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ABSTRACT

The present study is an investigation to study the influence of genre-based instruction on Iranian 
EFL learners’ descriptive writing. After applying an OPT, 60 out of 80 Iranian EFL M.A. male 
and female students from two Azad universities in Tehran, Iran, were selected as the main 
participants of the current study. The qualified participants were randomly divided into one 
experimental group and one control group each with 30 learners. The experimental group had 
the genres based instruction on descriptive writing. The treatment was given in 16 sequential 
sessions about 30 minutes at the beginning of each session. The control group received no special 
treatment and it was taught based on traditional methodology of writing instruction. At the initial 
stage of the experiment, to estimate participants’ knowledge at the beginning of the study, a 
pretest on writing performance was run to all participants. In this test, the two groups must 
write two compositions about the same topics. At the end of the study, a posttest was applied to 
check the participants’ descriptive writing after having instruction. The participants’ scores on 
the pretest and posttest were compared to estimate the degree of participants’ progress within 
the group, and also the scores of the two groups were compared with each other to measure the 
function of instruction. The analysis of the results presented that learners in both groups had the 
same ability but learners in experimental group outperformed than learners in control group and 
it was concluded that genres based instruction as treatment worked well. The findings of this 
study are useful for learners to improve their writing skills. Another significance of this study is 
to build learners’ confidence to echo their voice in the international educational contexts and to 
publish their articles in famous worldwide journals.
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INTRODUCTION

Overview

This research wants to investigate the usefulness of a 
genre-based instruction to develop EFL learners’ writing 
skills, the genre of descriptive writing has been chosen for 
this study. Writing is one of the most complex human ac-
tivities. It consists of the development of a design idea, the 
use of mental representation of knowledge, and of experi-
ence with topic. Nowadays, in educational context, all uni-
versity students in different majors require to progress their 
writing skills to have communication with international 
scientific and technological communities. For having this 
purpose, this study attempts to help the university students 
to develop insight about the concept of writing in a new 
perspective.

Genre- based approaches are being applied in ESL/EFL 
approaches so that they are considered as one of the import-
ant features in the last two decades in the field of applied 
linguistics (Rodgers,2001). Also, Hyland (2007) considers 
that genre approaches have considerable effect on the use 
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of language and on literacy education. Genre-based instruc-
tion is used for explicit instruction of moves and steps in 
accordance to lexico-grammatical features which are com-
mon in them. The purpose of this study is to provide collab-
oration between teachers and learners to make writing as a 
dynamic process that causes learners engage with the real 
texts to progress their writing skill and make it as a longtime 
learning.

The descriptive genre is chosen for this study because 
it is necessary for university students who need to describe 
different types of charts, diagrams, procedures, places, ob-
jects and their emotions and experiences in their descriptive 
writings. This study is according to Feez (1998)’ model of 
teaching and learning cycles. She expressed her model of 
genre teaching and learning cycles in five steps: 1-building 
the context, 2-modeling and deconstruction of text, 3-joint 
construction of text, 4-independent construction of text and, 
5-linking related texts. This model wants to contextualize the 
writing tasks and led the learners to comprehend the frame-
work of different types of texts that they have in classroom 
contexts in their real life.
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Statement of the Problem

Limited exposure to English especially in foreign context 
(EFL, in Iran) cause that learners have limited confidence in 
writing in English. This may be related to using test-driven 
learning and traditional approaches for teaching writing that 
cause them to ignore the main process of writing in this situ-
ation. Really, they write to practice grammar for having high 
scores on exams and when they are asked to write; they have 
a lot of problems in writing such as choosing appropriate 
words, the correct grammar, producing ideas and progress-
ing them to have a proper organizational pattern.

The main point is that they have problem in applying 
an appropriate writing design that is according to a target 
language and society, and they strive to use appropriate lan-
guage forms for different writing aims. So it is necessary 
for EFL learners to learn a general knowledge of writing in 
different genres to express their ideas in writings. It is essen-
tial to change the product-based approach to process-based 
approach to develop the learners’ writing ability. Some re-
searches asserted that writing is a tedious activity for learn-
ers because there is not any practical model to make better 
teaching writing skills, and a model to develop active learn-
ing in the classroom. This study wants to provide ideas into 
how to help learners learn an informed way to engage and 
analyses texts. This study investigated the value of explicit 
teaching of genre by this aim to help the learners to become 
more aware of how writers construct texts, and how they 
connect their texts to authentic contexts.

