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Tässä tutkielmassa tarkastellaan Profiles-nimisen oppikirjasarjan ensimmäisen kolmen kurssin 
kirjoitustehtäviä genren näkökulmasta. Tutkimuksen kohteena ovat sekä lyhyet kappalekohtaiset 
kirjoitusharjoitukset että ainekirjoitusta koskevat ohjeet ja tehtävänannot. 

Lähtökohta tutkielmalle on, että kaikki ihmisten välinen kommunikaatio kuuluu jonkun genren 
piiriin. Luokitteluun voi vaikuttaa kielellinen muoto, mutta yleisesti kommunikaation perimmäinen 
tarkoitus nähdään ratkaisevana tekijänä. Äidinkielen puhuja tunnistaa hänelle tutut ja tavalliset 
genret yleensä vaivattomasti, koska kohtaa näitä jatkuvasti omassa ympäristössään ja kulttuurissaan. 
Haaste vieraan kielen opetuksessa on näin ollen nimenomaan genren kulttuurisidonnaisuus, koska 
luokkahuone ja oppikirja eivät voi tarjota aitoa kontekstia, jota genren ymmärtäminen ja 
käyttäminen vaatii. Tarkoituksena onkin selvittää, miten oppikirjat huomioivat genren käsitettä 
kirjoitustehtävissä, miten genreä mahdollisesti opetetaan sekä onko taustalla jokin tietty kulttuuri tai 
maa. 

Tutkielman teoriaosassa selvennetään genren käsitettä, vertaillaan sitä tekstityyppiin sekä esitellään 
kolme genreä tutkinutta koulukuntaa. Yhteistä koulukunnille on genren konteksti- ja 
kulttuurisidonnaisuus sekä genren luokittelu sen päämäärän ja tarkoituksen, ei niinkään ulkoasun 
mukaisesti. Vaikka näkemykset genren luokkahuonesovelluksista vaihtelevat koulukunnissa, genren 
perimmäinen tarkoitus on yhteinen: genre auttaa ihmisiä hahmottamaan ja ymmärtämään 
ympäröivää kommunikaatiota. 

Oppikirja-analyysi osoitti, että erityisesti lyhyissä kirjoitustehtävissä opiskelijat kohtaavat nuorille 
tuttuja genrejä kuten sähköpostiviesti ja nettikommentti. Ainekirjoitusohjeet paneutuvat aineen 
rakenteeseen ja tyyliin yleisesti, ei yksittäisiin genreihin. Ainekirjoitustehtävissä opiskelijoiden on 
pääteltävä aineen genre tehtävänannosta. Mielenkiintoista oli erityisesti, että erillisissä portfolio-
ohjeissa opiskelijoita kannustettiin pohtimaan kirjoittajan (author), yleisön (audience) ja viestimen 
(medium) näkökulmaa ja vaikutusta omaan tuotokseen. 

 

Avainsanat: genre, oppikirja, vieraan kielen oppiminen, ainekirjoitus  
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1 Introduction  

Learning how to write in a foreign language is challenging and it usually takes years to achieve a 

level that comes even close to that of a native speaker. Not only does a foreign language learner 

have to learn a considerable numbers of words, but also how to combine these words into coherent 

and grammatically correct sentences. In addition to this, the learner is expected to produce a text 

corresponding to a specific genre. Genre refers to groupings of discourse that share a common 

objective, but are not necessarily alike in structure, which makes recognizing and producing them 

often demanding. How does a foreign language learner accomplish this? Are there models or guides 

that help a learner understand the gist of a genre?  

The aim of this thesis is to look into the subject of teaching writing in English as a 

foreign language (EFL) in the upper secondary level classroom in Finland. Especially, the thesis 

examines how the concept of genre is utilized in writing assignments. All communication belongs 

to a genre and as speakers of a language we usually recognize it effortlessly. Foreign language 

learners, however, acquire this ability differently. By analyzing parts of a textbook series called 

Profiles, aimed for the Finnish upper secondary level, I intend to find the answers to the following 

research questions: 

• How are genres taught in upper secondary level textbooks? 

• What tools are used to teach genres? 

• Are the genres represented in the textbooks specific for a country or culture? 

In this thesis, I will introduce the concept of genre and the main approaches that have 

been used for studying it. Additionally, second language writing and the significance of genre in 

curricula are discussed in the theoretical part of the thesis. In the empirical part, I will analyze the 

writing instructions and assignments found in the first three volumes of the textbook series Profiles. 

The thesis will conclude with a discussion of the findings.  
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2 Theoretical background  

2.1 The concept of genre  

Genres are part of everyday life in various forms. People may not realize that they are using and 

dealing with a genre. However, every act of communication belongs to a genre, whether we realize 

it or not. Genre as a term has long been associated with literature (Hyland 2004, 1). Since the late 

1980’s and 1990’s, however, as more emphasis has been laid on the situation in which 

communication takes place, genre has become a term that refers to all written and oral responses 

with the social context playing significant role (Johns 2002, 3). Defining genre as a concept can be 

quite challenging, due partly to the fact that many genres are far from stable, meaning that their 

forms or characteristics vary, yet still recognized as a specific genre.  In addition to this, genres are 

cultural categories, entailing that genres may have culturally specific features and manifest 

themselves differently in different cultures. In today’s society, where information is abundant, it is 

also inevitable that new genres emerge constantly. Although genres are generally not seen as fixed 

forms, they always carry some characteristics with them that allow people from a given society to 

recognize them as such.   

In order to grasp the meaning of genre, it can be useful to distinguish it from the term 

text type. Although the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, genre generally refers to 

groupings of texts based on external criteria such as the purpose of a text, whereas text type 

categorizes texts that are similar in form or structure (Biber 1988, 70). Biber (1988, 170) uses the 

example of an academic article, which can be written using several different text types, such as 

narrative or abstract, with its purpose and thus its genre remaining the same. Similarly, a letter, 

which can be regarded as a genre, can be written in various types of texts with people still 

recognizing it as such. 

For the purpose of this study, however, genre will be used to refer to more specific 

entities than those introduced above. The reason for this is that the written assignments in the 
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textbooks often demand a certain form from the text. If a student for example is asked to write a 

letter to the editor or a convincing speech there is much less room for variation than in more loosely 

defined genres such as fiction or article. Nevertheless, understanding the difference between genre 

and text type might benefit a writer by being aware of both the objective of a text and language 

chosen. 

2.2 Approaches to genre 

In the field of genre studies, three major schools can be distinguished (Hyland 2004, 24, Paltridge 

2007, 931). The three perspectives have some overlapping views, but differ in their pedagogical 

approaches. The three main schools are Systemic Functional Linguistics, New Rhetoric and English 

for Specific Purposes (Hyland 2004, 25). 

The Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) approach is based on the work of linguists 

such as Michael Halliday and J. R. Martin. Halliday’s (1985, 5) view of language emphasizes the 

importance of context in every form of communication.  According to Halliday (1985, 5) a text 

cannot exist without a context. A context or the environment in which the text unfolds is always 

relevant when interpreting the meaning of the text. Context “serves to make a bridge between the 

text and the situation in which texts actually occur” (Halliday 1985, 5). By context of situation he 

means to the situation in which a text is both produced and read. To further elaborate the notion, 

Halliday (1985, 14) introduces three dimensions of discourse: field, tenor and mode. Field refers to 

the nature of the social action; tenor refers to the participants and mode refers to the role of the 

language. In addition to the context of situation, Martin, among others, later added a further layer to 

context, namely context of culture. Context of culture refers to that fact that only members of a 

subculture fully understand the meaning of a discourse (Martin 2001, 151-152). Genre is seen to 

represent this layer of context and thus nearly every written and spoken activity involves taking part 

in a genre (Martin 2001, 155). Consequently, genre is used in a wider sense; any culturally specific 

purposeful activity is referred to as a genre (Painter 2001, 167). The whole process, not just the 
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outcome of writing a composition, telling a joke or making an appointment, for example, is seen to 

be part of the genre (Martin 2001, 155). Genre for SFL is “a staged, goal-oriented, purposeful 

activity in which speakers engage as members of our culture” (Martin 2001, 155). 

According to Hyland (2004, 25) the approach of genre by SFL is “perhaps the most 

clearly articulated and pedagogically successful”. Additionally, unlike the two other main schools 

of genre research SFL emphasizes the importance of teaching genres at all educational levels 

(Hyland 2004, 28). SFL theorists usually do not distinguish between genre and text type. However, 

it is thought that texts with similar purpose will have similarities in structure as well (Hyland 2004, 

26-28). 

The second perspective introduced here is New Rhetoric (NR). NR emerged in North 

America as an alternative for a more traditional model of teaching writing, viewing writing as a 

social activity and focusing more on context (Paltridge 2007, 933). NR theorists are especially 

interested in the actions genres fulfill in certain situations (Paltridge 2007, 934). One of the key 

figures in this perspective is Carolyn Miller. When defining a genre, Miller (1994, 24) emphasizes 

the action one desires to accomplish.  Thus, the focus of NR lies in pragmatics rather than syntactics 

or semantics. Miller (1994, 23-24) also discusses that classification in language is natural human 

behavior, though discourse can be classified in various ways, for example classes that focus on form 

and substance and genres that share a social action. This perspective avoids setting linguistic or 

structural boundaries for genres, as these might hinder the rhetorical action. Since genre in this view 

is seen as a rather open and evolving entity, it is impossible to determine the exact number of genres 

in a society since genres change, adapt and decay (Miller 1994, 36).  

Due to the rather flexible view on genre, classroom applications in this perspective are 

limited. Genres cannot be brought into a classroom setting, because they cannot be solidified 

(Hyland 2004, 39). Furthermore, the inauthentic context of a classroom does not provide the learner 

with the necessary information of a real communicative situation (Hyland 2004, 39). 
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The third of the major schools in genre research is English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP). Researchers from this perspective see genre as a tool for understanding and teaching writing 

for adult non-natives in mainly professional or academic contexts (Hyland 2004, 42). Thus there are 

practically no theories on genre teaching for younger or intermediate students of English. Locality 

as a concept reflects some of the ideology presented by ESP. Genre is always seen as social action 

of a community, rather than that of a larger establishment, such as society. According to Hyland 

(2004, 45), “[g]enres are used by community members to achieve a particular purpose, written for a 

particular audience and employed in a particular context”. This statement also emphasizes the 

uniqueness of any written text and the difficulty to define a specific genre, although common 

features of specific texts can in some cases be established. The pedagogy aspect of ESP is much 

more diverse than that of SFL. Different pedagogical approaches are used, because the 

communicative needs of students vary considerably. Since students have individual backgrounds 

and goals, no universally applicable approach to teaching genre writing exists (Hyland 2004, 49). 

Some ESP pedagogies draw from SFL or structural linguistics, others from the NR or from literacy 

approaches (Johns 2002, 7). Since the focus of ESP is in the field of teaching English as a foreign 

language, the framework of this school will be examined more closely in the next chapter.  

To sum the introduction of these three genre perspectives, it is obvious that although 

differences in some of their views exist, they do share the belief that genres exist to facilitate the 

construction of meanings in social contexts (Hyland 2004, 51-52). Defining what a genre is and 

recognizing genres might be challenging at times, but realizing the fact that genres, through new 

users and ideas, change and evolve constantly, is a first step.  

2.2 Genre from the perspective of English for Specific Purposes  

Within the field of ESP genre studies, two names stand out: Vijay K. Bhatia and John M. Swales. 

Both have focused largely on genre in academic settings and have published numerous studies on 
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the topic. Swales is one of the first to define genre in his publication in 1990. The frequently cited 

definition lays emphasis on desired result of the discourse: 

A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share 
some set of communicative purposes. The purposes are recognized by the expert 
members of the parent discourse community, and thereby constitute the rationale for 
the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse and 
influences and constrains choice of content and style.  (Swales 1990, 58)  

 
Swales continues by adding that exemplars of genres often share other features as well, such as 

structure or intended audience (1990, 58). 

Bhatia (2004, xiv) states that genre theory has come a long way and is now used to 

understand discourse not only in the academic field, but also largely in professional settings as well 

as in classrooms. Most applications of genre theory have been realized for the use of language 

teaching and learning, communication training and consultation (Bhatia 2004, xiv). Using genre 

applications in such restricted contexts, Bhatia (2004, xiv) argues, inevitably leads to simplification 

of genres.  According to Bhatia (2004, xiv) discourse and genres in the real word are not simple or 

static, but complex and dynamic and often erratic. Studies of genre theory and applications have 

underestimated this fact. The question of how to use genre applications in the classroom without 

stripping genres of their essence will also be discussed in the empirical part of my thesis. 

Bhatia (2004, 29) identifies a number of challenges that genre analysts face. Genres in 

authentic communication are not necessarily easily defined and are often seen in relation to another, 

sometimes overlapping or constricting. Additionally, Bhatia (2002, 280) states that some genres are 

fairly independent, whereas others are bound to more specific contexts. Genres also transcend 

disciplinary boarders. The terms register and discipline that are closely related to the concept of 

genre refer to the language and the content of the discourse, respectively (Bhatia 2004, 29). Thus, a 

genre such as the textbook can exist in various disciplines with various registers (Bhatia 2004, 29-

30).  
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Askehave and Swales (2001, 199) discuss the consequences of Swales’ (1990) earlier 

definition and report on several studies that base their work on it. Although the communicative 

purpose is still seen as a pertinent feature of genre recognition, they also note that assigning purpose 

to a text can be demanding and time-consuming and somewhat subjective (Askehave and Swales 

2001, 198).  Nevertheless, the aim to grasp the communicative purpose of a genre has provided a 

deeper understanding of the various functions of genres, as well as more justified grounds for 

disqualifying texts from a genre (Askehave and Swales 2001, 200).  

