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Abstract   This paper uses a literature review approach to explore ways in which knowledge 
transfer is enacted within first-year writing courses and perceived by First-Year Writers (FYW). 
This paper aims to explore how students view writing assignments and the pressures faced when 
writing to create and transfer knowledge. Literature regarding teach for transfer and writing to 
learn are discussed along with strategies English composition teachers may want to consider 
when teaching FYW. Student negotiation strategies, such as writing for self versus writing for a 
grade and writing for a particular discourse community, are also explored with suggestions on 
how to maintain student motivation in the writing class. Lastly, the recommendation of 
incorporating a rubric with clearly defined objectives for bettering student writing skills is 
mentioned as an essential component of writing pedagogy. 
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Introduction	

More and more undergraduates admit that one of their biggest challenges in school is 

writing effectively—meeting the expectations of the professor. Nonetheless, many students 

believe that writing is a skill that can be attained with continuous practice and determination. 

Fernsten and Reda (2011) highlighted the following: “Many students struggling to become more 

skillful users of the discourses required in college-level classes have become convinced that they 

are simply ‘bad-writers’” (p. 171). Driscoll’s (2013) research has shown that some students’ 

definition of bad writing can be ascribed to writing that is neither clear nor interesting within 

academia. “Academic writing is a process that can involve struggle and conflict for many, 

especially when genres and/or discourses are new” (Fernsten & Reda, 2011, p. 172). Academic 

writing can be perceived as both a process and product for the teacher. Teachers want to see if 

students adequately understand the assignment that is given, engage in critical thinking, and 

appropriately apply their learned knowledge in the form of writing. Often, writing development 

and professor expectations change each semester with each genre, yet students are expected to 

adequately appropriate those changes and understandings of genres within a single semester 

(Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011). These sorts of expectations lead to confusion. 	

Students become confused about whether their goals are to write for self, to write for the 

professor with hopes of getting a decent grade, or to write for a particular discourse community. 

Research shows that it is not until undergraduates are far along in college that they realize they 

are writing more for a social self with a social responsibility (Curtis & Herrington, 2003; 

Royster, 2006). Students must develop the skills required to be able to write with a sense of 

social responsibility from one course, genre, or community to another. The process is quite 
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overwhelming for many undergraduates, especially first-year writers who are new to the field of 

English composition. 	

Over the years, the collection of research focusing on student dispositions as writers, 

which relates to students’ conflicting expectations, has grown. Driscoll and Wells (2012) 

conducted a study which pointed out a number of psychological dispositions that impact student 

motivation to write. One particular disposition highlighted was the notion of questioning one’s 

capability of writing while another argument “links students’ motivation, performance, 

persistence, and choice-making to the value students place upon a particular task or learning 

situation in educational environments” (Driscoll & Wells, 2012). The purpose of this paper is to 

explore the literature for aspects regarding the frustrations and successes that undergraduates, 

particularly first-year writers, encounter while attempting knowledge transfer. 	

Knowledge Transfer	

Knowledge transfer can be defined as the ability to make productive use of knowledge 

and skills in new and improved ways, based on experience but in response to new challenges 

(Yancey, Robertson, & Taczak, 2014). Perkins and Salomon (1998) defined transfer as going 

“beyond ordinary learning in that the skill or knowledge in question has to travel to a new 

context” (p. 22). However, having the necessary skills of applying new information tends to be 

quite complex for first-year writers. One of the many reasons why students face hardship is 

because they are new to the genre and expectations of the professor (Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011). 

Bartholomae (1986) reasoned that writing becomes problematic for students because it requires 

imitating a particular discourse community rather than innovating within it. Students are often 

told by their teachers to read, review, and reflect in the form of writing, which appears as simple 
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instructions. However, students submit their written assignments assuming they have done as 

told, only to receive what may feel like endless feedback on what needs improvement. 	

Downs and Wardle (2007) mentioned that writing studies has continued to try and prove 

that, within one or two short courses, instructors can teach first-year college students how to 

transfer their written skills. Not only is it inaccurate, but it also undermines the composition 

profession as something anyone can teach. This inaccurate assumption of writing studies or 

composition further downplays the argument that writing is a highly complex problem-solving 

process with certain rules that must be mastered or acquired through supposed prior knowledge 

(Rose, 1980; Walwema & Driscoll, 2015; Yancey et al., 2014). According to Sommers and Saltz 

(2004), unskilled writers confuse the rules by using unfamiliar terms and distrusting their own 

intuition of formulation, which further perplexes their composing process. Acknowledging 

academic writing as a problem-solving process, and teaching it as such, can be another reason 

why students appear to have shortcomings when assessing their “college writing” skills, simply 

because students may have never perceived writing as problematic nor have they considered 

themselves problem-solvers. One strategy that aims to support student writing skills is the notion 

of teaching for transfer. 	