Significance of the Study

The present study is according to Feez (1998)’ model of the 
genre-based cycle. She had used this model in her teaching 
methodology and the usefulness of its use is clearly protected 
by some other researchers (Joyce 1998, Rothery 1996, Hyon 
1996 and Hyland 2007). Basic elements that make this mod-
el are Building the context, Modelling and deconstruction of 
the text, Joint construction of text, Independent construction 
of text and Linking to related texts. Though some studies 
studies have clearly mapped out the use of the model and 
detailed the activities did under each step and the usefulness 
of its use is supported, assessment of the activities applied in 
class seem to be lacking. This model of teaching writing pro-
vides chances for the learners to be engaged with different 
texts types and help them to take part in composing writing 
collaboratively with their teachers and their classmates to be 
according to the requirement of academic writing.

The genre of descriptive writing has been chosen for this 
study to help the learners to develop their writing skills to 
achieve the main purpose of their study. As writing skill is 
one of the main and indispensable part of university activi-
ties, this study emphasizes on uplifting the learners’ abilities 
to write to reach the aims of their field of study. Another 
important element of this study is to increase learners’ confi-
dence to express their voice in the international educational 
contexts and to publish their articles in popular worldwide 
journals.

Purpose of the Study

This study is a try to investigate the influence of genre-based 
teaching on Iranian EFL learners’ descriptive writing. This 
is a mixed method research and it wants to identify the use-
fulness of genre-based teaching to teach academic writing to 
university students who want to develop their writing abil-
ity. The descriptive writing is chosen, because it is a type 
of writing that students require for their academic writing 
tasks. The comparison will be made between using tradition-
al model of teaching writing and the genre-based model of 
teaching to conclude whether this model has got any signif-
icant influence on improving the writing ability of univer-
sity students or not. So, the main purpose of this study is to 
compare the product approach in terms of their influence on 
learners’ academic writing.

Research Questions

1. Does the genre-based instruction have any significant 
effect on university students’ descriptive writing?

Research Hypotheses

H0 (1):  The Genre- based instruction doesn’t have any sig-
nificant effect on university students’ descriptive 
writing.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Background

“The essence of the concept of genre as now used in applied 
linguistics, ESP, and Rhetoric, is an emphasis on the primary 
of communicative purpose and the ways in which communi-
cative needs shape or influence both surface form and deeper 
Rhetorical structure” (Holmes,1997, p.322).

Some researchers express that genres have an active na-
ture. Fahnestock (1997, p.270) expressed that “they are not 
field algorithms “and because “a genre is mean of achiev-
ing a communicative goal that has evolved in response to 
particular rhetorical needs it will change and evolve in re-
sponse to changes in these needs” (cited by Dudley-Evan 
1994.p.219). Bhatia (1997) defined “genres in terms of the 
use of language in conventional communicative settings and 
he goes and says that “they are meant to serve the goals of 
specific discourse communities, and in so doing,they tend to 
establish relatively stable structure forms and, to some ex-
tent, even constrain the use of lexico-grammatical resources 
”(p.181).

John Swales has been the most authoritative figure in the 
field of English for specific purposes, and the most helpful 
definition of genre is provided by him in 1990.So, in this 
section the researcher use Swales (1990) definition to clarify 
the concept of genre.

“A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the 
members of which share some of communicative purpos-
es. These purposes are recognized by the expert members 
of the parent discourse community, and thereby constitute 
the rational for the genre. The rational shapes the schemat-
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ic structure of the discourse and influences and constrains 
choice of content and style. Communicative purposed on 
is both a privileged criterion and that operates to keep the 
scope of a genre as here conceived focused on comparable 
rhetorical action. In addition to purpose, exemplars of genre 
exhibit various pattern of similarity in terms of structure, 
style, content and intended audience” (p.58).

Genre Theories
Hyon (1996) expresses that many researchers in ESP cours-
es (English for specific purposes) consider genre as an in-
strument for teaching spoken and written language need of 
non-native speakers. Some researchers such as (Bhatia 1993; 
Flowerdew 1993; Nawagu 1991; Swales 1990; Thompson 
1994; Weisberg 1993) define genres by considering their 
formal characteristics or by their communicative purposes 
within social context. Swales defines genres as “communica-
tive” events which include both “communicative purposes” 
and “structure, style content and intended audience” (1990 
a.p.58). Some ESP researchers pay attention to the formal 
features of genre than the function of the text and their so-
cial contexts. Some others focus on grammatical features 
such as verb tense, hedges, etc. (Hanaia & Akhtar 1985; Sal-
ager-Meyer 1994; Swales 1990; Tarone, Dwyer, and Gillette, 
Lcke 1981).

