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ABSTRACT

This paper proposes a Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) (Motta-Roth, 2006; 
2008a; 2008b) of the English Language test on the Brazilian National High 
School Exam (EL-ENEM), to, ultimately, discuss the language conception 
that underlies this test. The corpus of the analysis was composed of eight 
samples of the EL-ENEM genre. The results point out that EL-ENEM 
items provide the test takers with a contextualization about their reference 
texts. This contextualization, in most items, provide information regarding 
the genres of the reference texts. The items, then, demand the test takers 
to identify diff erent types of information in the reference texts. The types 
of information that are demanded the most refer to the text’s content, 
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objective, and topic. This way, the test takers must activate knowledge 
related to Semantics and Pragmatics, Register (context of situation) and 
Genre (context of culture), indicating a direction to the view of language 
as genre, adopted by the offi  cial documents that guide ENEM’s design.

Keywords: Critical Genre Analysis; English Language Reading Test; 
ENEM.

RESUMO

Este trabalho propõe uma Análise Crítica de Gênero (ACG) (Motta-Roth, 
2006; 2008a; 2008b) do teste de Língua Inglesa no Exame Nacional do 
Ensino Médio (ENEM-LI), para, em última instância, discutir a concepção 
de linguagem que subjaz esse teste. O corpus de análise foi composto 
de oito exemplares do gênero ENEM-LI. Os resultados apontaram que 
os itens do ENEM-LI fornecem ao examinando uma contextualização 
sobre seus textos-base. Essa contextualização, na maioria dos itens, 
fornece informações a respeito dos gêneros dos textos-base. Os itens, 
então, demandam que os examinandos identifi quem diferentes tipos 
de informação nos textos-base. Os tipos de informação que são mais 
demandados referem-se ao conteúdo, objetivo e tópico do texto. Dessa 
forma, os examinandos precisam ativar conhecimentos relacionados à 
Semântica e Pragmática, ao Registro (contexto de situação), e ao Gênero 
(contexto de cultura), indicando um direcionamento para a visão de 
linguagem como gênero, adotada pelos documentos ofi ciais que orientam 
a formulação do ENEM.

Palavras-chave: Análise Crítica de Gênero; Teste de Leitura em Língua 
Inglesa; ENEM.

1. Introduction

In Brazil, the National High School Exam (Exame Nacional do 
Ensino Médio, ENEM) assesses students’ overall performance during 
high school. In addition, the student’s scores on this test can be adopted 
to apply to public and private universities and to social programs that 
facilitate the access to these universities, such as University for All 
(Prouni) and Student Financing Program (FIES), among others. The 
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rich variety of opportunities that may emerge through the results of 
the exam demonstrates its national signifi cance, which, consequently, 
infl uences the development of research on the topic. ENEM is organized 
in the following four fi elds of knowledge: Human Sciences, Languages, 
Mathematics and Nature Sciences.

The focus of the present study is the Languages fi eld on ENEM, 
more specifi cally, the English Language test, hereafter, EL-ENEM. 
Concerning this test, previous studies have analyzed the language 
and reading conceptions that underlie its questions (Rauber, 2012); 
its backwash eff ect (Blanco, 2013; Avelar, 2015; Oliveira, 2019); the 
inference processes required to answer its questions (Azevedo et al., 
2018); among others. These previous studies provide an overview 
of EL-ENEM, mainly in relation to its backwash eff ects, such as its 
infl uences in school contexts. However, when it comes to the features 
of the test itself, these studies analyze a small sample of tests (no more 
than three tests), and do not provide detailed explanation about its macro 
and microstructure and contextual features, that is, do not analyze the 
test as a genre. Thus, this present study concentrates on the internal 
features of the test, that is, its macro and microstructure, analyzing a 
larger sample of eight tests.

Therefore, the objective of this study is to analyze EL-ENEM 
as a genre, using Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) (Motta-Roth, 2006; 
2008a; 2008b) theoretical and methodological approach, in order to, 
ultimately, delineate the language conception that underlies it. CGA’s 
theoretical and methodological rationale is presented in the following 
section. 

2. Critical Genre Analysis

Critical Genre Analysis (CGA) can be described as a theoretical 
and methodological approach to genre analysis, which “sees genre 
as language use constitutive of and constituted by social activities, 
as a relatively stable communicative event, associated with specifi c 
sociocultural contexts” (Motta-Roth; Heberle, 2015, p. 2). This 
approach was developed by diff erent authors, including Meurer (2002, 
2005), Motta-Roth (2006, 2008a, 2008b), Bonini (2010) and Bhatia 
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(2015). Since these authors may approach genre analysis in rather 
diff erent ways, we consider here Motta-Roth’s perspectives (2006, 
2008a, 2008b), and the understanding that this approach necessarily 
includes textual and contextual analysis; and combines Sociorhetoric, 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) and Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA) theories.