A further issue is the complexity of the term purpose itself. Askehave and Swales 

(2001, 200) introduce example cases where on the first look the texts seem to display similar 

communicative purposes, but a closer examination reveals that the communicative purposes of the 

texts could be interpreted differently. They aim to show that when analyzing discourse one cannot 

possibly know the personal intentions of the writer. Therefore, when analyzing texts, one can only 

rely on the social purposes of the output (Askehave and Swales 2001, 200-201). The article shows 

that analyzing genre is not a straightforward process, but defining the communicative purposes is 

still more profitable than relying on surface and structure alone, since there will always be cases 

where obligatory elements are not present (Askehave and Swales 2001, 204-205). In addition to 

validating the use of communicative purposes when categorizing genres, they highlight the 

importance of considering the context. They conclude by suggesting repurposing, the reevaluation 

of the purposes after considering all features, internal such as structure and content and external in 

the form of context (Askehave and Swales 2001, 208-209). Genres and therefore their purposes may 

change over time. Repurposing, thus forces the analyst to reexamine the boundaries of genre 

classification and making necessary modifications to the genre classes (Askehave and Swales 2001, 

209-210). 

Following the principles of the ESP, I will attempt to define genre for the purpose of 

this study. Firstly, genres share a communicative goal. All user’s manuals attempt to provide 
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information to the reader on how a device functions and how it is operated, for example. Secondly, 

genres are cultural categories and are therefore recognized by the community in which they are 

used. Thirdly, genres may share features in the domains of structure, content and style.  

2.2 Teaching second language writing  

In a recent article, Myskow and Gordon (2009, 283-284) introduce a genre-based pedagogy that 

was used in a Japanese high school writing course. They report that the genre-based approach, 

which has become more popular in writing classes since the late 1980’s was preceded by product-

based approach. The latter was dominant in the 70’s and 80’s and is characterized for focusing on 

accuracy and imitation (Myskow and Gordon 2009, 284). The product-based pedagogy views a 

produced text as its own independent entity, without much regard to the context in which the text is 

situated. When more studies on genre and genre analysis were published the shift from product- to 

genre-based began (Myskow and Gordon 2009, 284). The realization of genre as a less constricted 

category and the emphasis of the social function of the genre have molded the approach to what it is 

today. In the genre-based approach of teaching writing the first step is to establish the social context 

within which texts are situated (Myskow and Gordon 2009, 284). Only after this, should the 

attention be drawn to linguistic and rhetorical features (Myskow and Gordon 2009, 284). 

The genre-based approach introduced by Myskow and Gordon (2009, 285) promotes 

cognitive flexibility by steering the writer away from rigid text patterns that function only within a 

restricted task. In this approach the learner is provided with the tools to figure out the social 

purposes needed for the assignment and the linguistics and rhetorical features to support the 

purpose.  

Hyland (2004, 87-90) introduces and discusses a genre-based writing course. He 

begins by listing five main principles that a teacher of a genre-based writing course should consider. 

Firstly, it is important that not only the teacher, but also the students are aware that writing is 

always a social activity (Hyland 2004, 88). This principle relates closely to Swales (1990) 
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definitions of genre, as it emphasizes that all communication, including writing, is produced for a 

purpose. Additionally, all communication always has a context and an intended audience. This sets 

the premise for any writing task. Hyland’s (2004, 88) second principle is to recognize that writing is 

needs oriented, meaning that in a genre-based writing approach identifying the writing in the 

needed target situation is crucial. Learning writing is most meaningful when the aim of the text has 

been unraveled (Hyland 2004, 88). The third point deals with explicitness: The teacher should 

clearly state what is being done and what is expected from the students. When the teacher explicitly 

explains and elaborates the steps involved in the process, it is easier for the students to understand 

how words and sentences are constructed to achieve specific goals (Hyland 2004, 88-89). The 

fourth point relates to the first one, since not only writing, but also the learning of writing is a social 

activity. Learning to write is best achieved with collaboration and adequate support (Hyland 2004, 

89). In the genre-based approach, teaching writing is seen as a series of evolving steps where both 

the teacher and the classmates form a support and feedback circle (Hyland 2004, 89). Hyland’s final 

principle deals with learning the target language. In a genre-based approach the target language is 

seen as a resource that enables the student to achieve his or her own goals (Hyland 2004, 89). 

Choices of grammar and vocabulary are selected and learned on the base of the aspired 

communicative purposes, rather than as separate grammar and vocabulary parts of the writing 

process (Hyland 2004, 89). This way, students learn the language as they use it, drawing relevant 

information that relates to specific situations (Hyland 2004, 89-90).  

The genre-based approach for teaching writing in an EFL classroom promotes a 

deeper and more comprehensive understanding of a genre and its communicative purpose. It has 

been established that genres are not necessarily fixed categories and that the producers of genres are 

allowed to a varying amount of freedom, depending of the genre, when deciding upon their content.  

However, we must also consider that the communicative purpose which has been named a key 

concept in the definition of genre, does not carry the same meaning in the classroom as is does in 
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the real world. When students in the upper secondary level English class write a composition, they 

inevitably also produce a text belonging to a certain genre, e.g. letter to the editor. The question that 

arises is if the communicative purpose of the text is still the same, even if the ultimate purpose is to 

succeed in the composition task? If a student succeeds in producing the communicative purpose of 

the genre, does this mean that he or she succeeds in the overall task as well? In the empirical part of 

this study, I will further discuss the challenges of producing a ‘genre within a genre’ by analyzing 

the guides and tools the students are given in their textbooks.  

Earlier we established that genres are always also cultural categories and therefore 

they do not necessarily transcend over cultural or geographical boarders. Though communicative 

purposes might be the same in many countries, the way to achieve these can vary. A genre always 

carries within itself a certain amount of cultural or social information that is recognized only within 

the community of its origin. The question that emerges from this issue is if the EFL classroom 

should aspire towards global genres that possibly could transcend communities or rely on genres 

from English-speaking countries? The textbook analysis will show if the instructions and 

assignments found show culturally specific genre features.  

3 EFL textbooks and curricula 

3.1 Finnish EFL textbooks 

I will now give a brief overview of the typical Finnish textbook and their most common features. 

Lähdesmäki (2007, 300) notes in her article on genre embedding that the EFL textbook in general is 

a representation of the concept complex genre. The term, introduced by Bakhtin in 1986, refers 

genres that consist of various simple ones (1986, 62). Within a complex genre, simple genres retain 

their original form, but lose their relation to reality and thus their significance outside the complex 

genre (Bakhtin 1986, 62). Similarly, genres found in EFL textbooks do not hold the same meaning 
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within the textbook as in their original contexts. Genres are altered for the textbook purpose and are 

therefore no longer in relation to reality or in other words authentic (Lähdesmäki 2007, 300).  

When discussing and introducing the Finnish EFL textbook in more detail, 

Lähdesmäki (2007, 300) states that the contemporary Finnish EFL textbook is very diverse and 

consists of a wide variety of different genres. The reason behind this eclectic collection is 

undoubtedly the striving for an authentic and diverse representation of English language usage. 