Teach for Transfer	

To better prepare students for knowledge transfer requires practice and training, 

especially when student writing abilities are consistently assessed. Nelms and Dively (2007) 

have argued “that knowledge transfer can be one of our course objectives and that transfer can be 

facilitated by searching out points of overlap or similarity between writing in the composition 

course and writing in non-composition courses” (p. 224). Perl (2003) has suggested, “Teachers 



Working Papers in Composition and TESOL                                                                                                                  • Charles   !  5
Spring 2016 

may first need to identify which characteristic components of each student’s process facilitate 

writing and which inhibit it before further teaching takes place” lest further confusion occurs (p. 

38). Interestingly, Perl recommended teaching implications but neglected to provide specificities 

on how to effectively implement such strategies. Nelms and Dively (2007) highlighted points of 

transfer from English 101 and 102 occurring when there is a mutual “understanding of the 

relationship between thesis and support; a facility for analyzing various texts; and a familiarity 

with principles governing source citation” (p. 224). Acknowledgement of a disconnection 

between English 101 (Composition I) and English 202 (Composition II) was identified, but it 

was deemed partly unavoidable due to the variation in course objectives. 	

Yancey et al. (2014) outlined several models of transfer, from student readiness activities 

to design activities, that can help instructors engage the students and carefully “Teaching for 

Transfer (TFT).” While it is crucial that professors learn ways to educate students on how 

knowledge transfers, it is twice as critical for teachers to understand the diversity in students’ 

backgrounds and their attitudes toward writing beforehand. For example, many students may be 

ready for knowledge transfer but lack motivation for writing, not because they do not understand 

the assignment but because the proposed objectives and assignment have no room for students to 

express their knowledge in ways they understand it. This is where the disposition of value takes 

priority. Students must be able to see the value in knowledge transfer even outside of academia 

in order to gain motivation. Curtis and Herrington (2003) determined that student motivation was 

increased when they were allowed to reflect and write about their personal experiences: Students’ 

“writing development and personal development were furthered by class projects where they 

were able to use writing to pursue personal interests” (p. 85). This implies that students are more 
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likely to engage in knowledge transfer when the teacher has altered the course syllabus in a way 

that accommodates and demands the students’ individuality. One way to affect this change is by 

administering a pre-assessment to determine what students like, what they know, what they do 

not know, what they may need to learn, and what can be avoided. 	

Yancey et al. (2014) suggested a type of reflective transfer which provides writing 

concepts or theories of writing and reflective components that enable students to apply their 

newfound writing skills or knowledge in many situations. While the suggestion of implementing 

writing concepts and reflective transfer sounds great and can certainly encourage thought-

provoking writing, it does not guarantee that those writings will reflect the adequate scholarship, 

critical thinking (metacognition), and standard conventions that the instructor anticipates. 

Bartholomae (1986) recognized this delay in student writing abilities as simply a need for 

training, in which students must assume new value systems and cultural practices. Indeed, 

students must be trained, but it should not indicate foregoing one’s own discourse and customs; 

rather it should be an asset to the writing process. Fernsten and Reda (2011) reported that the 

way students’ own discourses are received in the academy can “create struggle, tension, and 

conflict when they try to conform to the institutional requirements of writing” (p. 173). Hence, in 

light of understanding ways in which teachers prepare students for knowledge transfer, they must 

not neglect obstacles students undergo while attempting to apply prior knowledge to existing 

knowledge with a means of developing new knowledge. These obstacles likely occur due to 

conflicts between academic discourse and students’ own discourse. Nonetheless, students must 

be taught precisely about the goals of transfer, writing, and the course as well as how each 

assignment is designed to encourage knowledge transfer and how to write to learn.	
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Writing to Learn	

Writing to learn coincides with knowledge transfer, namely reflective transfer. The idea 

of writing to learn across disciplines versus writing across the curriculum was proposed by Gere 

(1985) who argued, “Writing across the curriculum aims to improve the quality of writing, while 

writing to learn focuses on better thinking and learning” (p. 5). Moreover, McLeod (2001) 

argues, “Writing to learn pedagogy encourages teachers to use writing as a tool for learning as 

well as a test for learning” (p. 151). Writers create a practical space according to their own 

understanding and strategies that accommodate themselves to another rhetorical situation 

(Yancey et al., 2014). Writing to learn allows students to creatively transfer knowledge according 

to their own understanding of the presented material. Teachers are still responsible for facilitating 

the course and clearly outlining the objectives of the writing assignment. 	