New rhetoric studies show a different method for analyz-
ing genre (Hyon 1998). Researchers in these parts pay more 
attention to “the situation context in which genres occur than 
on their forms and have placed special emphasis on the so-
cial purposes, or actions, that these genres fulfill within these 
situations (Hyon 1998.p.696). Miller (1984, p.151) argues,” 
a rhetorically sound definition of genre must be centered not 
on the substance or the form of discourse but on the action 
it is used to accomplish”. Hyon also believes “that many 
proponents of New Rhetoric studied have used ethnographic 
rather than linguistic method for analyzing texts” (p.696).

Another theory is “Australian Genre Theory”. It was at 
the same time of ESP and new rhetoric studies but it is dif-
ferent and independent of both. Australian approaches are 
related to systematic functional linguistic as language theory 
which is expressed by Michael Halliday. As Hyon (1996) 
expresses “systematic functional linguistic is concerned 
with the relationship between language and its function in 
social settings” (p.696), and it is said that the forms of lan-
guages are shaped by the main elements of social context. 
“The key features are; field (the activity going on), tenor 
(the relationship between the participants), and mode (the 
channel of communication)” (p.697). So, it can be concluded 
that Halliday defined genre as “in which the configuration 
of textual features comes together”, (quoted in Flowerdew 
1993.p.308).

The three features of field, tenor, and mode are used to 
recognize discourse structure and choice of linguistics re-
alization. So, according to this view “Genre analysis is the 
study of how the contextual parameters, discourse struc-
ture, and language interrelate” (Flowerdew 1993. p.308). 
Some examples of genre suggested according to this school 
are: Recount, Procedure, Description, Explanation, and 

discourse. Though the new Rhetoric studies and Australian 
theories are applied independently of each other, they show 
considerable overlap, both focused on the role of the context 
and the social situation of the genre. The main difference is 
the prescriptiveness view of genre in Australian school (not 
in the Halliday’s theory). On the other hand, the new rhetoric 
studies develop the dynamic quality of genres (Freedman & 
Medway 1998). Furthermore, the ESP school or the Swa-
lessian tradition focuses on the dynamic structure of genre 
(Conner 1993; Hicks 2000) and focuses on techniques to 
achieve it (Freedman &Medway 1994; Kay and Dudley Ev-
ans1998; Swales 1990).

Feez’s Model of Writing Instruction

As it was expressed, Feez’s (1998) model of writing will be 
applied in this study. Figure 1 shows the model. The cycle 
shows the planning of classroom tasks by showing the pro-
cess of learning a genre as a series of linked steps. Here, 
the teacher provides initial explicit knowledge and guided 
practice, moves to divide responsibility for developing texts, 
and gradually withdraws protect until the learner can do the 
activity by himself. Hyland (2017, p. 260) summarizes the 
main steps of the cycle as:
• “setting the context: revealing genre purposes and the 

settings in which it is commonly used;
• modeling: analyzing representative samples of the genre 

to identify its stages and key features and the variations 
which are possible;

• joint construction: guided, teacher-supported practice in 
the genre through tasks which focus on particular stages 
or functions of the text;

• independent construction: independent writing by stu-
dents monitored by the teacher; and

• comparing: relating what has been learnt to other genres 
and contexts to understand how genres are designed to 
achieve particular social purposes”.

“Each of these stages therefore seeks to achieve a dif-
ferent purpose, and as a result, is associated with different 
types of classroom activities and different teacher–learner 
roles” (Hyland, 2004, pp. 130–140). “The cycle is one way 

Figure 1. Feez’s (1998) model
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of understanding the Five E’s concept long familiar in sci-
ence teaching, helping learners to engage, explore, explain, 
extend, and evaluate” (e.g. Trowbridge & Bybee, 1990, 
p.145). The cycle is intended to allow learners to enter at any 
step according to their existing knowledge of the genre and 
to able teachers to come back to earlier steps of the cycle for 
revision aims.

Empirical Studies
Khatib and Mirzaii (2016) discovered the influence of using 
metalinguistic feedback and scaffolded genre-based teach-
ing via consciousness-raising tasks on EFL learners’ ability 
to write descriptive essay. To achieve this aim, two groups 
as feedback group and instruction group took part in their 
study. After pretesting, the researchers provided the partici-
pants with written metalinguistic explanations on their com-
positions or genre-based instruction. The results showed that 
the instruction group had more significant developments.

