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Introduction 

 

Sam-I-Am, from the Dr. Seuss book, Green Eggs and Ham, tried many ways over a period of 

time before his friend agreed that he did, indeed, like the unique foods of green eggs and ham. In 

fact, he ultimately liked them here, there, and anywhere. A goal of literacy instruction is not only 

to teach students mastery of knowledge for immediate use in the classroom (here); but to, also, 

teach students to transfer the acquired learning to other subject areas and similar situations 

(there). Then, further, impress upon students to use the learned information outside of class in 

their everyday lives and in the future (anywhere). In a classic study, Desse (1958) stated “There 

is no more important topic in the whole psychology of learning than transfer of learning” (p. 

213). He further emphasized, “Practically all educational and training programs are built upon 

the fundamental premise that human beings have this ability to transfer what they have learned 

from one situation to another” (p. 213). In a more recent study, Illeris (2010) stated the problem 

of transfer of learning has been an ongoing issue for more than a century. He stated the problem 

is “that what has been learned in one context often can be difficult to recall and apply in a differ-

ent context” (p. 137).  

Public education in the United States is sequenced in such a manner that a skill learned at 

one level is then transferred to a more complex skill at yet a higher level. In addition, the indi-

vidual concepts or grade-level-expectations based on state Standards are designed this way. 

Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (1999) stated, “Educators hope that students will transfer learn-

ing from one problem to another within a course, from one year in school to another, between 

school and home, and from school to the workplace” (p. 39).  

 Graff (2010) emphasized most discussions of learning must eventually focus on transfer 

of learning. He continued with, “…our goal as teachers is not only to improve students‟ perfor-

mance in the immediate moment of instruction but also to help them develop skills that they can 

take to future classes and experiences outside of school” (p. 377). Baldwin and Ford (1988) de-

fined transfer of learning “as the extent to which the knowledge, skills, and abilities ac-

quired…can be applied, generalized, and maintained over time” (p. 63). Transfer of learning is 

further defined as, “prior learning affecting new learning or performance” (Cree & Macaulay, 

2000, pp. 2-3). Perkins and Salomon (1992) stated transfer of learning “occurs when learning in 

one context or with one set of materials impacts on performance in another context or with other 

related materials” (p. 2). They also emphasized, “metacognitive reflection on one‟s thinking 

processes appears to promote transfer of skills” (Perkins & Salomon, 1992, p. 5). It is imperative, 

then, that critical thinking and problem-solving skills be taught in a manner whereby they be-

come automatic for students and they are able to use those skills in varying situations beginning 

in the early grades. Throughout this article are comments from graduate students, who are also 

classroom teachers, enrolled in a master‟s level online literacy education course during a discus-

sion about transfer of learning. The comments allow us to see the practical side of the transfer of 
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learning research and how it affects students‟ literacy development. LaDonna, graduate student 

and second grade teacher, explained transfer of learning by stating, “Teachers have to make sure 

students understand and tuck the learning into their schema before moving on.” In this way, 

transfer of learning occurs here, there, and anywhere. 

 

Here – In the Classroom 

 

 The classroom where active learning occurs is a highly desirable place for students to 

practice new learning. Kolb (1984) stated learning is “formed and reformed through experience” 

(p. 28). Therefore, experiential learning occurs when the focus is on meaning-making aspects of 

learning from direct experiences. Many educators still believe teachers are the transmitters of 

learning. However, Vygotsky‟s theory “promotes learning contexts in which students play an 

active role in learning” (Social Development Theory, 2011, para. 3). Effective teachers make 

their classrooms a safe environment where students are not fearful of trying out new learning, 

making mistakes along the way, learning from those mistakes, and finally, mastering the particu-

lar objective. For many students, the trying out segment of learning takes the form of many mis-

takes. For others, of course, learning is less difficult and is without the need for several tries. But, 

either way, the community of learners in the classroom forms a safety net for practicing and 

learning. The first strings of that safety net must be woven by teachers who set the stage for even 

stronger ties, binding both students and teachers together within the classroom community. Only 

after students feel safe, valued, and affirmed will they become truly engaged in learning.  

 Engaged students are confident ones. They are confident in their own learning because 

they have a purpose for completing the reading or activity. They are also confident because their 

teachers provide a bridge for building on their prior knowledge for new learning to occur. Final-

ly, students are confident because they know their teachers are there, when needed, to support 

and scaffold new learning.  

 Effective teachers know the grade level expectations (GLE) of their particular grade. 

However, they also acknowledge the need for reviewing both below and above GLEs in order to 

know what students previously learned and what they need to know once they leave their grade 

level. Embedded in this process are teachers‟ day-to-day lesson plans. Selecting a curriculum 

comprised of knowledge, skills, materials, dispositions, principles, and attitudes useful for stu-

dents‟ learning in the classroom as well as beyond the classroom is the crux of highly effective 

and skilled teachers (Costa, 1991; Forgarty, Perkins, & Barell, 1991; Ip, 2003).  

 For learning to transfer to other situations, teachers employ various teaching strategies. 

Vockell (2004) discussed several ways to promote transfer of learning. Authentic instruction ra-

ther than rote memorization is used to make learning meaningful to students. Deliberate and ex-

plicit modeling of what the expected learning looks like is desirable. He further stressed teachers 

make certain students know why they are learning a particular strategy and how and when it 

might be used in another context. Of course, students must have time to practice new learning in 

a supportive classroom environment. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (1999) cautioned, howev-

er, independent practice time must be spent on understanding, not simply on rote memorization 

of facts. Finally, Vockell (2004) emphasized students need to see teachers‟ positive attitudes to-

ward the subject and learning because students are “more likely to draw upon learning about 

which they have positive feelings…” (para. 7). For broad and deep comprehension of new learn-

ing, teachers must continually remind students to make personal connections at all levels. In 

making connections, motivation tends to increase thus more time is willingly devoted to learn-
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ing. Brandi, another graduate student, added this in a discussion about making connections: 

“Students need to see connections between concepts in order to build meaningful schema. I 

know I learn concepts much better when I am motivated and interested in the topic and make 

connections to already-learned material.” 