Writing to learn requires teachers to create assessments and writing assignments with 

students’ interests in mind. Studies show that students are more determined when they are able to 

see their contribution and understand their purpose for writing (Yancey et al., 2014). A content-

based instructional approach is preferable because it provides the teacher with a convenient 

method to accommodate the ways in which students transfer knowledge and to enable them to 

engage in knowledge transfer from prior experiences. The writing expectations likely vary for 

each teacher, and the way students transfer knowledge is not exact either, which is why content-

based learning is important. If students have familiarized themselves with the skills learned from 

one course, e.g., a basic writing course that consists of editing and grammatical structures, 

chances are the students will apply those same acquired measures to a more advanced writing 

course. Realizing that students are experiencing challenges in their writing abilities calls for 
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teachers to change their teaching style by adopting a more student-centered pedagogy, one that 

applies diversified practices with a variety of content-based instructions and ensures content-

based learning. With content-based learning, students are better prepared because 	

the focus is on what is said more than on how it is said (Krashen, 1982, p. 168). . . . The 

instructor who guides and responds to writing must know the subject matter well enough 

to explain it, field questions, and respond to content and reasoning in papers. (Shih, 1986, 

p. 624)  

Teachers are responsible for facilitating content-based objectives that allow students to learn 

from their written skills, analyze their written skills, and monitor their performance. Content-

based learning provides the teacher with a better idea of how students transfer knowledge, and it 

helps teachers identify steps or strategies that will enhance student writing skills. Carroll (2002) 

recommended allowing students to collect a portfolio of their written work as a means of 

determining literacy complexities and conducting self-assessments. Self-assessments and 

writing-evaluative rubrics are excellent formative strategies that demonstrate the teacher’s 

awareness and openness to student needs. For example, by using a portfolio, both the student and 

the teacher can monitor student writing skills and systematically determine what students know, 

what they do not know, and what they should learn next. 	

Student Negotiation Strategies	

For undergraduates, Beaufort (2004) found that writing for themselves versus writing for 

a grade was sometimes replaced with writing for a discourse community. Even at the high school 

level, students are informed that “good” writing entails getting the attention of the audience as 

opposed to self-interest (Rose, 1980, p. 394). Driscoll’s (2013) research has suggested that there 
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was a disconnect and an ambiguity between “writing” and “good writing” defined by college 

first-year writers, whereas a majority of college students attributed “good writing” to writing that 

was clear and interesting. Nevertheless, the dynamics of the classroom are an overwhelming 

factor that deeply impacts student writing performance. That is to say, some students are 

proficient writers when the assignment entails creative writing, poetry, and “popular culture.” Yet 

students are more cautious, hesitant, and perplexed about writing when instructions consist of 

writing to meet the needs of a particular discourse community (Beaufort, 2004). 	

Writing for the Discourse Community	

Students are often more concerned about their writing skills when it symbolizes the 

representation of self or a particular discourse community. Many students face a dilemma of 

determining whether “to speak to somebody for somebody like themselves, [or] to offer 

themselves up as spokespeople as well as examples of larger issues” (Curtis & Herrington, 2003, 

p. 71). Undergraduates tend to discuss “the ways they used private as well as public writing as a 

vehicle for both self-reflection and purposeful communication to effect, even in some small way, 

both personal and social change” (Curtis & Herrington, 2003, pp. 71–72). Interestingly, self-

focused arguments, particularly those focused on personal change, were primarily produced in 

students’ first years of college while subject-focused arguments were produced later on in college 

(Curtis & Herrington, 2003). Assuming students remain in the same discipline (e.g., English 

major), this transition was likely due to consistent experience with writing for a similar audience, 

reading close-related material, getting constructive teacher feedback, and familiarizing oneself 

with the expectations of a particular discourse community. 	
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Beaufort (2004) discovered that over the course of four years, undergraduates focused on 

creative self-expression in their freshman and sophomore years, and neglected to ensure clarity, 

focus, and cogent arguments, because they lacked understanding of discourse community norms. 

A “lack of understanding of discourse community norms and values also inhibited deeper levels 

of understanding of subject matter, genre expectations, and rhetorical strategies” (Beaufort, 2007, 

p.145). With consistent, critical feedback from teachers of what is expected of students within 

their discipline, students began considering and evaluating the objectives of the discourse 

community as priority and write toward those expectations and limitations. Furthermore, “the 

solo, creative writer had been displaced to some degree by a more social self” (Beaufort, 2007, p. 

153). Thus, with experience and continuous exposure, the writer pursues meaningful literacy or 

purposeful writing that attempts to write for, against, and even within a particular discourse 

community.	