3.2 Genre and curricula  

When looking into textbooks, one cannot discard the curricula that they are based upon. In Finland, 

the National Board of Education is responsible for compiling a national core curriculum for all 

school levels. The national curricula are binding. Schools or municipalities are, however, 

responsible to compose their own individual curricula that are in concordance with the national 

ones. The individualized curricula define not only the content of individual subjects, but also 

broader views or focus areas as well as educational tasks. The national core curriculum of the upper 

secondary level Lukion opetussuunnitelman perusteet 2003 (Internet source 1) mentions that 

different writing assignments are a part of the A-level foreign language education, but it does not 

specify any particular genres. This is actually not consistent with the expected abilities of upper 

secondary level students, since the matriculation examination, which is the final examination of the 

upper secondary level in Finland, requires students to be familiar with numerous genres. In order to 

succeed in the matriculation exam one must be able to produce a rather comprehensive writing 

assignment (150-250 words) that is coherent with the standards of a certain genre. The written 

assignments make up for about one third of all possible points that can be attained in the exam. 

Some of the most common types of writing assignments are letters, speeches, descriptions, 

argumentative texts and narratives. Since the features of an essay or a composition are quite 

indefinite, the writing task can be seen as very challenging and demanding and students definitely 
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require appropriate guidance and advice in order to succeed in this part of the matriculation 

examination. 

The national core curriculum does not have detailed descriptions or goals for the 

writing competence that students should achieve. Regardless, more specific information is found in 

appendices of the publication. All national curricula define the learning goal for pupils and students 

using the charts developed by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR). The charts of the CEFR include separate detailed descriptions for all four areas of 

language competence: understanding, speaking, reading and writing. Students of the upper 

secondary level should achieve the English language competence equal to the level B2. This means 

that the students have acquired the level of independent language user. Overall, this level of 

competence expects a person to be able to understand the main idea of complex texts, interact with 

a degree of fluency with a native speaker and produce clear and detailed texts on a wide range of 

subjects (Internet source 1). The Finnish Board of Education has created their subdivisions for the 

six CEFR main levels, which should facilitate the assessment of students and encourage smaller 

progress as the gaps of the levels are converged. The subdivisions also include more elaborate 

descriptions within all four competences. The sublevel for the Finnish upper secondary level 

English student has been set at B2.1. For the writing part this entails that in addition to the clear and 

detailed text, the student should also be able to write more formal social messages such as reviews, 

business letters, instructions, applications and summaries (Internet Source 1). 

The charts of the CEFR for languages do not specify specific genres for the levels, but 

describes some of the written assignments a student should be able to produce. For instance on level 

B2, a student should be able to explain a viewpoint on a topical issue and discuss the advantages 

and disadvantages, thus suggesting that the genre in question is an argumentative essay or a 

discussion. Similarly, on level B1 the student is expected to give an account of personal 

experiences, hopes, dream, etc. which indicates a description. Therefore it can be expected that 
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textbooks for the upper secondary level in general, as well as the series analyzed in the empirical 

part, includes guides or instructions to help understand and produce different types of texts and 

other written messages. What the chart lacks, however, is information on the cultural aspects of the 

texts produced. Whether the students should comply with American or British English standards, 

which would be the traditional distinction, or if perhaps less constrictive guidelines are applicable, 

is left unanswered and is ultimately up to the individual teacher.   
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C

2 

Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarise 
information from different spoken and written sources, reconstructing 
arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can express him/herself 
spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of 
meaning even in more complex situations. 

C

1 

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise 
implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously without 
much obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and 
effectively for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, 
well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of 
organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices. 

II
nd

ep
en

de
nt

 

U
se

r 

B

2 

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract 
topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. Can 
interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction 
with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce 
clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a 
topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options. 

B

1 

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters 
regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal with most 
situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is 
spoken.  Can produce simple connected text on topics, which are familiar, or of 
personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes & 
ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans. 

B
as

ic
 U

se
r 

A

2 

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of 
most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information, 
shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and 
routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar 
and routine matters.  Can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her 
background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need. 

A

1 

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases 
aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself 
and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as 
where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in 
a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared 
to help. 

Figure 1. The global scale of the Common Reference levels (Internet source 2) 
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The six levels are divided into three broad levels: basic user (level A), independent 

user (level B) and proficient user (level C). As mentioned before, the Finnish nation curricula has 

developed further subdivisions for the six levels to help both the language learner and the teacher by 

making smaller progress more concrete and thus encourage the learning progress (Hilden 2003, 11). 

The Finnish curricula contain additional ten sublevels altogether: A1.1, A1.2, A1.3 and A2.1, A2.1 

for the basic user level. B1.1, B1.2 and B2.1, B2.2 for the independent user level and C1.1 for the 

proficient user level.  

4 Analysis of the textbook series Profiles 

4.1 Material and method of study 

The Finnish publisher WSOY is responsible for publishing the textbook series Profiles. The series 

consists of eight textbooks with the first six covering the obligatory courses in the upper secondary 

level. Courses seven and eight are called national in depth courses and are offered at all upper 

secondary schools. The first textbook of the series was published in 2008 and the final two 

textbooks in 2011. In this study, I will analyze the instructions of written assignment in the first 

three textbooks that cover the courses offered during the first year of study.  

As noted before by Lähdesmäki (2007), Finnish textbooks often contain numerous 

genres. This applies to the textbook series Profiles as well. Alone in the first part of the series the 

students encounter emails, excerpts from literature, webpages, songs, letters and interviews. Often 

after introducing a new genre students are encourage to reproduce a similar text themselves in a 

smaller writing task (around 100 words). Longer writing exercises (150-200 words) are called 

compositions and are located in a separate section of the book. The instructions and models for the 

longer writing tasks or compositions will form the primary focus of the analysis.  

All shorter writing assignments of the textbooks series are marked with a note pad 

icon. Other icons that mark specific exercises are kick start (to start a new theme), text wise (to test 
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text comprehension), phrase bank (to collect important phrases), word power (vocabulary exercise), 

chat room (talking exercise), hear say (pronunciation exercise), sound bite (listening 

comprehension). Instructions and topics for the longer written assignments, the compositions, are 

compiled in its separate chapter called thinktank. In this section the textbook introduces tips on 

planning, writing and dividing the text into a coherent composition. I will present the writing tasks 

of all three textbooks in their own chapters, first presenting the note pad exercises or short writing 

assignments followed by findings in the thinktank section labeled as longer writing assignments.  

The final chapter will conclude the analysis with a discussion of the findings.  

In order to get a more comprehensive understanding of the genres students are 

expected to know and produce, I have identified most of them with a genre. As discussed in the 

theory section, there is no one way of identifying a text with a genre: SFL tends to identify text 

based on broader categories, such as narrative, description and explanation, whereas ESP has a 

more narrow perspective since genres are shared by specific groups and smaller communities. 