CGA draws on several concepts and analytical tools from those 
three theories. In this section, we focus on the ways those theories 
contribute to the analysis of the genre EL-ENEM. From Sociorhetoric, 
which includes Genre Analysis - Motta-Roth (2008a, p. 350) uses this 
term to refer to the instrumental perspective of genre analysis, such as 
in Swales (1990) - and English for Specifi c Purposes (ESP) studies, 
we consider the analytical design, reviewed by Bawarshi and Reiff  
(2013, p. 80), of investigating the genre through its communicative 
purpose, rhetorical moves and steps and linguistic and textual features 
that realize moves and steps. That is, this approach to genre analysis 
considers a “given schematic structure found in the text which has 
specifi c rules for form and context of use in relation to the function 
that it performs in the genre” (Motta-Roth, 1995, p. 16). This schematic 
structure is organized in rhetorical moves: “discoursal or rhetorical 
unit that performs a coherent communicative function in a written 
or spoken discourse”, by means of rhetorical steps (Swales, 2004, p. 
228-229). Thus, to carry out the analysis of the schematic structure, it 
is necessary to investigate the content and the form of each linguistic 
element that performs a specifi c function on the text.

SFL is a linguistic theory that also stems from the text’s function to 
analyze its linguistic elements. To accomplish this purpose, it provides 
several analytical tools, such as the Systemic Functional Grammar 
(Halliday; Matthiessen, 2014), which aims to explain how language 
organizes itself in a system, from which users can choose linguistic 
elements to represent their experiences, to establish social relations 
and to linguistically organize the text. It is based upon the idea that 
the choice made by the user is one within several possibilities that are 
available in the system. In SFL, the language system is represented as 
a stratifi cation system (Martin, 1992; Halliday; Matthiessen, 2014, p. 
24), which was adapted by CGA (for instance, Hendges, 2005; Motta-
Roth, 2008a; 2008b). This concept represents genre as social event, in 
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which people participate discursively through linguistic elements in 
diff erent levels – phonology/graphology, lexicogrammar, semantics/
pragmatics, text, discourse – (Motta-Roth, 2008b, p. 247) which work 
together to accomplish communicative purposes. Figure 1, adapted 
from Motta-Roth (2008a, 2008b), represents language as genre in six 
interrelated strata.

Figure 1 – The stratifi cation of language

Source: Motta-Roth (2008a, 2008b)

As well as CGA, which is both a theory and a method for genre 
analysis, the concept of the stratifi cation of language is used both to 
represent language and to support genre analysis in terms of the diff erent 
contextual and textual elements that are involved in a communicative 
activity. In the case of the present study, we do not use the stratifi cation 
of language to analyze the genre itself (EL-ENEM), but to discuss the 
linguistic elements, related to each stratum, that must be activated by 
the users of the genre, that is, the EL-ENEM test takers. 
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To carry out this investigation, we analyzed EL-ENEM items 
with the objective of identifying what specifi cally the test taker must 
understand in the reference text to answer the question (Do they need to 
understand the objective of the text? Its topic? Its organization in terms 
of structure?). Each linguistic element was then related to a language 
stratum, using Chart 1 as a reference. The chart was designed based on 
Motta-Roth (2008b), Gouveia (2009) and Halliday e Matthiessen (2014).

Chart 1 – Linguistic elements related to the language strata

Language 
Stratum

What does the test taker must understand/identify on the 
reference text?

Graphology* The language’s writing systems.
Lexicogrammar The actions represented in the text, as well as the participants and 

the circumstances involved in these actions (through verbal, noun 
and adverbial groups); and/or the mood used in the text (indicative 
– declarative or interrogative, and imperative); and/or the textual 
structure (the position of each information in the text).

Semantics and 
Pragmatics

The linguistic representations, the text’s subject and/or meaning; 
and/or the exchanges between author and reader established by the 
text; and/or the text’s message.

Register Language uses and linguistic resources typically related to specifi c 
contexts.

Genre The relation among the linguistic system, the context, and the text’s 
social and communicative objectives.

Discourse The power and/or hierarchical relations established by the text; 
the discourses (political, religious, etc.) permeated by the text; the 
ideologies presented in the text.

* Since the present study investigates a reading test, the analysis did not include Phonology aspects.
Source: Authors

According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2014, p. 25), the 
most concrete stratum (Graphology) realizes the next stratum 
(Lexicogrammar), which is less concrete. For instance, in order to 
represent actions through verbal groups, it is necessary to use the 
language’s writing or sound system. Thus, if the test taker must identify 
Discourse aspects in the reference text, they must activate aspects of all 
of the other strata, because the Discourse stratum realizes itself in the 
Genre stratum, which realizes itself in the Register stratum, and so forth.
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Concluding the considerations concerning Sociorhetoric and SFL, 
which, in the present study, support the genre’s textual analysis, we 
now present the contributions of CDA, which supports the contextual 
analysis.

