
SHSS 730 GENRE ANALYSIS 2 

 

General description of assignment: This is the fourth graded 

assignment in this class. You are asked to find a PhD dissertation in 

your main discipline or area and analyze it from a generic perspective. 

(Use the insights and techniques you learned in your previous genre 

analysis of a research article.) In your analysis, pay attention to the 

following: To what extent does this dissertation share the main 

communicative purpose of a research article? To what extent does it 

follow or diverge from the IMRAD format? Why do you think that is? 

Are there disciplinary reasons for that, do you think? What rhetorical 

moves can you identify? How are they realized, linguistically and 

structurally? Make sure to identify the ‘contribution’ that the 

dissertation purports to make: how is it established and argued for? 

Adequate textual evidence in support of your observations is required. 

Length and formatting:  The genre analysis should be typed, 

double-spaced, using standard margins and a 12-point font. Aim for a 

length of 1,200-1,500 words. Please format your assignment using APA 

(or whatever citation style is customary in your main discipline). 

Assignment purpose: Defining what is ‘acceptable’ in generic and 

disciplinary terms is essential to navigating academia. A genre analysis 

allows you to work back from what has been ‘accepted’ and valued in 

the past to what may be acceptable in your (main) discipline (Murray & 

Moore, 2006). It is the beginning of a reverse-engineering process in 

which you may later decide to involve other, more senior informants 

(supervisors, professors, etc.). It prepares you for a critical and 

innovative uptake of any genre. 

Percentage of course grade: 20%  

General organizational guidelines: Your genre analysis should 

follow a clear and logical organization. Minimally, it should: 

1. Introduce and contextualize the dissertation and summarize the 

research presented in it. 

2. Clearly state the conclusions (findings) of your analysis as early as 

possible—ideally, in the Introduction.  

3. Analyze the macro-structure of the dissertation, considering it from 

both a generic and a disciplinary vantage. 

4. Identify the most significant rhetorical moves which help establish 

and support the ‘contribution’ made by the dissertation. 

5. Support your findings with adequate textual evidence. 

6. Conclude by drawing out some implications about how 

disciplinarity is constructed in the chosen dissertation. 

Sidebar 

You may be wondering, like a Kantian: 

But what do I know? What ought I to 

do exactly? And what can I hope for?  

You know, from our seminar readings, 

that a dissertation is more complex 

than any other genre in the genre set 

which describes your activity as a PhD 

student. It’s the ultimate ‘student 

paper,’ a masterly display of your 

knowledge and ability; a variation on 

other sub-genres (lit review, essay, 

abstract, etc.); and the first serious 

attempt at making a contribution to a 

disciplinary conversation (hence, its 

affinity with the research article; see 

Swales 1990). More importantly, it 

also performs many social actions in 

several, nested contexts—from the 

‘supervisory dyad’ and examining 

committee, to the academic 

department, disciplinary community, 

research setting, and even society as 

a whole (Paré et al. 2009). The 

success of a dissertation depends on 

intelligently identifying, negotiating, 

and responding to the often 

conflicting exigencies of these 

situations. In brief, it requires a lot of 

rhetorical savvy on your part and on 

the part of your supervisor. So pay 

attention to the way in which the 

dissertation you chose negotiated and 

responded to such nested exigencies. 

While you may not hope for 

generalizable insights based on this 

one sample, you will nevertheless 

become more rhetorically aware than 

many academics, who often lack the 

vocabulary and reflective habit or 

space for discussing the complexities 

of this genre. 

 