Sample genres in the field of ESP are therefore more specific, such as book review, letter of 

recommendation, donation request and recipe (Hyland 2004, 44; Cook 1989, 95). As the 

classification of texts is more explicit in the ESP approach, I chose to identify the texts in the 

shorter writing assignments more narrowly. All of them could also be identified on the base on 

broader rhetorical goals, as it is done in by SFL (Hyland 2004, 44). In my attempt to classify the 

longer writing assignments, I decided to rely on broader concepts of genre. This is due to the fact 

that I based my assessment on the topics only, which allow more numerous outcome varieties 

compared to the shorter assignments, which are more restricted. It should be stated that there is 

inevitably some subjectivity involved in the process and many topics may suggest elements of 

several genres.  
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4.2 Profiles 1 

4.2.1 Short writing assignments 

In the first part of the textbook series, there are eight short writing assignments. All are located after 

a main text and most are text-related, i.e. reading and understanding the main text is necessary in 

order to complete the exercise successfully. Many of them can be regarded as extension of the text, 

since the students are required to respond to the text or rewrite parts of it. Although most of them 

can be identified with a genre, the exercises seem to serve the purpose of vocabulary consolidation 

rather then genre understanding. Evidence of this are the words and phrases provided in some of the 

exercises as well as the emphasis on producing a concise piece of text that gets the message across. 

Additionally, almost all exercises had a clearly expressed function, i.e. purpose, letting the students 

concentrate on the actual writing. Table 1. summarizes the note pad exercises in Profiles 1: 

 

Type of Exercise Genre Context Instructions 

1) Email message to a new 
acquaintance  

Email Text-related Purpose of the e-mail 
provided in addition to 
suggested phrases for 
beginning and ending an 
email. 

2) Sentence endings No specific genre, 
unconnected 
sentences  

Vocabulary is text-
related 

- 

3) Blog entry Internet comment Text-related Write a personal 
comment about health 
and nutrition. 

4) Email or dialog. 
Four short writing 
exercises to choose       
from: 

   

- Exercise A Expressing opinion in 
form of email 

Text-related (the text 
discusses Luke who 
does not get the 
opportunity to play at 
his team’s football 
games due to his coach) 

Express your feelings as 
a parent.  Be direct and 
polite. 

- Exercise B Personal statement in 
form of email 

Text-related Give your purpose for 
leaving the team. 

- Exercise C Written dialog Text-related Rewrite the dialog of the 
text. Begin with “Could 
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I have a word?” 

- Exercise D Written dialog Topic only Write a dialog with your 
partner. Take turns 
writing lines.  

5) Description of your 
home and its surroundings 

Description  Topic only Describe the location 
and the good and bad 
sides of your home. 

6) Description of an actor Description Topic only Write a brief description 
of a famous 
actor/actress. 

7) Note to your family Note or short letter Text-related Imagine you are Gilbert. 
Write a brief note to 
your family explaining 
why you have decided 
to leave. 

8) Thank-you note to host 
family in Finland 

Email Text-related Write as the American 
exchange student Sean. 
Thank the Erikssons for 
their hospitality and 
invite them to visit you 
in the US. At least five 
words/expressions 
provided must be used.  

Table 1. Note pad exercises in Profiles 1  
 

4.2.2 Longer writing assignments 

Each thinktank section in the textbook focuses on composition writing.  Before the writing 

assignments, students are given examples of how to plan a text (mind map and bullet point list). 

After that, the section lists nine composition titles from which the students are to choose one. Each 

title refers to a text in textbook that students are allowed to use for ideas or useful expressions. The 

length of a composition should be between 150 and 200 words. All titles also include information or 

questions about what the students are expected to write.  Most of the titles and instructions for the 

compositions fall within the category of a description. In these titles the students are asked to write 

about a person, event or place with the help of focused questions. An example of a descriptive 

composition topic is: 

Cross words – Have you ever had a serious disagreement or argument 
with someone? What led to the situation and what happened? How 
did it end? How did you feel afterwards?  (Profiles 1, p. 104) 
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In addition to five descriptive titles, there are two that call for a discussion and one for a film 

review. Examples titles: 

Body and Soul – What contributes to a healthy lifestyle? Eating habits? Keeping 
physically fit? Something else?  
 
The film of a book – Write about a film you have seen which was based on a book or 
story. What is the name of the film and what was it based on? In what ways is the 
film true to the book? Did the film live up to the expectations? Why? / Why not?  
(Profiles 1, p. 104) 

Although the genres of the expected outcomes are not given, most of the instructions 

do provide adequate information for the students to understand and succeed in the writing task. 

Nevertheless, it might be beneficial for the students to identify the underlying genre and compare it 

to closely relating ones. In the first example, however, it might be difficult to assess if the topic 

calls for a description, as I concluded, or a narrative (due to the past tense). Information regarding 

the purpose of the text and the intended tense within the instructions could benefit the student in his 

or her planning and writing progress. 

In addition to the instructions for planning a composition and the composition titles, 

the thinktank section also includes an introduction to compiling a portfolio. Although the portfolio 

is presented more in the form of an additional exercise rather than a compulsory part of the course 

like the composition, it equips the students with some valid information about what to consider 

before starting any writing process. The portfolio is defined as “a living, growing collection or 

selection of your work” (Profiles 1, p. 105). It should include various pieces of work to show both 

skill and progress. There are no limitations to the topics, but several suggestions are provided on a 

separate page (Appendix 1). The idea is to compile one portfolio throughout all Profiles courses, 

but there is no specific number of works mentioned. 

The portfolio instructions advise the students to consider three questions before 

starting to write: 

1. Who is writing/speaking/singing etc? (Author) 
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2. Who is the piece meant for? (Audience) 

3. What form does the piece take? (Medium) 

(Profiles 1, p. 105 and Appendix 2) 

The questions help students understand the context in which the text occurs. The answers of these 

questions have consequences that affect the text, e.g. form, vocabulary and tone. Who we are 

writing to or in what capacity we do so, for example, significantly influences the outcome. In 

addition to producing a grammatically correct and coherent text, the guiding questions in Profiles 

encourage students to place their text within a situation, similar to Halliday’s three features of the 

context of situation (1985). A resemblance of Halliday’s field, tenor and mode and the questions 

above is apparent. Halliday’s field refers to the social activity that takes places in the text and can 

be formed into the question “What is happening?”  Tenor relates to people taking part as well as 

their relationship to each other, answering to “Who is taking part?  Halliday’s third feature is 

mode, referring to role of the language e.g. spoken or written or combination of these (Halliday 

1985, 12). Two out of three questions roughly encompass the same aspects of context as 

introduced by Halliday. The first question in Profiles 1 has hardly much significance outside of the 

classroom setting, since it is the assumption that people write as themselves and not as fictional 

characters as it is practiced in textbook writing exercises.  

The suggested writing assignments for the portfolio have a wide range of genres. 