According to Fairclough (1992, p. 4; 63), discourse, that is, 
“language use as a form of social practice”, and discourse analysis are 
three-dimensional, because every text is also a discursive practice and 
a social practice. Consequently, the three dimensions of discourse are 
‘text’, ‘discursive practice’ and ‘social practice’. In this conception of 
discourse and discourse analysis, 

the ‘text’ dimension attends to language analysis of texts. The ‘discursive 
practice’ (...) specifi es the nature of the processes of text production and 
interpretation. The ‘social practice’ dimension attends to (…) the institutional 
and organizational circumstances of the discursive event (Fairclough, 
1992, p. 4). 

In this perspective it is possible to understand the importance of 
the contextual analysis in a genre analysis, since the textual dimension 
and analysis is one of the three dimensions that must be considered. 
The contextual analysis in CDA’s perspective should, ideally, include 
an ethnographic account (for instance, Fairclough, 1985, p. 759; 1992, 
p. 226-227). However, a detailed analysis considering the documental 
dimension may also be regarded as the contextual analysis (exemplifi ed 
in Fairclough, 2001, p. 127-128). It is in this latter perspective that the 
present study is inspired in CDA. Therefore, the next section presents 
a summary of the documental analysis of previous studies concerning 
EL-ENEM that are relevant for the present investigation. 

3. EL-ENEM

Among the previous studies that are part of the contextual analysis, 
the investigation presented in Rauber’s master’s thesis (2012) was 
particularly useful for the present analysis. In this study, the author 
discussed the language and reading conceptions that underlies EL-
ENEM, besides describing items from two editions of the EL-ENEM. In 
this analysis, Rauber (2012, p. 62-67) indicated problems in the items’ 
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design, including unclear question’s instructions with unnecessary 
information; not-plausible response alternatives; and no correct 
response alternative (in one item).

In relation to the reading skills tested in EL-ENEM, Rauber 
(2012, p. 69) indicated that most items evaluate the global and local 
comprehensions, that is, the abilities of identifying the main idea and 
specifi c information in the reference texts. In addition, the items do 
not explore aspects regarding the reference texts’ genres, which only 
represent pretexts for testing grammatical and lexical knowledges 
(Rauber, 2012, p. 80). This way, Rauber (2012, p. 81-82) points 
out that, in EL-ENEM, reading is considered a passive process of 
extracting meanings and information from the texts, as the bottom-
up reading approach suggests. This reading conception is associated 
with a fragmented understanding of language: the opposite of what the 
offi  cial guidelines for ENEM’s design suggest, in which the texts’ social 
uses and functions are prioritized, conducting to the understanding of 
reading as literacy (Rauber, 2012, p. 82,85).

The second study that supported the present analysis was 
Blanco’s master’s thesis (2013), which investigated the social impact 
of the inclusion, since 2010, of additional languages on the test. The 
participants of this study were two EL teachers and their students from 
a public high school and a free preparation course for college entrance 
exam. In both contexts, Blanco (2013, p. 74, 77) identifi ed positive 
infl uences of the exam on teaching practices, in terms of inclusion of 
additional teaching materials related to ENEM, rereading of offi  cial 
documents that guide teaching, and change of classes’ focus: before, 
the focus was on grammar; then, classes started to focus on processes 
of reading and interpreting texts and genres. In the same way, positive 
infl uences could be identifi ed on students’ practices: they demonstrated 
more interest and engagement on classes, since they had an immediate 
context to use the language (Blanco, 2013, p. 75).

In relation to the EL on the exam, students and teachers considered 
the presence of diff erent genres a positive aspect, which indicates 
a contextualized view of reading practices (Blanco, 2013, p. 88).  
However, negative points were also highlighted: one of them refers 
to the number of questions, considered limited by the participants of 
the study (fi ve EL questions from 180 in the Languages test) (Blanco, 
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2013, p. 89). In this context, Blanco (2013, p. 92, 97) agrees that the 
test could explore more questions per reference text to become more 
reliable (since each reference text is followed by one and only question).

