
Irene Fountas and Gay Su 

Pinnell sit down for a Q&A 

on the benefits of the inquiry 

approach to learning about genre. 

Through this highly effective process, students deepen 

their thinking and noticings to ultimately better 

understand genre as a necessary comprehension tool in 

navigating a lifetime of literacy exploration.

Q. What is Genre Study, and what is its role 

in learning to read and write? 

Gay: What we call “genre study,” and what we have 

developed a comprehensive professional program around, 

is an active exploration of texts of the same genre. We have 

created an exciting learning process, whereby students really 

interact and experience different text-types—think about 

them, talk about them, work with them—in an analytic way. 

When they do this, we find that in a relatively short period of 

time, students will internalize a definition of that genre, and 

bring that to their reading.  

For example, what makes a biography a biography? What 

makes a fantasy a fantasy? This is a critical piece in learning 

to read, deepening students reading, and increasing their 

reading ability.  As educators, we know that expectations 

related to genre are the roadmap to comprehension. If you 

know the genre of a book, and, know for example, what the 

characteristics of fantasy are, you will know what to expect 

when you begin to read it.  You are already ahead of the game 

before you even begin to read it, and you will read the text in 

different ways. 

In a mystery, you learn to look for clues, notice details, 

and remember. In a nonfiction book, you look for the key 

information. For example, a writer might compare and 
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contrast or use cause and effect.  With practice, genre 

noticing can really inform the reader’s expectations.  The 

more you know about genre, the deeper and easier it is to 

comprehend.

Irene: Genre Study is also so valuable for teaching writing 

because it helps students learn, not only genre character-

istics, but also how to think deeply about how texts are 

created. They begin to read like writers, and in that process 

learn to think and talk analytically about texts. Students who 

are immersed in genre study, for example, can take a piece in 

one genre and rework it into another. Students will also begin 

to develop academic language for thinking, talking, and 

writing about books —and that’s pretty wonderful.

Q. Why did you choose the inquiry 

approach for learning about genre?

Irene: We know that the inquiry process is very important 

because students get inside the genre. They construct under-

standings for themselves. They learn how to notice—how to 

notice patterns, and how to notice characteristics. Just giving 

students a definition of a genre isn’t half as effective as their 

experiencing it….seeing how they categorize it, and define it.   

So in many ways, once students have engaged in a few cycles 

of the inquiry process, they have developed a way of learning 

that’s really very powerful.

Gay: Also, learning about genre through the inquiry 

process allows students to own it. If you have experienced 

the genre, through multiple examples of a text-type, noticed 

characteristics of it, and have internalized a working definition 

for yourself, you will remember it. Unlike something you have 

studied just to perform on a test and may forget afterwards. 

Each time you read, you may not consciously think or say to 

yourself “This is fantasy,” but it will be part of the way you take 

a stance toward the text. 

Q. Your work is so strong in professional 

development. And, for so many teachers 

who are used to the transmission model, using 

the inquiry method for teaching genre study 

might change their way of thinking. Do you 

agree?

Irene: The inquiry method for Genre Study demonstrates 

high-impact teaching and learning. If teachers can under-

stand what they are doing with this method it is generative, 

and can transfer this skill to other areas of teaching—they 

see that! Teachers are also learning alongside students in the 

inquiry approach. They don’t have to know everything, but 

rather, they’re helping students become seekers of patterns 

and questioning.  In addition, they are reinforcing learning 

how to learn, instead of simply learning rote material. 

“ Students will begin to 

develop academic language 

for thinking, talking and 

writing about books—and 

that’s pretty wonderful.”
“ …expectations related to 

genre are the roadmap to 

comprehension.”



Q. Will students respond to this  

model as well?

Irene: Yes. Students are learning about the “learning 

process.” Also, it takes some of the pressure off of teachers 

because questions can be problem-solved and figured 

out together, between students and teachers. That’s what 

learning is all about.

Gay: As a teacher, you can always learn something new 

about a genre, whether it’s biographies, realistic or historical 

fiction. Through this method, your own appreciation of text 

complexity increases, and that enjoyment is contagious. 

Studying texts also helps teachers and students learn to 

see authors as real people who write, revise, rewrite, and 

make decisions about their writing.  This makes the inquiry 

approach to genre study such a dynamic and fresh way for 

teachers to engage students in the exploration of texts.

Q. How does Genre Study align with the 

Common Core State Standards?

Irene: Genre Study fits beautifully with the Common Core 

State Standards and, in fact, exceeds them because of its 

emphasis on providing evidence for one’s thinking, engaging 

with more informational text, and being able to identify char-

acteristics of complex texts.  When you look at the Common 

Core State Standards and consider the process of genre study 

and the content, you see that our Genre Study accomplishes 

that and much more.  

Gay: It also promotes thinking across multiple texts 

because the process of inquiry that we describe and promote 

involves students in reading several texts, and discussing texts 

as a group.

Q. How do teachers incorporate Genre 

Study into their reading programs? 

What if educators are not using the reader/

writers’ workshop approach? 

Irene: First of all, our Genre Study is rooted in read-aloud, 

and most teachers, no matter what instructional systems they 

use, read aloud to students. This should allow for a seamless 

integration.  But, no matter how teachers structure their 

Language Arts block, simply by selecting a few clear examples 

of a particular genre to use as mentor texts, as we like to 

call them, will help expose students to the understandings 

of a genre—the noticings and characteristics that lead to a 

definition. In turn, those can be used to link to independent 

reading, or reinforcing genre characteristics in small group 

instruction, in book clubs, as well as in a whole variety of 

pedagogy. 

It doesn’t have to be organized in a workshop approach. 

However, when it is, the reading mini-lessons are very useful 

in making explicit the understandings that were implicit in 

the process. Being able to have a whole group reading mini-

lessons at the very least, is a wonderful way to build a shared 

set of genre understandings. And what powerful teaching 

and learning moments can be experienced from this type of 

dynamic literacy exploration. We are very excited about the 

feedback we are getting on this suite.

“ The more you know about 

genre, the deeper and easier 

it is to comprehend.”

“ If you know the genre of 

a book… you know what 

to expect—you are already 

ahead of the game before 

you even begin to read it.”
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