Since the students are provided with the medium or expected outcome or form of the assignments, 

the genres are either stated or in some cases easily concluded. The genres found in the assignments 

are: a film script, a message on an Internet board, two interviews, an exercise CD, recipes, a 

discussion, a song interpretation, a letter, a quiz, a film review, a speech and an advertisement.   
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4.3 Profiles 2 

4.3.1 Short writing assignments  

In the second part of the textbook series, the amount of short writing assignments, the note pad 

exercises, has increased slightly. Similar to the ones in the first book, almost all the exercises 

required the knowledge of the main text in the unit, but none were direct extension or parts of it. In 

other words, the topic of discussion was the same, but all assignments were entities of their own.  I 

chose to mark the context as topic only in cases where the genre of the written assignment differs 

from texts discussed in the same unit. In these cases students are required to produce a text based on 

the instructions, however allowing him to draw from the main text for ideas and phrases.  

Interestingly, from the eleven exercises in second Profiles textbook, six were internet-

related. Although all are carried out in the actual textbook or a notebook via a traditional pencil, six 

of the exercises simulated either a webpage or an email, thus suggesting that the majority of the 

texts represent newer genres. Table 2. summarizes the note pad exercises in Profiles 2: 

 

Type of Exercise Genre Context Instructions  

1) Application form 
(web) 

Registration (personal 
information) 

Topic only Fill out the provided 
form . 

2) Fictional writing 
competition - Most 
wonderful or most awful 
holiday experience 
description 

Essay Topic only No more than 100 words. 

3) Customer review of a 
European hotel (web) 

Review  Topic only Comment on location, 
cleanliness, standard of 
service, atmosphere and 
value of money. 

4) Tabloid news story 
about Ewan McGregor  

Short news story  Topic only Write a story about the 
actor travelling incognito 
in your country. 

5a) Describing a hobby 
as part of a job 
application 

Application Topic only Write about a hobby that 
would be useful if 
working at a youth camp. 

5b) Defending ones 
hobby/interest after it 
received criticism on a 
discussion forum (web) 

Counter argument Topic only Defend your interest. 
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6) Writing a reply on a 
youth discussion forum 
(web) 

Counter argument Topic only Defend the reputation of 
Finns as not being dull. 

7a) Connecting travel 
tips 

Unconnected sentences Topic only Matching beginnings and 
endings of travel tips. 

7b) Describing a robbery 
for a insurance company  

Description Topic only Answer a set of 
questions about a bag 
theft during a trip. 

8) Writing a fictional 
story about Amelia 
Earhart (web) 

Narrative Text-related (text 
discusses several 
theories about her 
disappearance) 

Post a version of what 
took place during her last 
flight. 

9) Taking notes Report Topic only Find interesting pieces of 
trivia on the internet 
about famous people. 

10) Creating a dialogue Narrative Topic only Write a dialogue based 
on one of three still 
pictures and comparing 
results with a classmate. 

11) Writing on a social 
network site (web) 

Exposition Topic only Complete your profile by 
answering the question: 
What makes you tick? 

Table 2. Note pad exercise in Profiles 2 

 

4.3.2 Longer writing assignments 

The thinktank section of the second Profiles focuses on paragraph organization. Students are 

instructed that a composition consists of four to five paragraphs with each paragraph focusing on 

one idea. The first paragraph or the introduction should also include an opener that draws the 

reader’s attention. Suggestions include a question, a humorous statement and quotation.  The final 

paragraph is the conclusion, in which previous issues are summed up and the writer can make a 

closing remark.  

The actual composition assignment consists of nine different topics to choose from. 

All topics are based on texts within the textbook. Five of topics call for a descriptive text and four 

topics deal with discussing and expressing points of view. In addition to the topic-related 

information and questions seen in the examples, there are no further instructions. Examples of the 

descriptive topics are:  

My life as a holiday rep – Imagine you work as a holiday rep for a tour operator 
somewhere in Europe. Describe your experiences.  
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So unfair! – Describe an occasion when you received bad service or were treated 
unfairly.  

(Profiles 2, p. 119) 

Examples of the topics that suggest a discussion: 

Urban or Rural? – Which has more to offer holidaywise – the attractions of a big 
city or the peace and quiet of the countryside? 

“Anyone who spends a lot of their free time online doesn’t have a real life.” – To 
what extent do you agree with this quotation?  

(Profiles 2, p. 119) 

In the portfolio part of the thinktank section, the students have twelve assignments to 

choose from (Appendix 3). Again, there is no reference to the amount of texts the students should 

include in the portfolio, unless instructed by their teachers. In addition to writing texts, students are 

also encouraged to include recordings, videos or other forms of self-expression into the portfolio. 

As in Profiles 1, the students are provided with information regarding author, audience and 

medium. Therefore, in many of the assignments the students are not writing in their own capacity 

and they are allowed to use fictitious events. In regard to this thesis, the subject of medium seems 

most relevant. It provides the students with information about the where a text would actually occur 

and who its users are. Thus revealing facts about its purpose and consequently its genre. The range 

of genres within the assignments is quite wide: an advertisement, a blog entry, a travel journey 

entry, an interview, a magazine and two newspaper articles, a commentary, a travel guide, a quiz, a 

questionnaire and a scene from a script. Even though the assignments do not contain any 

instructions on how to produce the genres, they do provide students with a clearer idea of expected 

outcome, compared to the composition titles.  
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4.4 Profiles 3 

4.4.1 Short writing assignments 

There are ten short writing assignments in the third book of the textbook series, although the last 

two assignments (the CV and the application letter) are closer in length to the compositions than 

other note pad assignments. Since the entire third course focuses on issues dealing with the future, 

jobs and work placement, most of the topics in the short writing assignments revolve around these 

issues as well.  

As with the previously introduced short writing assignments, most of them are 

independent from the text in the same unit, although in most cases the writing assignments do 

involve closely relating topics. None of the assignments provided any suggested vocabulary. 

Students are, however, encouraged to draw expressions and ideas from the texts. 

The final two assignments, the CV and the application letter, differ from the other 

assignments. Firstly, there are detailed instructions, tips and a model as to how to form the text. 

Secondly, they are instructed to be written subsequently: first the CV and then the application letter. 

Students are also given the possibility to write their own job advertisement, to which their partner 

may refer when writing the application letter. A number of job advertisements are also given in the 

textbook. The task also includes arranging an interview situation, thus mimicking the process of 

finding a job. Table 3. summarizes all short writing assignments in Profiles 3:  

Type of Exercise Genre  Context Instructions 

1) Posting your opinion 
on a internet discussion 
forum 

Internet comment Topic only  Discuss whether or not 
intelligent people are 
happier than others. 

2) Answering interview 
questions 

Interview Text-related Find and answer 
questions found in the 
text. 

3) Taking part in a 
writing competition 

Story Topic only Write about the story 
behind your name. 

4) Write an email to an 
American friend 

Email Not related Write about experience 
in a Finnish high school 
so far. 
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5) Discussing ones 
future and expectations 

Journal entry Text-related  
(Comparing to persons 
discussed in the texts) 

Write about how choices 
made in high school may 
influence the future. 