Rose (1980) argued that students who maximize their feedback by “get[ting] to know 

their audience, ask[ing] professors and T.A.s specific questions about assignments, [and] 

bring[ing] half-finished products in for evaluation” are least likely to experience trouble 

composing (p. 397). It only makes sense that these students are least likely to fail at composing, 

given they are being trained per se and are conscious of the appropriate steps that ensure success 

in their discipline of study. Students aspire to write like an expert by becoming acculturated 

within the profession, observing writing techniques, and analyzing the differences in their 

writing compared to expert writers (Carroll, 2002). In regard to undergraduates’ writing skills 

over the course of four years, Curtis and Herrington’s (2003) observations show “steady 

progression into academic discourse in all its formal aspects, including specialized diction, 
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organization, and subject/audience relationships” (p. 72). The key factor in this observation was 

that students were conscious of their discourse community and apparently self-determined. 	

Students who have goals of succeeding in disciplines that require writing will likely 

produce better written work, work towards becoming a member of a particular readership, and 

seek a variety of avenues for assistance and advancement. Likewise, students who are not quite 

interested in composition or writing will likely not comprehend the instructor’s expectations, fail 

to ask for further assistance, not aim to please any readership other than the teacher’s 

expectations, and in some cases, grow a disdain for writing altogether. Some students’ actions, 

and sometimes written work, make it obvious that they are simply doing what it takes to 

complete the course with a passing grade. Many college students are straight-forward and will 

bluntly ask, “How do I get an A?”  	

Writing for Self Versus Writing for a Grade	

As mentioned earlier, undergraduates, particularly first-year writers, tend to compose 

written work that is focused on self-expression and creativity. In some cases, the teacher 

encourages this type of expressive writing by asking students to provide their thoughts or think 

critically about an essay question, devoid of content criteria and objective foci. This expressive 

pedagogical style gives the impression that writing is all about being creative and sharing one’s 

own thoughts and opinions on particular literature or topics. This instructional practice further 

complicates writing because students may provide an in-depth scholarship of their lived 

experiences in such a way that is incomprehensible to the instructor. In turn, the instructor faults 

the writer for lacking clarity, focus, and essentially no audience, which results in “bad” feedback. 	
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A continuum of bad feedback leads to students developing a self-perception as “bad-

writers.” As a result of the not-so-positive teacher feedback, the student writer becomes further 

confused about the teacher’s expectations, strays away from knowledge transfer, and just wants 

to do what it takes to get a passing grade in the course. To avoid straying away from knowledge 

transfer and focusing on a passing grade, Fernsten and Reda (2011) proposed reflective transfer:	

In doing so, students move beyond simply getting a good grade on a particular 

assignment or succeeding in a given class. Self-reflective exercises encourage 

connections between theory and practice, personalizing learning and deepening 

understanding (Brown 1998), thus providing a more productive writing and learning 

experience for students and educators. (p. 181)	

Essentially, the practice of reflective transfer shapes students to write for or within a particular 

discourse community while knowledge transfer shows that students are discursively versatile and 

capable of engaging in academic writing within multiple discourse communities.  

Academic writing is less about self and more about readership and a social self. “A writer 

has to ‘build bridges’ between his [sic] point of view and his readers. He has to anticipate and 

acknowledge his readers’ assumptions and biases” (Bartholomae, 1986, p. 9).  Bartholomae 1

(1986) emphasized that all students go through a phase of writing frustrations and complexity 

because they are uninitiated into and are outside of the academic world. If one seeks fellowship 

within academia, he or she has to become initiated, which is definitely a life-changing process. 

Asking students to write is more of saying, “I want you to openly and personally express your 

political standpoint,” and this can be both fearful and complex to many students. One must speak 

 The archaic masculine singular pronoun has been retained in this passage.1
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in a “politically active voice” that carries “social responsibility” (Royster, 2006, p. 39). It is 

overwhelming, indeed.	

Conclusion	

In conclusion, the teaching of knowledge transfer is possible but only if instructors put in 

the time to create effective strategies informing students of their goals in the course, the 

expectations of the course, and the purpose of writing. Instructions must be explicit, and pre-

writing strategies are definitely encouraged to get to know more about the students. The notion 

of teaching for transfer is a great idea but may be highly problematic because it places a lot of 

pressure on both teachers and students. Some first-year college teachers are not in an ideal 

position to teach for transfer. Moreover, research shows that students in first-year writing courses 

tend to lack motivation for mastering writing and show disparity between composition 

vocabulary and discipline-specific vocabulary (Nelms & Dively, 2007). Reflective transfer is a 

more favorable pedagogy because it supports the idea of allowing students to use prior 

experience as a means of producing new information. Plata (2008) has proposed, “If we are 

convinced that writing skills are of paramount importance in a person’s life, it may be prudent to 

counsel undergraduates [or FYW] to make ‘attitude toward writing’ a personal/professional 

issue” (p. 370). Thus, it is the teacher’s responsibility to outline objectives, present expectations, 

and incorporate interactive strategies that enable students to reflect on prior experiences and 

demonstrate knowledge transfer within their writing skills, both personally and professionally.  		
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