
	  

  

What Don’t I Know?	  
Like many other kinds of research practices, researching 
writing usually begins with a Writer/Researcher (WR) 
saying, “I don’t know.” This is the way a lot of good 
research can get started, but it’s actually very different from 
the way we’re often taught to think about writing. The idea 
that we can “know how to write” (and that this knowledge 
can be used in every writing situation) is often a big part of 
our school writing experiences.  Assignments and exams are 
designed to give us scores that show us how well we “know 
how to write.” We’re still learning to write in each new 
situation, but we don’t observe the (sometimes subtle) 

differences that happen when we write in different situations. It’s not always a problem that we do this 
unconsciously, but it can become a serious problem when we’re not able to effectively make the 
transitions that alter our writing to make it appropriate in a new situation. Sometimes important (negative) 
consequences can result when we aren’t able to make these transitions. In these situations, becoming a 
conscious WR can often make a significant difference in our success or failure.  

A Writing Research perspective begins with the assumption that every new kind of writing is going to 
entail some activities that we don’t know about. It assumes that there will be nuances and complications 
related to the specific writing situation that may be completely invisible to us if we’re new to the scene. 
And understanding these complicated, nuanced activities when we compose can make the difference 
between a writing production that’s successful and one that’s not.  

However, as we do certain kinds of writing in certain situations over and over, we often do learn to have a 
lot of confidence: we “know how to write” ... in that genre, at least! Sometimes it can even be difficult to 
go back to investigate genres we already know how to do, because the “knowing how” has replaced the 
“learning how” in our understanding of that type of writing. The problem with this kind of learning is that 
when we encounter a new kind of writing we generally tend to automatically equate it with other kinds of 
writing we already know how to do. We just lump it all together. This sometimes works, if the two types 

Investigating Genre A Micro Version 
The ISU writing program focuses on building skills for investigating writing in a 
range of environments.  Studying genres “in the wild” is a complicated and 
sometimes difficult task, especially when the researcher is also a participant in the 
writing (author, editor, collaborator), but at times it can also be a very necessary 
skill. It’s generally true that writers can learn to write in new situations, even 
without being conscious of the efforts they are making to adapt and alter their 
writing; but at other times, writers can find it extremely difficult to make these 
kinds of transitions, because the new kind of writing is very different, or because 
they lack some critical writing skill for that situation. The writing research 
methods outlined in this handout can be useful in these types of situations. They 
offer some basic guidelines for thinking about and investigating genre. 
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of writing are similar enough. But the more different the new kind of writing is (or the more unfamiliar 
the writing situation) the more likely it is that an assumption that we “know how” can actually create 
problems for our writing. 

So starting any investigation of a new kind of writing with “I don’t know” just makes good sense -- it 
keeps the WR from making too many assumptions that might cause problems when it comes to the actual 
experiment of writing (there will be more on writing experiments later in this text). Although saying, “I 
don’t know” can be freaky, it’s worth it. While it’s definitely more comfortable to feel like you know how 
to do something, both “good writing” (in specific situations) and good writing research start at the point 
where the Writing Researcher’s knowledge leaves off.   

For a WR, the activities involved in the “I Don’t Know” process can start almost anywhere, as s/he learns 
to recognize and categorize a new writing situation. Learning to observe what’s new and different may 
often take the form of examining samples of writing (when they’re available), but the more subtle aspect 
of this research is simply learning to see where our knowledge leaves off, and unfamiliar territory begins. 
A WR might ask, “am I sure that I know how to do this?” or even, “do I need to think carefully about this 
kind of writing, or can I just go ahead and do it?” Writing Researchers learn to fairly quickly identify 
situations when it matters – when ones lack of knowledge and the importance of the writing combine to 
create a situation where becoming more conscious of the writing situation is necessary.	  

 

What Can I Learn? 
Learning about writing can involve a really wide range of 
writing research activities. Some of these activities might be 
surprising (or even uncomfortable) to those who think about 
“learning to write” as a process of learning a set of rules to 
follow in all situations.  