6) Imagine you have just 
started living and 
working in Finland 

Blog entry Not related Describe your thoughts 
or feelings. 

7) Preparing for a job 
interview by writing a 
speech 

Speech Topic only Write a sales pitch to a 
prospective manager on 
your skills and strengths. 

8) Reading a job ad and 
writing a profile of a 
possible candidate based 
on the ad 

Profile Not related Using your imagination, 
write about someone 
who is applying for the 
astronaut program. 

9) Writing a Curriculum 
Vitae 

CV Topic only Several tips and a model 
CV are provided. 

10) Writing a job 
application  

Application letter Text-related The basic structure of a 
application letter and a 
model letter are 
provided. 

Table 3. Note pad exercises in Profiles 3 

 

4.4.2 Longer writing assignments 

The composition instructions in Profiles 3 introduce the students to formal vs. informal writing. The 

short introduction section discusses degrees of formality and the importance of word and phrase 

choices. Examples are provided in the form of a chart: one demonstrating formal language the other 

informal.  The chart lists business letters and emails, reports and academic texts as typical genres 

where formal language is used. Informal structures and vocabulary are typical in emails, instant 

messages and in other forms of communication where the recipients are well acquainted with one 

another (Profiles 3, p. 104).   

The chart also illustrates examples of choices of language by providing both a formal 

and an informal version of the same sentence. According to the chart, characteristics of formal 

language are longer sentences that are often connected to one another with linking words. 

Additionally, the use of the passive voice, formal subject it and there and a scarce use of contracted 

forms are also typical for formal language. In contrast, informal language often consists of shorter, 

more loosely connected sentences. Active structures are common as is the use of you as a subject. 
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Contracted forms are considered norm in spoken and written informal language and colloquial or 

slang expression are commonly used (p. 104). 

More cumbersome is the choice of individual words. The chart provides few examples 

of word choice; mainly attend vs. take part in and pass away vs. to kick the bucket (expression 

classified as slang). Other examples or possible references to the formality of words are not 

provided. Towards the end of the instructions, students are advised that all compositions generally 

come under the category of formal writing. Some conventions of informal language may however 

be used in composition writing to add a more personal touch (p. 104). 

After the formality introduction, students are to choose from nine composition topics. 

Again, each topic is related to a text that the student should be familiar with. As with previous 

composition topics, the majority falls within the category of a description. One of the descriptions 

could also be seen as a recount as it requires the writer to “describe the events that lead up to your 

dismissal” (p. 105). In addition, there are four topics that call for a discussion of one or several 

points of view. Examples of descriptive topics are: 

Culture shock – Imagine that you have moved to Ireland to live and work for a year. 
Describe some highlight and low point of your stay there.  

You’re fired! – You have just been sacked from your job. Describe the series of 
event that lead up to your dismissal and how you reacted on hearing the news.  

(Profiles 3, p. 105) 

Examples of topics that suggest a discussion: 

The mark of success? – Is academic achievement necessary in order to be successful 
in life? 

Who’s the boss? – What do you see as the advantages and disadvantages of 
becoming your own boss and working for yourself? Refer to some specific 
professions or fields to support your views.   

(Profiles 3, p. 105) 
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The third textbook, like the previous ones, also includes a variety of ideas for the 

portfolio (Appendix 4). Again, the students are encouraged to write in the capacity of different 

authors, such as etymologist, film critic, reporter, tour guide, and employer. The medium indicates 

which form the production should take and therefore also suggests a genre in most cases.  The 

identifiable genres in the portfolio assignment are: a letter to the editor, an anthology entry, an 

etymological dictionary entry, a speech, a film review, two interviews, a tour guide commentary, a 

quiz, a phone-in of a radio show, a cartoon and a job advertisement. Although most of the 

suggested topics should take the form of a text, many can also be completed as a recording. The 

introduction of formal vs. informal style earlier in the same section of the textbook combined with 

the information provided in this assignment (author, audience and medium) will definitely give 

strong indications to the students as to which degree of formality is adequate for each individual 

task.  

5 Discussion 

5.1 Short assignments 

As we see in the tables that summarize the short writing assignment in all three Profiles textbooks, 

the amount of clearly text-related tasks decreases as the courses advance. The first course includes 

many assignments that either rewrite parts or are based on the text discussed. Additionally, the first 

course includes much more vocabulary help, such as suggested beginnings and endings. Although 

the short assignments stay quite similar through out the three books in regard to function, they do 

seem to change in nature. The assignments in the first textbook rely on descriptive texts, friendly 

conversations and stating one’s personal opinion.  The second textbook includes more demanding 

writing tasks, such defending one’s opinion. The progress becomes more evident in the third 

textbook, where the students are to take part in discussions and write about more abstract themes, 

such as future choices and personal strengths and weaknesses.  
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All in all, the function of the short writing assignments is the consolidation of newly 

acquired words and phrases, learning to communicate effectively and writing a purposeful text. 

There is less focus on formal features compared to the longer assignments and in most cases the 

students do not have to convey the purpose of the text, as it is given to them. The purpose, however, 

provides the starting point for the text and it is left up to the students to voice this purpose in regard 

to content and register. The purpose of a text inevitably influences what and how something is 

written and vice versa as Hyland (2004, 57) states: “Genres are therefore defined by the jobs they 

are said to achieve”. Most of the genres in the short assignments are familiar ones that most upper 

secondary students encounter quite frequently, such as email or blog entry, which makes the 

assignments easier to complete. Consequently, students rely on their own knowledge of genres, in 

addition to the information within the assignments and the main texts discussed. The different 

culture of the genres is what poses the additional challenge: although students are familiar with the 

genres in their culture and community, they might not be aware of the differences in genre in 

another culture. For that reason, it is not just the language that needs adjusting, but also some genre 

features. Therefore producing a genre in the EFL classroom also means accepting that genres 

cannot necessarily be transferred from one culture to another.   

This inevitably brings us to the next questions: What is the target culture and what are 

the possible differences to our culture? In the shorter writing assignments the only identifiable 

cultural characteristics are found on the vocabulary level. Expressions for beginning and ending an 

email in Profiles 1, such as dear, cheers and love are culturally typical and could not be derived or 

translated from Finnish. Some cultural knowledge is essential. Cultural differences on the genre 

level are much more difficult to detect, since only the assignments were examined not the actual 

outcome. Overall, the short assignments seem to indicate that there is not much difference in the 

newer genres that are associated with the Internet, such as a blog, an Internet comment or a social 

networking site. This may be explained by that fact that the Internet is widely accessible to almost 
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anyone and also because many of the Internet genres are used in English despite the author’s first 

language. More traditional genres, such a letter or a speech, require some fixed features for reader’s 

to recognize them as such therefore students may need more assistance composing these. All in all, 

English is definitely a world language where more than one variety of a genre is acceptable and 

understandable. Whether or not there is a specific background culture, British, American or other 

that the textbooks rely on could not be detected. 