Finally, the third study that has contributed with the present 
analysis was Avelar’s PhD dissertation (2015). Like the previous 
studies presented in this section, Avelar (2015) explored the language 
and reading conceptions that underlie EL-ENEM in three editions of 
the exam, and its backwash eff ect. As well as Rauber (2012), Avelar 
(2015, p. 58) found out that EL-ENEM items do not match the language 
and reading conceptions prioritized in the offi  cial guidelines, because 
they evaluate, mostly, reading sub-skills, such as the identifi cation, 
recognition and inference of information in the reference texts. This 
way, according to Avelar’s results (2015, p. 58), in EL-ENEM reading 
is understood in line with the top-down approach, in which the reader, 
who has the central role in the process, formulates hypothesis about 
the topic of the text and verifi es them during the reading.

Avelar (2015) is also in line with the discussion presented by 
Rauber (2012) in relation to the role of genres in the test. The author 
(2015, p. 61-62) indicates that the questions’ instructions only mention 
the genres, but do not explore aspects concerning their contexts of 
use or production. At this point, it is important to mention that the 
present study draws a diff erent conclusion about the role of genres and 
their contextual features in the test, which are explored by the items’ 
contextualization as a way of facilitating the test taker’s process of 
reading. These diff erences can be explained, as it was indicated in the 
Introduction section, because of the greater number of tests analyzed 
by the present study (see the analysis presented in the Results and 
Discussion section). 

To conclude, with respect to the investigation of the backwash 
eff ect of the exam, Avelar’s study (2015) concentrated on two contexts 
of investigation: a public and a private high school, including one 
EL teacher from each school. Differently from Blanco’s results 
(2013), Avelar (2015, p. 148-149) found out that, in both contexts of 
investigation, ENEM does not directly infl uence teaching practices. In 
the context of the private high school, the teacher explains that students 
aim to be prepared for other admission tests for private universities, 
while the teacher of the public high school explains that it is not the 
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objective of the school to prepare students neither for ENEM nor other 
admission tests, even though the teacher reports exploring reading 
activities related to the exam (Avelar, 2015, p. 148-149, 181-183). It 
is in the reading skill, privileged in both teaching contexts, that the 
backwash eff ect of the exam could be identifi ed, although it is not 
assigned to ENEM, but to the teaching materials (Avelar, 2015, p. 209). 
Those three previous studies provided an important background for 
the present study, which analyzed the same study object with diff erent 
analytical categories, presented in the following section. 

4. Methodological Procedures

In this section, we fi rstly present the procedures to collect and defi ne 
the corpus of the study, and, then, we describe the analytical procedures 
and categories to carry out the investigation. All ENEM editions are 
available for download on the National Institute for Educational Studies 
and Research “Anísio Teixeira” (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e 
Pesquisas Educacionais Anísio Teixeira, INEP) website (Brasil, 2015a). 
The scope of our study concerns ENEM editions applied between 2010 
(when additional languages were included in the test) and 2017 (the 
most recent edition on the moment of the corpus collection, on March 
2018). In this period, at least two diff erent versions of ENEM were 
applied each year, and the four fi elds of knowledge were divided into 
two diff erent testing-books, applied on diff erent days. 

In this context, we downloaded all the testing-books that included 
the Languages test and were applied between 2010 and 2017, 
numbering 17 tests. In order to defi ne the corpus, we selected only the 
fi rst editions of each year. This way, we analyzed eight samples, each 
of which present fi ve items on the EL test. Consequently, the corpus 
of the analysis comprises 40 EL items.

The analytical procedures encompassed the contextual and textual 
analysis, based on CGA approach. The contextual analysis was inspired 
on CDA perspective, and concentrated on the documental dimension, 
that is, we read, studied, and used other texts to interpret the results of the 
textual analysis of the study object. These other texts include previous 
studies that have investigated EL-ENEM (Rauber, 2012; Blanco, 
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2013; Avelar, 2015); offi  cial documents that regulate ENEM (National 
Curricular Orientations for High School - Orientações Curriculares 
Nacionais para o Ensino Médio, OCEM, Brasil, 2006; Guideline for 
items elaboration – Guia de elaboração e revisão de itens, Brasil, 
2010); and offi  cial information disclosed on government’s websites 
(INEP portal, Brasil, 2015a; Ministry of Education – Ministério da 
Educação, MEC portal, Brasil, 2015b).

The textual analysis concentrated on the textual and discursive 
elements of the genre, using Sociorhetoric and SFL analytical tools. 
The fi rst analytical procedure was to investigate the typical rhetorical 
organization of EL-ENEM genre. This investigation was carried out 
through the analysis of the form and the content (semantic analysis) of 
the parts (reference text, question’s instruction, response alternatives) 
that visibly organize the genre. The detailed analysis of the question’s 
instruction led to the second analytical procedure, which concentrated 
on the investigation of the language strata explored by the items. 
This investigation was conducted through the analysis of the types 
of information, regarding the item’s reference text, explored by the 
question’s instruction. Finally, this second analytical procedure made 
it possible to discuss the language conception that underlies the test, 
considering that each language stratum, taken separately, implies on 
diff erent aspects and views of language. The results that emerged through 
these analytical procedures are presented in the following section.