This is because most specific kinds of writing exist within 
entire “ecosystems” of activities. Making a grocery list isn’t 
just about writing things down on a piece of paper, or a post-
it, or in your iPhone; grocery lists are about the activity of 
shopping -- of remembering what we want to purchase when 
we’re are moving through the world, where we can get 

distracted and easily forget that we wanted to buy dog food as well as milk. So even the process of 
creating a simple grocery list can become complicated. For example, writing a list becomes different 
when we’re trying to write a list for someone else to use in a store where we know how things are 
organized, but s/he may not. 1 

Writing activities and the genres that different groups in different situations produce may often seem on 
the surface like they are similar, when in fact they’re not. For example, most people, working in most 
companies in the US write work-related emails to each other. But not all emails are the same. An email 
sent to a faculty member at a university in Great Britain might need to be much more formal than an 
email on the same subject would be in USA (although not always), because in Great Britain faculty are 
almost never addressed in informal ways (by their first names, for example) by students. In the USA, this 
kind of informality can be a common practice at some universities, but not at others. So a practical WR 
often needs to spend some time “unpacking” a particular writing activity in order to see all the small 
differences and specific requirements that are involved, because WRs are often trying to both understand 

                                                
1 There is a really interesting description of grocery lists as a writing activity in Stephen Witte’s article, Context, Text, Intertext: 
Toward a Constructivist Semiotic of Writing Written Communication April 1992 9: 237-308. 
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a particular writing situation and also participate in it. This means that a WR sometimes has to make 
quick decisions that involve what to look at and what to pay attention to. The “stakes” of the situation are 
often a big part of this -- how much does it matter that this writing is successful for certain audiences?  
Sometimes, like with the grocery list, it doesn’t matter very much. After all, you can always go back to 
the store for the dog food.  But sometimes creating a successful writing event can be crucial, like in a 
school situation where a grade is involved; or in a work situation where a job or a promotion or a new 
contract might be involved; or in life outside of school and work where communicating with someone 
you love or creating political changes might be involved. 

When a WR is involved in a writing situation where it matters to do it right then s/he will need to start 
getting into exactly what new information can be learned (and how it can be learned), and that’s where 
things get more complicated. In the ISU Writing Program, we’ve developed some techniques for looking 
at genres that involve doing research into the history and purpose of the writing, looking closely at the 
features of the writing (what we sometimes call “requirements of the genre”), and looking at the actual 
writing situation closely (like who is doing the writing, what kinds of tools are being used, and how is the 
writing being distributed and taken up by readers and users).  

We’ll be providing you with some specific examples of different models for doing this kind of research. 
From a “big picture” perspective, the Writing Program uses a set of strategies outlined as part of a 
particular approach to studying activities, called CHAT (Cultural-Historical Activity Theory), which you 
can learn more about by visiting our website at isuwriting.com. But the basic premise we think is 
important for writer/researchers to learn is that investigating writing can take time -- and it can get 
complicated. This kind of study can be an important part of learning how to be a flexible (and successful) 
writer in different kinds of writing situations.	  

	  	  

What do I know? 
When thinking about any new kind of writing situation, it 
can be critical to understand very minutely the kinds of 
writing expertise we’ll be using. That is, we need to be 
aware of what we know -- what we’ve learned from other 
similar kind of writing genres and situations -- and how that 
knowledge might either help or hurt us as we start to work 
in the new writing environment.  

A classic example of this kind of situation is the basic, 5-
paragraph essay that many students (at least in the USA, 
and certainly in Illinois) are taught to use during grade 
school, high school, and even college. The ways of 

structuring writing for a 5-paragraph essay (opening, body paragraphs, conclusions) and other techniques 
and features (e.g., always have clear thesis statement, never bring in new information in the conclusion) 
can be useful if the text we need to produce is a well organized, paragraph based, argumentative or 
analytical document (with or without cited research).  

But there are many situations where these skills could actually get in the way -- for example, what about a 
newspaper article, or a review, where the idea of a “thesis statement” that comes at the end of the first 
paragraph would be completely inappropriate? In this case, it might be important for a WR not only to 
recognize that s/he “knows” how to write a 5P essay, but also that these skills for organization and 
argument are not necessarily going to translate well into the new kind of writing. Even more importantly, 
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this kind of awareness about the genres we know and the writing skills we have is critical, because the 
knowledge and skills can find their way (very sneakily) into our writing in new situations, without our 
even being aware of it. And these types of “habits” can be extremely hard to recognize, even sometimes 
when we’re taking care to re-read and review our writing. These embedded habits can run from particular 
organizational structures (like the habit of writing thesis sentences, or using bulleted lists, or creating 
paragraphs of a certain length) to all kind of other writing choices: grammar, word choice, sentence style, 
and the ever-elusive “tone” can all shift dramatically in different kinds of writing. 