5.2 Longer assignments 

The most salient feature of the composition topics was the rather limited amount of genres 

represented. The vast majority of the topics suggested either a description or a discussion. The 

portfolio topics, in contrast, had a much wider variety of familiar and less familiar genres. This 

probably has to do with the fact that the portfolio is seen more of a additional exercise unlike the 

composition, which often impacts the course grade, not to mention its significant role in the 

matriculation examination. The focus on a few genres is best explained by the fact that most courses 

introduce only one or two new genres. The entire series consists of eight textbooks, so there are 

bound to be many more genres in the later volumes. The sparse amount of genres within the topics 

allow the students to progress writing a specific genre, since there are usually only one or two 

compositions written during an upper secondary level English course. Therefore, during the first 

year courses, students are allowed to build their genre knowledge, rather than attempting to acquire 

several new genres within one course, without having the chance to work on them. 

Hyland (2004, 55) notes that it is a common understanding, originating from the 

cognitive perspective of learning, that past knowledge and some familiarity with the topic in 

question is necessary when producing any text. Repetition is what builds genre understanding, but 

previous knowledge of words, language and texts is what this understanding is built upon (Hyland 

2004, 55). In addition to the knowledge on the language level, writers also require an understanding 

of the social level, namely the context and the purpose. All Profiles composition topics are based on 
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a text within the same textbook, which allows the students to draw from these texts for ideas and 

help. The social level is more difficult to attain. Since genre knowledge also includes an 

understanding of how a text fits into the actual communicative events, such as the contexts it occurs 

in or what expectations people associate with it, students cannot rely on textbook texts solely 

(Hyland 2004, 56). Additionally, in order to gain this social understanding, texts need to been seen 

in relation to one another and this is another aspect that students in a classroom rarely have. 

Moreover, the idea of the recipient is skewed, since students cannot escape the fact that their teacher 

is the true target reader and not, for instance, a fictitious character or audience, as the portfolio 

topics suggest.   

Although it is challenging to teach many social aspects of genre knowledge in the 

classroom, there are ways to accommodate for this. For example, locating and examining genres 

outside the textbook in the situations where they actually occur. Not all genres in the writing 

assignments are likely to have exact equivalents, but students can draw parallels from texts with 

similar purposes in similar situations and apply this knowledge to their own writing (Hyland 2004, 

56). There will always be some lacking elements when genres are taught in the classroom setting, 

but reminding students that genre understanding includes knowing the culture and including the 

situation, in which genres are used, will help students navigate in the right direction.  

The instructions in the textbooks for writing a composition follow a logical order. The 

first book in the series begins by focusing on planning a text, the second one gives advice on 

paragraph organization and the third on adequate register. All instructions operate on a very general 

level and could be utilized for many types of genres. Since the instruction are quite non-specific 

regarding genre, but targeted only for the English language composition, it becomes obvious that 

there is more than one genre involved in a composition, because the composition in itself sets 

expectations for the text. So whether a student writes a description or a discussion, there are also 

the underlying demands of the composition that need to be met. These demands impose restriction 
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mostly on the structural level, whereas the specific genre mainly affects the content of the text. 

Nevertheless, students are bound by to sets of expectations and in order to succeed in the overall 

writing task. 

A closer look into the instructions of the composition show how the tools provided 

might help the students. In the first book students are introduced to a mind map and a list to help the 

planning process. Both of these tools encourage students to plan the structure, themes and the 

vocabulary used in the composition. With regard to genre, there is no information provided. 

Students are to conclude the genre of the composition from the titles and their instructions 

throughout the series. In the composition instructions of the second textbook, focusing on paragraph 

organization, students are given a model of an ideally constructed composition. The model is 

applicable to any type of composition. In the instruction of the third book students are given 

concrete examples of appropriate language use for formal and informal settings. Some genres are 

named for typically calling for formal language and examples of informal genres are provided as 

well. Overall, as with the instructions, the models and examples illustrated are not genre specific, 

even though they may benefit some genres more than others. Consequently, students gain little 

insight towards understanding a genre or differentiating between genres from the instructions alone.  

Surprisingly, the most useful tool for understanding genre seems to be the portfolio 

instructions. Although the portfolio is not as pertinent to the course as the composition, students can 

benefit from portfolio instructions in their composition writing skills as well. Considering the 

context of a text in the form of audience and medium will help students adjust their writing in any 

writing task. Additionally, the instructions familiarize students with less common genres, offer 

students new perspectives and provide the opportunity for a much less restricted writing 

environment with an abundance of choice. 
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6 Conclusion 

The study shows that the Profiles textbooks analyzed offer a wide range of writing exercises with 

various learning goals. Most short assignments provide a more defined writing setting, where 

students are given background information from the text, reason for writing and detailed 

instructions. The compositions, on the other hand, offer more choice, but additionally demand more 

independence and reasoning from the students. Moreover, the results indicate that although there 

are plenty of different writing assignments incorporated throughout the textbooks, only a few 

include information on purpose of the text, context and genre choice. This is especially true with the 

composition assignments, where students have to rely on their own knowledge in order to grasp the 

underlying genre of the composition from the instructions.  

Most of the composition instructions examined in the textbook series Profiles seem to 

be geared toward writing generally, which is understandable, considering that most of the students 

starting upper secondary school are not likely to have much experience writing longer texts in 

English. Rather than going into details about genres, the first three books of the series equips 

students with tips and models on writing a coherent and well-formed composition. In hindsight, the 

later volumes of the series would have provided a better base for an analysis. The last courses of 

English in the upper secondary school prepare the students for the matriculation examination and 

are thus more likely to contain more genre-specific information for writing a composition than the 

first three volumes. 

The shorter writing assignments and the portfolio tasks, however, give students the 

opportunity to produce a variety of genres, not just written, without the burden of the matriculation 

examination. The portfolio tasks especially, allow students more freedom and choice as well as the 

chance to explore their own writing within different genres. Additionally, the instruction of the 

portfolio adds new perspective through the notions of author, audience and medium, which 
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transcend to other assignment as well. The compositions may have more restrictions, but all writing 

assignments will inevitable support one another and the overall writing progress.   

As the discussion has shown, the composition written in the English courses in the 

upper secondary level is in itself a genre and thus sets limitations for the text. The purpose of the 

composition is to learn to express oneself better, applying newly learned words and phrases in a real 

situation and ultimately succeeding in the matriculation examination. The topics and the topic 

instructions of the compositions, however, call for an addition genre such as a discussion or a 

description. The complexity of composition lies therefore in the ‘dual-purpose’, i.e. succeeding in 

fulfilling the demands of the composition as well as succeeding in producing an appropriate genre 

for the topic.  
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Appendix 1 Profiles 1 Portfolio topics  (p. 106) 
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Appendix 2 Profiles 2 Portfolio instructions (p. 120) 
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Appendix 3 Profiles 2 Portfolio topics (p. 121) 
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Appendix 4 Profiles 3 Portfolio topics (p. 106) 
 

 