5. Results and Discussion

This section presents and discusses the results of the analysis of the 
genre EL-ENEM. We have mentioned in section 2 that CGA presupposes 
contextual and textual analysis. The contextual analysis was carried 
out considering the documental dimension, that is, offi  cial documents 
that regulate ENEM’s design and application, used to understand the 
genre’s social practice. This way, the results of the contextual analysis 
are used to discuss the results of the textual analysis, the main focus 
of this section. Firstly, we present the rhetorical organization of the 
genre and detail its rhetorical moves. We then describe the language 
strata explored by EL-ENEM’s items, and, based on these results, we 
discuss the language conception that underlies the test.
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Starting with the general organization of the genre, inside each 
ENEM test, the EL takes up no more than two pages, out about 30 
pages of the Languages test. EL-ENEM demands the reading of fi ve 
texts written in EL, each one followed by a question. Therefore, these 
fi ve items to be answered by the test takers are considered as the fi ve 
sections that represent EL-ENEM’s typical rhetorical organization. 
Each of these sections, or items, is organized on three rhetorical moves: 
the reference text (Move 1), the question’s instruction (Move 2), and 
the response alternatives (Move 3). The typical rhetorical organization 
of EL-ENEM’s items is represented in Figure 2.

Figure 2 – Rhetorical organization of EL-ENEM’s items

Source: Authors

The fi rst move presents the reference text, which motivates the 
problem situation proposed by the item (Brasil, 2010, p. 10), and it is 
organized on three rhetorical steps (in Figure 2, the underlined steps 
are the ones that occur in the sample question). The fi rst steps are 
optional and present the pre-textual elements: step 1A presents the 
text’s title, step 1B presents the subtitle and step 1C presents additional 
information (recovering the text’s author, publication date and place of 
publication). In the sample question, the reference text presents step 
1A only: “The weatherman”. Steps 2 and 3 are obligatory and they 
present, respectively, the body of the verbal and/or nonverbal text and 
the reference for the text’s publication place and/or author. In the sample 
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question, step 2 presents the body of a verbal text and step 3 presents 
the reference for the text’s publication place. The analysis of the corpus 
showed that the reference texts present around 103 words: the item’s 
rhetorical move that features more textual content, even though the 
texts, in general, do not take up more than half a column in one page.  

The second move presents the question’s instruction, which 
indicates the information the test taker needs to identify on the 
reference text. This instruction can be structured as a complete 
sentence, ending with a colon mark, or as a sentence to be completed 
by the correct alternative (Brasil, 2010, p. 11). The sample question 
in Figure 2 exemplifi es the latter. The analysis showed that move 
2 is organized on two obligatory rhetorical steps. Step 1 presents a 
contextualization, that is, gives information, while step 2 presents a 
demand for information4. In the sample question, step 1 is realized in 
the sentence “ao conversar sobre a previsão do tempo”, in which the 
instruction gives the information that the general topic of the reference 
text is weather forecasting, while step 2 is realized in the sentence “o 
texto mostra”, which demands specifi c information about the text’s 
content. The question’s instructions present around 25 words, with 
around 13 words on the contextualization and 12 words on the demand 
for information, indicating a balance between the two parts. 

Finally, the third move presents fi ve response alternatives, which 
are the possibilities of answers for the item’s problem situation (Brasil, 
2010, p. 11). The response alternatives can be structured as complete 
sentences (if the question’s instruction ends with a colon mark), or as 
complements for the sentence that started on the question’s instruction. 
The sample question exemplifi es the latter. Move 3 is composed of one 
and only correct answer – step 1, and four incorrect answers, called 
distractors – step 2. The response alternatives present around 10 words 
each, being homogeneous in extension, as the sample question shows.

In addition to these results of the analysis of the rhetorical 
organization of the genre, the analysis with focus on the form of the 
genre also confi rmed that EL-ENEM tests exceptionally the EL reading 
skill, accomplishing its objective: it presents the reference texts in EL, 

4. The terms “giving and demanding information” are used, as it was proposed by Halliday 
& Matthiessen (2014, p. 97), to refer to sentences that, through the declarative, interroga-
tive or imperative mode, off er or demand information.
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and the instructions and response alternatives in Portuguese Language, 
as it is exemplifi ed in the sample question. This way, the test taker is not 
expected to activate other skills in EL, such as to understand the question’s 
instruction; they only need to focus on the EL reading skill of a short text. 

Since the analysis of the rhetorical organization of a genre 
presupposes the analysis of its form and content (Motta-Roth, 1995, 
p. 16), the analysis presented so far focused on the description of the 
investigated genre’s form, while the next part of the analysis focuses 
on the content of its rhetorical moves. 