Sadeghi, Hassani and Hemmati (2013) studied the role 
of a genre-based instruction on ESP students’ reading com-
prehension. They chose 116 homogenous participants in 
the field of biology as the participants of the study then 
they were divided into two groups; experimental and con-
trol groups. The experimental group was taught via genre-
based instruction and the control groups was instructed by 
using a traditional one. Both groups had a 30-item pro-
ficiency test of English and two 30-item tests of English 
reading comprehension. The results were analyzed by us-
ing t-test that showed the significant role of a genre-based 
instruction in developing the ESP learners’ reading com-
prehension.

Shafizadeh and Sajedi (2013) studied the influence of 
genre consciousness raising and genre-based instruction on 
second language reading comprehension proficiency. 40 stu-
dents took an IELTS test and were divided into two groups 
of low and high proficient according to their scores. Both 
groups had pre-and post-reading comprehension tests of nar-
rative genre. Shafizadeh and Sajedi (2013, p.230) expressed 
that “genre-familiarity influences reading comprehension 
ability of the learners”. Furthermore, it was expressed that 
“reading comprehension ability is influenced by the lev-
el of proficiency as well as the familiarity of the genres”. 
Shafizadeh and Sajedi (2013, p.230) argues that “genre-fa-
miliarity and language proficiency are crucial for reading 
comprehension”.

Crossley (2013) also argues about the influence of genre 
analysis pedagogy. He stresses on the role of different in-
structional approaches on writing. He asserts that “move 
analysis approach as an approach to genre analysis influence 
writing performance of the language learners than the chro-
notropic approach which is a non-genre-analysis approach” 
(p.146). Crossley (2013) offers that genre analysis methods 
be used in the English for Specific purposes (ESP).

In another study, Khatib and Mirzaii (2016) did a three-
strand mixed study aimed at the empirical development 
of an analytic rating scale for scoring descriptive written 
by EFL learners. Their mixed study factor analyzed 172 
ELT participants’ analyses of the genre of descriptive, and 

content-analyzed 20 authentic and 30 inauthentic descriptive 
texts. Resulting from two meta-inferences made in the course 
of this study, the Analytic Rating Scale for EFL Descriptive 
Writing was constructed. Hopefully, using this scale led to 
more reliable scores and more valid interpretation.

Minaabad and Khoshkholgh (2012) study to explore the 
effect of genre-based instruction on English for specific 
purpose (ESP) for learners’ reading comprehension ability 
and the correlation between their reading comprehension 
and their general English proficiency. So, they choose 150 
BA students who were studying ESP in the field of com-
puter engineering. The participants answered a version of 
GEP test (i.e. a 1961 version of Michigan test). Based on 
the results, the subjects were divided into two groups: high 
and low proficiency. Both groups were randomly divided 
into two experimental and control groups. The four groups 
(i.e. high level experimental, high level control, low level 
experimental, and low level control) received a six-session 
instruction and after that they had a posttest. A two-way 
ANOVA was applied for analyzing the results. Minaabad 
and Khoshkholgh (2012) showed that genre-based instruc-
tion effect learners’ reading comprehension. Moreover, 
they concluded that there is positive relationship between 
learner’s ESP reading comprehension achievement and 
general English proficiency.

METHODOLOGY

Participants

At the beginning of the study, the researcher got the con-
sent forms from the participants and their instructors. Ox-
ford Placement Test (OPT) was applied to select those whose 
score are between one standard deviation (+1SD) above the 
mean and one standard deviation (-1SD) below the mean. 
Based on the results of the OPT, 60 out of 80 Iranian EFL 
M.A. male and female students from two Azad universities 
in Tehran, Iran, were selected as the main participants of this 
study. A group of 60 male and female MA students took part 
in this study, who were passing academic writing course in 
two Azad universities of Tehran, Iran. The participants were 
between 23 and 35 years old. Then, the participants were 
divided into two groups, an experimental group and a control 
group.

Instrumentation

To collect data, the following instruments were used in this 
study:

Oxford placement test

To estimate the general language proficiency of the partici-
pants at the beginning of the study, and to have a homoge-
nous sample, the Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was applied. 
The KR-21 formula was used to estimate the internal reli-
ability of the test. This test consisted of 100 items in the form 
of multiple-choice questions, and students were supposed to 
choose the correct answer from among the alternatives.
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Pretest

A standard pretest was applied to investigate the participants’ 
initial knowledge of writing skill. The purpose of this test 
was to investigate whether participants were homogeneous 
in their writing skill at the beginning of the study. This test 
consisted of two compositions. The participants were asked 
to write two compositions for descriptive writing. The topics 
of the writing compositions of the pretest were also reviewed 
by two faculty members to ensure the validity. Moreover, 
KR21 was conducted to ensure its reliability.