There are a lot of strategies for becoming more aware of one’s writing practices, but for the most part it’s 
best to do this in context. Sure, we all have writing habits, or certain ways we like to go about writing 
(listening to music or not, sitting at a desk or not, using paper or a computer, etc.). But the only way to 
become really aware of how what we know about writing is shaping what we write, is to do different 
kinds of “writing experiments” (that is, writing with conscious awareness in different genres and 
situations) and beginning to map how certain practices or knowledge about writing seem to pop up over 
and over again. Thus, a good way to begin to engage in the “what do I know” portion of writing research 
is to engage in a kind of writing where you very deliberately set out to do things in a certain way 
(according the genre requirements) and then begin to “map out” (or become very, very conscious of) how 
your own writing works in this setting. Then do it again. And again. Eventually, you’ll begin to see your 
habits and “antecedent genres” (kinds of writing that you know about or have done that influence you 
strongly) and you’ll begin to notice how they work to help (or hinder) your efforts to write in different 
situations. 

Another good strategy is to examine past writing that you’ve done – to look at it as if you’ve uncovered in 
in some sort of bizarre writing-archeology dig. What things do you tend to do when you write? What kind 
of writing have you done? Where can you uncover patterns or knowledge that seems to move across 
different genres? These are all good research topics for a writing researcher. 

  

What Have I Done?	  
A key activity for writers in any new kind of situation (and 
for Writing Researchers, any time they write is really a new 
situation, because all the components of a writing activities 
are never exactly the same) is to be able to recognize the 
features of one’s own writing within the framework of the 
particular writing task at hand.  This can be a lot harder that 
it seems like it would be, because “what we know” tends to 
become invisible to us as we become comfortable (in the 
field of Writing Studies, they call that “tacit” vs. “explicit” 
knowledge).  

Just like in the section above, where we talk about 
recognizing writing habits that we’ve developed as we’ve done different kind of writing, the ability to see 
the complicated (and often subtle) features of our writing in comparison with other examples is a critical 
skill.  It really can’t be over-valued. This kind of looking is a lot more than simply finding a template or a 
model and following it. It’s a learned skill that involves awareness of one’s own writing habits and 
practices, in combination with multiple examples of the variations of particular writing tasks. So when 
writing an email, a WR is aware that there is never “one way” to do it -- and the choices s/he makes are 
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based on a whole range of contextual information (about things like the potential audiences, the genre 
requirements within a particular setting, and our goals for the text) as well as “antecedent genres” (what 
we already know how to do), especially closely related genres (like comparing email to a more formal 
business letter, or to texting – which would, by the way, lead to very different emails depending on which 
related genre you chose to use).  

Learning to “look” at what we’ve done is certainly more than proofreading or editing! Instead it’s an 
evaluation of all of the important aspects of the text (what we might call it’s specific genre features), as 
well as (of course) the actual content we’re producing. Comparing our text to sample texts in the genre is 
one key way that we can begin to acquire these skills, and being able to identify our own writing habits 
and practices in different writing settings is another. Negotiating the main features or requirements of a 
genre with other authors (or readers) and getting feedback can also be part of this process, although in 
some settings we just don’t get that opportunity. For example, while a prospective student might ask for 
help and feedback in learning how to produce an application letter (for undergraduate or graduate work), 
but in most situations s/he won’t have the chance to get feedback from the person (or people) who will 
actually be making the evaluation – so a certain amount of educated guessing (the “practice” part of the 
Writing Researcher’s skill) is involved.   