As for move 1, the analysis showed that most reference texts are 
authentic ones, i.e., texts that were actually written to be read in a 
specifi c language use context, in contrast to texts that are produced 
only with the purpose to be used in a language teaching context. This 
can be considered a positive aspect of the test because authentic texts, 
according to Nuttal (1996, p. 177), are motivating and carry features 
of “true discourse: having something to say, being coherent and clearly 
organized”. In addition, the items explore diff erent genres; some of them 
are presented as text fragments, while others are full texts. The genres 
explored by the items are presented, followed by their occurrence in the 
corpus: news (32,5%), ads (15%), lyrics (10%), comic strips (7,5%), 
poems (7,5%), didactic texts (5%), cartoons (5%). All the following had 
only one occurrence in the corpus (2,5%): notice of baggage inspection, 
biography, letter to the editor, essay, catchphrase, book review, and 
donation website. This way, most texts belong to the journalistic 
sphere (news, letter to the editor, book review and donation website). 
The texts also belong to the artistic-literary (biography, cartoon, essay, 
catchphrase, lyrics, poems, comic strips), pedagogic (didactic text), 
advertising (ads), and touristic (notice of baggage inspection) spheres.

This result indicates that test takers will probably be familiar with 
EL-ENEM’s reference texts, because they will fi nd, in the test, texts 
that they usually read to be informed about current events, at least in 
their mother language, such as news. This possible familiarity of the 
test takers with the reference texts is another positive aspect of the test: 
when the reader knows the genre of the text, even when reading in their 
mother language, they are more familiar with its linguistic and content 
features, which eases the process of reading. In that regard, Coscarelli 
(2002, p. 23) indicates that the familiarity with the genre enables the 
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reader to develop reading strategies, since they know what to expect of 
each part of the text. Some texts, on the other hand, to a lesser degree, 
may be less familiar to the test takers, such as the notice of baggage 
inspection, which would only be familiar to someone who have already 
travelled by plane and had their baggage inspected.

Another aspect that may boost the process of reading in an 
additional language and excelled in the corpus is the presence of texts 
involving both verbal elements and images. In all editions of the corpus, 
at least one item proposes the reading of this type of text: they represent 
32,5% of the reference texts. Kress & Van Leeuwen (2006, p. 16-17) 
point out that “outside the school [or, in our case, outside the test] […] 
images play an ever-increasing role […] [and] most texts now involve 
a complex interplay of written text, images and other graphic or sound 
elements”, and it is extremely important that schools provide a space 
to learn how to read and produce this kind of texts. In this context, two 
positive aspects can be highlighted. The fi rst is, again, the test takers’ 
familiarity with the genres. The second is the importance devoted to 
texts involving both verbal elements and images in a nationally regarded 
exam, which infl uences teaching contexts.

The analysis of the item’s reference texts could point out several 
positive aspects of EL-ENEM. However, some negative points could 
also be highlighted. Many items changed the original texts’ layout, and 
some presented incomplete references. These aspects make the process 
of reading more diffi  cult, because they hide important contextual 
information regarding the author of the text, its publication place, target 
audience and objective, which inhibits the understanding of the text by 
its context. The second negative point is the choice for didactic texts 
as reference texts (although they represent a limited part of the corpus 
– 5%). The sample question presented in Figure 2 is an example of 
a didactic text as a reference text. Nuttal (1996, p. 177) explains that 
texts that are exclusively produced for language learners not always 
present the characteristics that are expected of authentic texts, and the 
simplicity of the language may lead to superfi cial texts, which only 
serve to present the language, not being able to communicate a true 
message. Ending the considerations concerning the reference texts, we 
will now present the detailed analysis of the questions’ instructions and 
response alternatives.
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All the EL-ENEM items are alternative item type, in which 
the correct alternative completes the sentence presented on the 
question’s instruction. As it was previously described, the question’s 
instruction presents two diff erent types of information: fi rstly, a 
contextualization, and lastly, a demand for information. With respect 
to the contextualization of the question’s instruction, the analysis 
showed that this part of the item can off er at least seven diff erent types 
of information, presented on Chart 2, together with their occurrence in 
the corpus and an example (the part that refers to the contextualization 
in the question’s instruction is underlined).

Chart 2 – Types of information in the question’s instruction contextualization

Type of 
information in the 
contextualization

Occur-
rence 
(%)

Example in the corpus

1) Generalization 
regarding the genre

25%** “As instituições públicas fazem uso de avisos como 
instrumento de comunicação com o cidadão. (...)”

2) Authorship 15% “Estes são os versos fi nais do famoso poema The 
Road Not Taken, do poeta americano Robert Frost. 
(...)”