Posttest

This test consisted of two compositions. The only difference 
between this test and the pretest was that the sequence of the 
writing topics was changed to avoid “practice effect” (Bach-
man, 1990) on the part of the participants. The posttest was 
applied to estimate the progress of the experimental group 
via using genre-based teaching during the 16 sessions. It was 
necessary to express that the pretest and posttest were de-
scriptive writing based on IELTS’ writing test.

Data Collection Procedure

At the beginning of this study, an Oxford Proficiency Test 
(OPT) was administered to ensure the homogeneity of the par-
ticipants. Then, 80 female and male MA EFL learners from 
two Azad universities of Tehran, Iran whose scores fell one SD 
above and below the mean were selected as main participants 
in this study. Having analyzed the data, the researcher selected 
60 participants for the purpose of this study. Participants were 
divided into one experimental group and one control group 
each with 30 learners. The experimental group received the 
genres based instruction on descriptive writing. The treatment 
was given in 16 sequential sessions about 30 minutes at the 
beginning of each session. The control group received no spe-
cial treatment and it was instructed based on traditional model 
of writing instruction. At the beginning of the study, a pretest 
on writing performance was administered to measure partici-
pants’ initial knowledge. In this test, the two groups were giv-
en the same topics to write two compositions.

At the end of the study, a posttest was used to check the 
participants’ knowledge in terms of descriptive writing after 
having been exposed to instruction. The participants’ scores 
on the pretest and posttest were compared to estimate the 
amount of progress of participants within the group, and also 
the scores of the two groups were compared with each other 
to see the function of instruction.

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Findings of the First Research Question

The results of the analysis of learners’ responses to 
the writing performance before using the genres based 
instruction as the treatment

As Table 1 shows the mean and the standard deviation scores 
in writing performance pre-test for the experimental group 

are respectively 20.53 and 7.53. The mean and the standard 
deviation scores in writing pre-test for the control group are 
respectively 20.21 and 7.48. As it is clear, these two groups 
were at the same level at the beginning of this study.

A t-test was used to show the sameness of these two 
groups before using treatment.

As Table 2 shows the amount of t-observed (t=2.21) is 
significant at the probability level of p=.062 which is bigger 
than.05. So, it is clear that there is not any significant differ-
ence between control and experimental groups before using 
treatment.

The results of the analysis of learners’ responses to 
the writing performance after using the genres based 
instruction as the treatment
Table 3 gives a summary of the learners’ responses to the 
writing test after the treatment.

As is clear from Table 3, the mean and the standard de-
viation scores in writing posttest for experimental group 
are respectively 27.49 and 6.12. The mean and the standard 
deviation scores in writing performance posttest for control 
group are respectively 18.30 and 5.50. By comparing the 
means of the post-test, it can be expressed that the experi-
mental group did better on the posttest. So, the researcher 
can conclude that genres based instruction as the treatment 
worked well.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Discussion
To do this study, the researcher chose 60 students by apply-
ing OPT as a proficiency test. Then, the participants were 
divided into experimental and control groups. At the begin-
ning of the study, a pretest was given to learners to estimate 
their writing ability. The analysis of the results showed that 
learners in both groups were at the same level of ability. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the learners’ responses 
to the writing performance before the treatment
Groups N MEAN SD
Experimental 30 20.53 7.53 
Control 30 20.21 7.48 

Table 2. The results of the t-test for the writing 
performance test
Groups No. Mean SD df t p
Experimental 30 20.53 7.53 58 2.21 . 062
Control 30 20.21 7.48

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the learners’ responses 
to the writing performance test after the treatment
Groups N MEAN SD
Experimental 30 27.49 6.12 
Control 30 18.30 5.50 
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Next, participants in the experimental group were taught via 
genres based instruction but learners in control group were 
instructed via traditional methods. Finally, the same pretest 
was given to learners in both groups as posttest and the anal-
ysis of the results showed that learners in experimental group 
did better than learners in control group and it was concluded 
that genres based instruction as treatment worked well.

The results of this study are in line with the study by 
Akyürek (2003) who found that genres based instruction 
can be a good strategy for improving learners writing ability. 
Also, another study by Amer (2002) presented that female 
learners were better in writing performance by using genres 
based instruction.

Implications for English Teachers and Learners

By conducting this study, the researcher wanted to answer 
the research question and found some implications for En-
glish teachers and learners. So, it can be recommended that 
teachers should consider genres based instruction for im-
proving writing skills. By using these strategies L2 learners 
can enhance their writing abilities through meaningful learn-
ing and they will have more confidence.
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