 

*Significant at 0.01 level 

To what extent is the students' rhetorical awareness transferred into their 

technical writing? 

 

      Sixty technical writing samples were analyzed by the author and the 

researcher (see Appendix D). The intial analysis was conducted at the 

beginning of semester to assess their rhetorical awareness before the 
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intervention. Another analysis was conducted at the end of the course to 

assess their rhetorical awareness after the intervention. 

 

       The two rater analyzed the students' samples of writing in their 

awareness of purpose, audience, and context. Using the "t-test" for paired 

samples, the analysis of collected data showed that the obtained t-value 

(23.4) was significant at 0.01 level. Table 2 presents a summary of the data 

analysis obtained from participants' pre-writing samples and their post-

writing samples. As shown in Table 2, t-value showed that there were 

significant  differences between the mean sores obtained from students' pre-

writing samples and the post ones, which mean that learners transferred 

their rhetorical awareness into their technical writing. 

  
Table 2: T-test results of the analysis of pre/post writing samples 

Group No. Means St.Deviation D. f. t. value 

Pre test 60 1.5 0.5 119 23.4 

Post test 60 6.5 2.5 

*Significant at 0.01 level 

     This finding confirms the literature-based theoretical research that 

recognizes genre analysis as a powerful learning means (e.g. Cheng, 2007;  

Deng et al.,2016; Hyon, 2001; Kalali, 2015; Lee, 2016; Negretti& Kuteeva, 

2011; Yasuda, 2011; Yayli, 2011). This finding further complement the 

findings of other experimental studies which showed the effectiveness of 

genre analysis on only one or two elements of rhetorical awareness (Cheng, 

2008b; Lee, 2016; Kakh, Mansor, and Zakaria, 2014). The finding further 

validates the study conducted by Hyon 2001 which discovered that students 

gained rhetorical sensitivity and may transfer to reading other texts through 

analyzing some genres.  

 

      The quasi-experimental design of the current study, the treatment used, 

the procedures of data collection, and the statistical analyses conducted all 

contributed to providing rigorous and promising results. All of these 

procedures made us confident that the analysis of technical genre 

exemplars developed students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing. 

Importantly, this study presented far-reaching implications for SL 

teaching/learning practices. The study not only supports the significant role 

of genre analysis as a powerful learning means (e.g. Cheng, 2007;  Deng et 

al.,2016; Kalali, 2015; Lee, 2016; Negretti& Kuteeva, 2011; Yayli, 2011) 

but also experimentally validates the correlation between genre analysis 

and rhetorical awareness. The current study remains the first experimental 
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investigation to provide an empirical validation of the effect of genre 

analysis on rhetorical awareness. 

 

Conclusions 

The current article reported the findings of  a quasi-experimental study that 

investigated the effect of analyzing technical genre exemplars for 

developing students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing. The study 

investigated (i) the use of analyzing technical genre exemplars in 

developing students' rhetorical awareness in technical writing and (ii) how 

students' rhetorical awareness was transferred to their technical writing. 

Following rigorous procedures, 14-week treatment course was conducted. 

Learners were exposed to a course of analyzing technical genre exemplars. 

Genre analysis test and writing samples were used to assess students' 

rhetorical awareness in technical writing. Analyses revealed a significant 

difference in learners' rhetorical awareness after the intervention. 

 

        Empiricall -based studies on the effect of genre analysis on rhetorical 

awareness were not conducted before. The main focus of the previous 

studies was on assessing one or two elements of rhetorical awareness (e.g. 

awareness of audience or awareness of reader). It is, therefore, the  

contribution of this study that it provided empirical evidence illustrating 

that analysis of technical genre exemplars can indeed positively influence 

learners' rhetorical awareness in technical writing. 

 

      One limitation of the current study is the lack of male participants, 

although no research is yet reported on differences of gender in rhetorical 

awareness. Future research endeavours should, however, include  male 

language participants to establish this conclusion empirically. A control 

group to establish this conclusion empirically is needed also for future 

research. 

 

Note 

We were unable to include male participants in the current study because 

there were no co-educational settings due to cultural and religious 

restrictions. We were also unable to include a control group in the study 

because of restrictions of students' schedule in the department of computer 

science. 
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Appendices 

Appendix (A)  Technical Genre exemplars  
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Appendix (B) 
 

Rhetorical Analysis Test 
Personal Information 

 Name  

 University ID 

 Section 

Read the following text and answer the questions 

 
1- What is the purpose of the text? 

………………………………………………………………………… 

2- Who produced the text? 

……………………………………………………………………… 
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3- Who is the intended audience? 

………………………………………………………………………… 

4- How is the social relationship between the writer and the reader? 

……………………………………………………………………… 

5- How does the reader's status affect the way the writer chose the language? 

…………………………………………………………………………. 

6- How are the writer's language choices interpreted by the reader? 

………………………………………………………………… 

7- Does the writer use any attractive techniques to draw the readers' attention 

to the text? 

…………………………………………………………………… 

8- Has the writer considered the layout and organization of the text? Does 

this suggest any thing about the document? 

……………………………………………………………… 

9- What were the circumstances in which this text was written? 

………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

                                            



 (202)  
 Occasional Papers 

Vol. 63: B (2017) 
ISSN 1110-2721 

Appendix (C) 

Rhetorical awareness analytical scoring rubric 
Level 

 

   Criteria 

4 

Complete 

awareness 

3 

Moderate 

awareness 

2 

limit 

awareness 

1 

Un 

awareness 

points 

purpose The writer states the 

purpose of writing 

clearly 

with detail.  

 

The writer 

writes phrases 

related to the topic. 

The purpose is vague 

Writing does not clearly 

state the purpose. The 

reader is left with 

questions.  

 

The writer 

does not 

state the 

purpose of 

writing 

clearly 

 

audience Writing is skillfully 

adapted to the 

audience  

 with the 

understanding of a 

specific audience. 

Writing clarifies the 

status or the relation 

between the writer 

and the reader. 

 

The writer 

shows little sense of 

audience.  

 

 The writer's  

sense of audience is 

vague  

 

The writer 

shows no 

sense of 

audience.  

 

 

context Demonstrates a 

thorough 

understanding 

of context. Writing is 

clearly organized. The 

writer considers the 

formality/infor-mality 

of the context, the 

layout 

 

Demonstrates 

adequate consideration 

of 

Context. The writer 

demonstrates adequate 

consideration of 

the formality/inform-

ality of the context, the 

layout 

 

Demonstrates minimal 

attention to 

context 

Lacks 

attention to 

context. 

Writing is 

disorganized

. The 

writerdoes 

not consider 

the 

formality/inf

-ormality of 

the context, 

the layout  

 

    Total …>  
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Appendix (D) 
WRITING SAMPLES 
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