3) General subject/
topic

12,5% “A reportagem apresenta consequências do uso de 
novas tecnologias para a mente humana. (...)”

4) Specifi c part/
content

12,5% “Em relação às pesquisas, a utilização da expressão 
university graduates evidencia a intenção de 
informar que”

5) Indication to read 
the reference text

10% “A partir da leitura dessa tirinha, infere-se que 
o discurso de Calvin teve um efeito diferente do 
pretendido, uma vez que ele”

6) Generalization 
regarding the 
context or the target 
audience

7,5% “A internet tem servido a diferentes interesses, 
ampliando, muitas vezes, o contato entre pessoas e 
instituições. (...)”

7) Publication place 7,5% “Ao ler a matéria publicada na National 
Geographic, para realização de um trabalho escolar, 
um estudante descobriu que”

** We included here the types of information that had the greatest occurrence in the contextualization 
of the question’s instructions. Three items of the corpus presented a diff erent type of information each, 
and one item directly presented the demand for information, without presenting a contextualization.
Source: Authors
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This way, it is possible to point out that in this part of the question’s 
instruction most items off er information about the context of publication 
of the reference text, which includes the objective of the genre and 
information about the text’s author and target audience. After off ering 
this information in the contextualization, the question’s instruction 
presents the demand for information, which represents, in Halliday & 
Matthiessen’s terms (2014, p. 698), an interpersonal metaphor, because 
it is structured in a grammatical mood that do not typically realize this 
function: the declarative mood. The typical grammatical mood to realize 
a demand for information, i.e., a question, is the interrogative mood. 

As well as the item’s contextualization, the demand for information 
could be classifi ed on diff erent types. In this context, Chart 3 presents 
the types of information that the items demand the test takers identify 
on the reference texts, their occurrence in the corpus and an explanation 
concerning the expected task.

Chart 3 – Demand for information in the items

Type of information 
demanded in the item

Occurrence
(%)

Expected task

1) Specifi c information 
regarding the content

42,5% To identify the demanded information

2) Objective 30% To identify the objective of the text
3) Topic 15% To identify the topic of the text
4) Intertextual relations 5% To identify the meaning relations between 

the reference text and another cited text, 
or between the reference text and the text 
presented on the response alternatives

5) Function of expressions 5% To identify the meaning and/or the 
function of an expression used in the 
reference text

6) Translation 2,5% To identify the best translation of text 
fragments in EL to Portuguese Language

Source: Authors

In relation to the items that demand specifi c information regarding 
the reference text’s content, this information can refer, among others, to 
the opinion the author of the text is expressing; to the persona poetry’s 
feelings; to the reason why the author of a book review is impressed 
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with a character; and to the objective of a character in using certain 
arguments in a cartoon. When it comes to comic strips, the items 
demand information about the reason of a misunderstanding between 
two characters; the humor eff ect; and the inference that can be made 
through the action of a character. In relation to translation, one item of 
the corpus demands that the test taker translates two fragments of the 
reference text. This text presents the eight millennium development 
goals, and each alternative presents two fragments in Portuguese 
Language – the test taker must identify what alternative presents the two 
fragments that refer to two millennium development goals presented 
in EL in the reference text.

In summary, the EL-ENEM test taker must, mainly, identify 
specifi c information about the content and the objective of the reference 
texts. All editions of the corpus present at least one item that demands 
these two types of information. The topic of the reference texts is also 
highly demanded by the items. With respect to the reading of comic 
strips, the items demand other types of information, specifi c to the 
dialogue or to the characters that each text presents. 

Through a more detailed analysis concerning the item’s demand 
for information, it was possible to identify the most privileged language 
strata on EL-ENEM’s items, that is, the ones directly explored by the 
demand for information: Semantics and Pragmatics (55%) and Register 
(45%). In all editions of the corpus, at least one item explores the 
Register stratum, and the others, the Semantics and Pragmatics stratum.

The items that explore the Semantics and Pragmatics stratum are 
the ones that refer to the meanings of the texts, therefore, they are the 
ones that demand specifi c information regarding the content of the 
reference text, the identifi cation of intertextual relations, the function 
of expressions, and translation. The items that explore the Register 
stratum, in turn, refer to the uses of language typically related to its 
context of use; therefore, they are the ones that demand the topic and 
the objective of the reference texts.

The emphasis on the Semantics and Pragmatics stratum is another 
confirmation that EL-ENEM actually tests the reading skill and 
activates knowledge typically related to this skill, such as inferring and 
identifying processes of reference on the text. Moreover, the emphasis 
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on the Register stratum demonstrates a concern in directing the test 
taker to the contextual aspects of the reference texts.