Because the stakes for certain kinds of writing can be high, the process of learning to truly observe “what 
we’ve done” has to be a skill that we can practice on our own, through our own research and observation, 
rather than depending only on outside readers to give us feedback (like comments, advice, instructions, or 
even grades). Yes, sometimes we need to have that kind of feedback – and it can be very useful (even 
indispensible); but sometimes it’s not available, so the more we can “learn to learn” on our own, the better 
off we’ll be. In addition, sometimes a good writing researcher needs to do research just to figure out when 
to call in reinforcements (like getting feedback, working with an expert, etc.). 

	  	  

Using Critical Writing Research Skills in different 
settings 

One way to keep track of ones learning in new settings 
would be to keep some kind of notebook or log, where you 
track not only what you are learning as you learn it, but your 
developing sense of “genre” based on what you are learning. 
You might think of it like a scientist keeping an informal lab 
notebook where s/he writes down notes on experiments.  
S/he might note both the practical nature of the experiment 
(what was done, what happened), but s/he might also note 
thoughts about what when wrong, ideas about what to try 
next, etc. Keeping this kind of log can help you hone your 

writing/researcher and apply these skills (and learn new ones) in a wide range of different kinds of writing 
situations in the future.  

A writing research notebook could not only help you think through what you are observing about the 
different kinds of writing you’re engaged in, it can help you to become a “meta” writing researcher – 
someone who not only can do new kinds of writing, but who understands how writers learn how to do 
new things (and can then share this information with other writers). In this kind of “meta research” the 
researcher is involved in the writing activities at hand, while trying (at the same time) to step back and see 
the writing situations more objectively.  
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Techniques for doing this kind of research (in Sociology and Anthropology in particular) are sometimes 
called “auto-ethnography” or “participant observation.” These practices often involve taking notes about 
one’s own activities (both as they happen and afterwards) while also working to observe the activities of 
others. It might also involve figuring out ways to organize your notes so that that you can represent or 
illustrate your knowledge to others. So it can be a complicated process. However, this kind of observation 
can uncover insights about how writing is done (successfully and unsuccessfully), and also highlight how 
your personal knowledge of writing may be impacting what you do when you write.  

In a “real world” situation, there is often no time at all to make these kinds of complicated observations, 
or even to do detailed research into a new genre you’ve been asked to work with.  But if you practice 
these skills in situations where you do have time, you’ll find that (like learning to drive, or play a game, 
or master a craft) you are better able to employ them when it really matters, like when you must have that 
A on a writing project, or when your supervisor asks you to create a company newsletter (and you’ve 
never done it before). 

 	  

Writing Research Practices	  
The	  following	  list	  outlines	  some	  of	  the	  techniques	  you	  
might	  employ	  to	  become	  more	  aware	  of	  the	  ways	  that	  the	  
writing	  situations	  you’re	  involved	  in	  during	  the	  
workshop	  are	  unfolding:	  

What	  Don’t	  I	  Know?	  	  This	  may	  be	  a	  large	  category	  of	  
concepts	  and	  skills,	  or	  a	  small	  one,	  depending	  on	  the	  
familiarity	  you	  have	  with	  the	  kind	  of	  writing	  you	  are	  
working	  on.	  But	  even	  if	  it’s	  a	  kind	  of	  writing	  you’ve	  done	  
before,	  you’ll	  want	  to	  note	  anything	  new.	  You’ll	  want	  to	  
uncover	  what,	  exactly	  makes	  up	  writing	  situation.	  	  It’s	  
not	  just	  about	  the	  text	  you	  are	  trying	  to	  produce	  in	  a	  given	  

moment,	  it’s	  about	  the	  larger	  setting	  (and	  all	  of	  the	  different	  specific	  activities	  that	  might	  be	  used	  to	  
understand	  writing-‐as-‐it-‐happens	  in	  the	  world.	  	  

One	  really	  effective	  way	  to	  learn	  “what	  you	  don’t	  know”	  is	  to	  (without	  looking	  at	  your	  notes)	  try	  to	  
write	  from	  memory	  everything	  you	  learn	  about	  the	  writing	  activity	  as	  you	  are	  introduced	  to	  it.	  
What	  seems	  to	  stand	  out	  to	  you	  as	  important?	  What	  was	  confusing?	  What	  kinds	  of	  questions	  did	  
you	  (or	  others	  ask),	  and	  what	  were	  the	  answers?	  Other	  question	  you	  might	  ask	  include	  the	  
following:	  

A. What	  kinds	  of	  information	  have	  I	  received?	  Are	  their	  written	  guides,	  or	  did	  I	  get	  verbal	  
instructions?	  How	  does	  my	  reading	  of	  these	  materials	  match	  up	  other	  documents	  that	  I	  
might	  find	  in	  other	  locations	  (research	  on	  the	  web,	  etc.)	  

