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Genre Analysis and Reverse Outlining 

Genre Analysis

Genre analysis is a way to examine a model text to determine how that text is written—
what features are necessary for that type of text? You might think of it as a form of reverse 
engineering. You take an existing document in a certain field and work backward from that 
to identify how that field expects such a document to be written. 

Genre analysis focuses on what the author is doing, as opposed to the content or what 
they are saying. What is the author doing at the rhetorical or sentence level that allows a 
reader to understand the text as part of the target genre? For instance, think about the 
differences between a resume and a cover letter, or between a personal journal entry and a 
written reflection for a class. In each pair, the content may be similar. What the author 
does in the text (how the audience is addressed, the type of vocabulary used, etc.) may be 
very different. The questions in this linked document can help you work with model texts 
but note that the list is not meant to be exhaustive.

Reverse Outlining

Reverse outlining uses a form of genre analysis to specifically look at the organization of an 
already-written document, whether your own or someone else’s. The following steps are 
used to create a reverse outline: 

• Identify the thesis or main idea of the paper. 
• Identify the main idea of each paragraph (you might write this in the margin or copy 

the topic sentences over to a new document and list them in the order presented in 
the paper). 

• Articulate the relationship between each paragraph’s main idea and the thesis or 
main point of the entire paper. 

Once you have your outline, you can look it over to identify problem areas and make 
revisions if you’re working with your own document. You might start with the following 
actions: 

• If the main idea of the paper is not actually stated anywhere, consider whether this 
will cause your readers to have trouble following your argument. Also, think about 
how papers in your field of study usually state the main idea. Is it a thesis sentence? 
A list of hypotheses? A statement of purpose? Something else? 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/graduate_writing/documents/Questions-for-Genre-Analysis.pdf
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/the_writing_process/reverse_outlining.html


Purdue Writing Lab, Fall 2024, Page 2 

• If you cannot identify the main idea of a paragraph, you might have too many ideas 
in one paragraph (and need to divide it into multiple paragraphs), or you might lack a 
topic sentence that clearly states the main idea. 

• If the main idea of a paragraph does not appear to relate to the main point of the 
paper, consider whether that material simply doesn’t belong or whether you need to 
articulate more clearly the reason it is included in the document. 

• Read the thesis sentence and the topic sentences (or first sentences) of each 
paragraph in the order they are currently in. If someone read only those sentences, 
would they get the gist of your argument? If not, you might need to reorder 
paragraphs or clarify your topic sentences.
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Activity: Genre Analysis 

Learning objective: To use a model text to identify features that make up that genre. 

Directions 

Identify a genre in your field—for example, a poster presentation or visual abstract—and use the questions in the table below 
to analyze the genre so that you could produce one for your own research purposes if necessary. Note that these are not the 
only questions you could ask when doing a genre analysis. See this document for additional genre analysis questions. 

 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/graduate_writing/documents/Questions-for-Genre-Analysis.pdf
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Questions Responses 

What information is 
included in this genre? 

 

How is the information 
organized and labeled? 

 

How does the genre 
engage with the audience? 

 

Where and how is the 
scope of the research 
indicated? 

 

How much context or 
background is included? 

 

How is data presented?  

How are citations used?  

How is punctuation used?  

Active or passive voice?  

How concise is the 
writing? 
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Activity: Reverse Outlining  

Learning objective: To use reverse outlining to check a document for organizational 
problems and to consider how to resolve those problems.  

Directions 

Step 1: Choose a document that you are writing or have written. If you do not have anything 
suitable, choose a published article in your field of study. Go through the document and 
highlight the thesis/main point and then the topic sentence of each paragraph. If it is a long 
document, you may choose to do this for only one section (e.g., the introduction or 
literature review), or you may start the activity now and finish it later. 

Step 2: Use the chart below to conduct a reverse outline of your document.  

If you are unable to identify something (e.g., you can’t find the main point of the document 
or a paragraph doesn’t appear to have a single topic), leave that row blank or otherwise 
mark it as a problem area. You will return to it later. 

 

 Copy the sentence from 
your document or write in 
the topic as a phrase 

What is the relationship 
between this paragraph’s topic 
and the main point of the paper 
as a whole? 

The thesis or main point 
of the document 

  

Main idea of paragraph 1 
(remember it may or 
may not be the topic 
sentence) 

  

Main idea of paragraph 2   

Main idea of paragraph 3   

[create a new table with 
new lines for as many 
paragraphs as you have 
in your document or 
section] 

  

 



Purdue Writing Lab, Fall 2024, Page 6 

Step 3: When you have completed the highlighting and chart, consider the following 
questions: 

• What problems did you find with the organization of this document? (e.g., lacking a 
main point or paragraphs that contain multiple topics) 

• If you read over just the highlighted sentences in that order, did you get the gist of 
the argument or are there places where something is missing or out of order?   

• How might you plan to revise based on this information? (e.g., rearrange 
paragraphs, add in new topic sentences) 
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