Besides the language strata directly explored on the demand 
for information, the analysis also showed that the Genre stratum is 
highly explored on the contextualization, in which there is an off er 
of information recovering the genre’s objective, context and target 
audience. Therefore, even if the item does not directly demand that the 
test taker identify aspects of the Genre on the reference text, information 
concerning this language stratum is off ered on the contextualization, 
which demonstrates that they are considered relevant information 
to understand the text. In addition, considering that each language 
stratum is realized in another stratum (Gouveia, 2009, p. 23), that 
is, the Discourse stratum is realized in the Genre stratum, which is 
realized in the Register stratum, and so forth; then we can conclude 
that the Lexicogrammar and the Graphology strata are also indirectly 
explored by the items. This way, we propose Figure 3 to present the 
types of information (presented either in the contextualization – which 
are positioned on the left side of the Figure, or in the demand for 
information – positioned on the right side) that explore aspects of each 
language stratum in EL-ENEM’s items.

Figure 3 – The stratifi cation of language and the EL-ENEM

Source: Authors
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This way, we can conclude that EL-ENEM explores five 
from the six language strata. The Genre stratum is explored on the 
contextualization of the question’s instruction, giving information 
about the genre’s objective and its textual and contextual features. This 
stratum is realized on the Register stratum, which is realized on the 
Semantics and Pragmatics stratum; both strata explored as much on the 
contextualization as on the demand for information. Lexicogrammar 
and Graphology strata are indirectly explored, because they express 
the aspects of the others (Kummer, 2015, p. 108), through the choices 
in terms of vocabulary and grammar (Catto, 2014, p. 5).

This analysis leads to the discussion concerning the language 
conception that underlies EL-ENEM. The language conception that 
guides CGA, and, therefore, the present study, is the critical conception 
of language as genre, that is, according to Motta-Roth (2008a, p. 352), 
language that works to accomplish objectives and perform activities in 
order to create and recontextualize social interactions. This language 
conception was also verifi ed on offi  cial documents that guide ENEM, 
such as the OCEM (Brasil, 2006). In EL-ENEM, we could verify a 
direction towards the conception of language as genre, since it explores 
several important aspects concerning the context of the reference texts, 
as Figure 3 demonstrates. However, we could not identify the critical 
conception of language as genre, since the test does not explore critical 
aspects from the reference texts, related to the Discourse stratum.

A critical conception of language as genre implies the understanding 
of language as the materialization of world representations that suits 
the interests of specifi c dominating groups, which ends up dictating 
and constructing social relations. A critical teaching program helps 
learners to understand that these world representations are not the 
only ones, and, consequently, it instigates social change, encouraging 
a critical refl ection on other possible world representations and other 
ways of constructing social relations. We mention teaching programs 
here considering that ENEM may infl uence teaching contexts (as it 
was shown in Blanco’s (2013) study, for instance). Therefore, we 
may consider that the language conception that underlies ENEM also 
underlies teaching practices.
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One of the diffi  culties faced by EL-ENEM on exploring a critical 
conception of language as genre may be the proposal of only one 
question per reference text. This is an obstacle because the critical 
aspect of language is an abstraction, therefore, it is necessary, 
fi rstly, to deal with its concrete aspects, such as its objectives and 
its lexicogrammatical features, and then, it would be possible to 
concentrate on the abstract aspects. Regardless, the fact that the test 
explores the contextual features of the reference texts is a positive 
aspect highlighted by the analysis, which indicates that this test departs 
from the traditional view of language in which grammar performs the 
leading role, and approaches a more contextualized view of language.

6. Final Remarks

This study concentrated on a detailed analysis of EL-ENEM, 
supported by CGA assumptions. It is a pioneer study in considering 
this test as genre, which can bring contributions not only to the 
Applied Linguistics fi eld, by exposing features of an important genre 
that circulates in Brazilian schools’ contexts, but also to the Genre 
Analysis fi eld, by analyzing a genre that is not-typically regarded in 
the fi eld. The study also diff erentiates from the others in relation to the 
sample size: by analyzing a larger sample, it was possible to identify 
an important role given to the reference texts’ contexts, indicating that 
its questions test more than lexical or grammatical knowledge, as it is 
popularly spread.

The limitations of the study include a more detailed contextual 
analysis, as one of the important procedures in CGA, which allows a 
richer interpretation of the genre’s textual features, through interviews 
and questionnaires with people in charge of designing the questions, 
for example. As a way of contributing to the school context, which is 
also something expected by CGA, the authors of this study designed 
a material to be used by the test takers with instructions on how 
to solve EL-ENEM questions (Radünz; Marcuzzo, 2020). This 
pedagogical implication is also applicable for EL teachers, who 
can use the results of this study to design EL reading classes. 
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