B. What	  is	  my	  understanding	  of	  what	  is	  required?(Do	  I	  feel	  like	  I	  know	  what	  the	  
expectations	  for	  this	  writing	  are?	  	  What	  are	  they?)	  

C. Is	  there	  a	  specific,	  identified	  genre	  (or	  genres)	  that	  I’ll	  be	  working	  with?	  What	  is	  the	  
connection	  between	  the	  genres	  I’m	  being	  asked	  to	  produce	  and	  the	  content	  of	  the	  
production?	  
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D. Who	  in	  the	  group	  seems	  most	  informed	  about	  the	  genres?	  Are	  there	  any	  participants	  in	  
this	  writing	  activity	  who	  seem	  to	  have	  it	  “dialed	  in”?	  What	  do	  they	  know?	  How	  did	  they	  
learn	  it?	  

E. Are	  there	  concepts	  or	  ideas	  that	  I	  need	  to	  understand	  (in	  terms	  of	  content)	  that	  will	  
impact	  how	  well	  I’m	  able	  to	  write	  the	  texts	  I’m	  producing?	  [Note:	  Learning	  what	  others	  
do	  know	  can	  help	  to	  highlight	  gaps	  in	  your	  own	  knowledge.]	  

What	  Can	  I	  Learn?	  Observations	  related	  to	  this	  question	  can	  involve	  your	  growing	  understanding	  
of	  what	  the	  expectations	  for	  the	  writing	  project	  are	  -‐-‐	  knowing	  what	  you	  need	  to	  learn	  means	  
narrowing	  down	  all	  the	  possible	  knowledge	  and	  becoming	  aware	  of	  the	  specific	  skills	  and	  
knowledge	  you	  will	  need,	  whether	  or	  not	  you	  already	  have	  them	  (or	  need	  to	  acquire	  them),	  and	  
where	  to	  get	  them.	  In	  many	  writing	  situations	  you	  may	  be	  asked	  to	  do	  research	  on	  the	  topic(s)	  your	  
writing	  about,	  but	  you	  might	  also	  need	  to	  	  research	  the	  genres	  you’re	  going	  to	  be	  producing.	  Your	  
research	  notebook	  might	  include	  your	  observations	  about	  these	  different	  research	  activities:	  

A. What	  research	  materials	  have	  been	  provided?	  What	  materials	  do	  I	  need	  to	  find	  on	  my	  
own?	  

B. What	  can	  I	  learn	  by	  observing	  what	  others	  say	  (statements	  they	  make,	  questions	  they	  
ask),	  as	  well	  as	  what	  they	  write?	  How	  do	  the	  activities	  of	  other	  writers	  in	  this	  setting	  
compare	  with	  my	  own	  knowledge	  of	  what	  to	  do?	  

C. If	  there	  is	  information	  that	  I’m	  being	  asked	  to	  find	  on	  my	  own,	  where	  did	  I	  go	  for	  that	  
information?	  	  How	  reliable/accurate	  do	  I	  think	  these	  sources	  are?	  

D. Are	  there	  examples	  of	  the	  genres	  that	  I	  can	  review?	  What	  can	  I	  learn	  from	  careful	  
analysis	  of	  these	  samples?	  How	  do	  the	  samples	  match	  up	  (or	  differ	  from)	  the	  ways	  the	  
genre	  is	  described	  in	  this	  particular	  setting?	  

What	  Do	  I	  Know?	  Trying	  to	  answer	  this	  question	  is	  when	  your	  knowledge	  of	  “antecedent	  genres”	  
will	  come	  into	  play.	  You’ll	  need	  to	  think	  of	  all	  the	  kinds	  of	  writing	  you’ve	  experienced	  that	  may	  be	  
similar	  to	  the	  kinds	  of	  writing	  you’re	  being	  asked	  to	  do.	  You’ll	  want	  to	  observe	  (often	  through	  
careful,	  detailed	  analysis	  of	  the	  sample	  texts	  or	  the	  rough	  drafts	  you’re	  creating)	  how	  what	  you	  
already	  know	  is	  matching	  up	  (or	  not)	  with	  your	  understanding	  of	  the	  expectations	  of	  the	  writing	  
you’re	  engaged	  in.	  

When	  you	  are	  trying	  to	  answer	  the	  question,	  “what	  do	  I	  know”	  it	  becomes	  important	  not	  to	  take	  
anything	  for	  granted.	  So	  you	  might	  ask	  questions	  such	  as:	  

A. What	  kinds	  of	  writing	  are	  popping	  into	  my	  head	  as	  I	  learn	  about	  this	  particular	  writing	  
production?	  

B. What	  do	  I	  know	  about	  these	  “antecedent	  genres”	  (be	  as	  specific	  as	  possible)	  and	  why	  are	  
these	  the	  genres	  that	  I’m	  referring	  to	  -‐-‐	  am	  I	  just	  using	  writing	  that	  I	  am	  familiar	  with,	  or	  
am	  I	  trying	  to	  connect	  knowledge	  from	  genres	  that	  I	  think	  are	  similar?	  [NOTE:	  keep	  in	  
mind	  that	  antecedent	  genres	  don’t	  have	  to	  be	  kinds	  of	  writing	  you’ve	  already	  done	  -‐-‐	  for	  
example	  a	  writer	  might	  can	  talk	  about	  “what	  I	  know”	  about	  legal	  briefs,	  because	  s/he	  
has	  seen	  them	  and	  heard	  about	  them	  (even	  in	  places	  like	  the	  movies	  or	  T.V.).	  If	  that	  
writer	  is	  then	  trying	  to	  learn	  to	  write	  legal	  briefs,	  s/he	  would	  almost	  certainly	  be	  putting	  
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some	  of	  that	  knowledge	  into	  play	  -‐-‐	  even	  if	  I	  knew	  that	  some	  of	  it	  was	  probably	  
inaccurate.]	  

C. What	  does	  searching	  my	  own	  memory	  uncover	  in	  terms	  of	  “things	  I	  know”	  about	  writing	  
that	  I	  might	  find	  myself	  employing	  here?	  Keep	  in	  mind	  that	  some	  things	  might	  be	  useful,	  
but	  others	  might	  not	  be	  -‐-‐	  they	  might	  even	  make	  the	  writing	  harder	  in	  some	  cases!	  

	  

What	  Have	  I	  Done?	  This	  research	  is	  where	  you	  observe,	  with	  all	  possible	  care,	  the	  results	  of	  your	  
“writing	  experiment.”	  You’ll	  want	  to	  consider	  questions	  such	  as	  the	  following:	  

A.	  What	  did	  I	  actually	  produce?	  With	  whom	  did	  I	  work?	  How	  did	  others	  (readers	  or	  writers)	  
affect	  my	  writing	  and	  research	  practices?	  

B.	  How	  did	  what	  I	  learned	  change	  my	  understanding	  of	  this	  kind	  of	  writing?	  

C.	  How	  does	  the	  writing	  I	  produced	  (or	  helped	  to	  produce)	  match	  up	  with	  the	  samples	  or	  
models	  I	  found,	  or	  with	  the	  sample	  or	  models	  that	  were	  provided	  to	  me?	  

D.	  What	  evidence	  can	  I	  see	  that	  learning	  happened?	  That	  is,	  can	  I	  point	  to	  specific	  aspects	  of	  
my	  text	  that	  I	  believe	  match	  of	  with	  the	  requirements	  of	  the	  writing?	  Or	  that	  differ	  in	  
important	  ways?	  

E.	  What	  evidence	  can	  I	  see	  of	  “antecedent	  genres”	  coming	  into	  play?	  In	  what	  ways	  were	  
these	  helpful	  or	  problematic?	  

F.	  What	  skills	  or	  knowledge	  have	  I	  learned	  that	  might	  become	  “antecedents”	  (that	  is,	  what	  
did	  I	  learn	  that	  I	  can	  imagine	  using	  again	  in	  another	  writing	  situation)? 