 

There – In Other Classrooms and Other Subject Areas 

 

 Teachers anticipate and expect students to transfer learning from one grade level to the 

next and from one subject area to another. This idea is crucial as students use information and 

material in novel, meaningful, and creative ways in other contexts. Ip (2003) stated, “The goal of 

all learning is to make information portable, so that learning travels with the learner to new loca-

tions” (p. 1). Teachers realize there is often a problem with this expectation. In fact, “Too often, 

what is practiced in one lesson fails to carry over into other lessons” (Bartel, 2005, para. 1). 

However, if transfer does not occur, students would need to relearn information every year and 

in every class.  

Fortunately, teachers find creative ways of building bridges from old information to new 

as they tap into students‟ prior knowledge. Quite often, students have the knowledge needed to 

transfer to another context; but it is stored at a subconscious level. When this is the case, they 

need reminders of how to retrieve the information to apply it to a new learning situation. The use 

of questions is an effective way of tapping into prior knowledge. Teachers‟ lesson plans might 

make a point of referencing prior learning and how it is also relevant to new learning by noting 

specific questions to ask students when reviewing learned material (Bartel, 2005). In addition to 

specific questions, teachers should also be prepared to offer prompts to students who may need a 

slight nudge in responding to the questions. Since many schools use rubrics in assessment, Bartel 

further suggested wording on rubrics acknowledge transfer of learning such as, “Uses skills and 

knowledge gained in earlier assignments and other school subjects to noticeably improve the 

work of this assignment” (para. 8). Vygotsky believed that learning characteristics did not cease 

at a certain point as Piaget did (echeat, 2006). This study continued with the idea that “when one 

thing was learned, it was used from then on. It did not stop just because a child entered another 

stage of development. Everything was progressive” (echeat, 2006, para. 18). Dorn, French, and 

Jones (1998) stated, “The teacher designs instructional interactions that provide the learner with 

opportunities to transfer existing skills, strategies, and knowledge to new problem-solving activi-

ty across changing and varied situations” (p. 11).  

Students must be able to perceive the connections to learned information and use the ma-

terial in meaningful ways (Benander & Lightner, 2005). As in most instructional learning, mod-

eling is another method teachers use to encourage transfer of learning. They frequently model 

explicitly and deliberately how new learning and old learning connects across and between dis-

ciplines. In addition to the graduate-level literacy course described earlier, I recently taught an 

undergraduate literacy methods course where pre-service teachers learned basic information 

about teaching reading, writing, and the other language arts. Students did not automatically rec-

ognize material from this course would need to transfer later to a more advanced literacy educa-

tion course. Therefore, I frequently used modeling and think-alouds to make thinking visible and 

the information more meaningful to them. I also pointed out specific ideas, concepts, even voca-

bulary words they would need to take with them to a higher level methods course. My purpose 

for doing this, of course, was to impress upon them to truly learn and understand the information 

instead of memorizing it to simply pass an exam. As Bernander and Lightner (2005) pointed out, 
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“Decide what students really need to take with them to another course and spend the most time 

on that” (p. 205).  

As teachers become more attentive to the importance of metacognitive skills, they should 

plan for students to practice the new learning in varied ways. This enables students‟ awareness of 

how they think and learn to grow making it easier to transfer the learning to new contexts (Hal-

pern & Hakel, 2003; Perry, 2002). Graduate student Brandon, a middle school communication 

arts teacher, stated:  

 

Developing probing, challenging questions that lead to critical thinking, yet ex-

cites and interests students, is a skill in itself. By encouraging students to look 

beyond the surface of the printed page, they will begin thinking and questioning 

more on their own. With this analytical approach, I‟m hoping students will carry 

these ideas over to personal reading and to other classes.  

 

As students become more adept at verbalizing their thought processes, teachers must be aware of 

possible misconceptions and work to clear those up along the way.  

Of course, initial learning takes time to comprehend so transfer to other contexts is possi-

ble. Bransford, Bown, and Cocking (1999) stated, “Providing students with time to learn also 

includes providing enough time for them to process information” (p. 42). They continued by 

pointing out, “Transfer is an active, dynamic process rather than a passive end-product” (p. 41); 

and it “requires learners to actively choose and evaluate strategies, consider resources, and re-

ceive feedback” (p. 54). Dewey (1938) stated, “What [the learner] has learned in the way of 

knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrument of understanding and dealing effec-

tively with the situations which follow” (p. 44). Graduate student and preschool teacher, Sara, 

asked an obvious question: “How do we organize the knowledge we present to help students 

learn in ways they can apply their new knowledge to new situations?” Classmate Gracie replied: 

“Students who are actively engaged will organize ideas differently depending on their way of 

learning, their prior knowledge, and the various strategies that were meaningful to them in the 

initial learning.” Olivia also commented: “Providing opportunities and time for students to be-

come experts who organize their thoughts around big concepts and can then transfer their exper-

tise to various other academic situations.” And, further, Laura stated: “Making connections is 

absolutely vital in learning, retaining, and retrieving information. When students connect infor-

mation between subjects, learning is much more seamless.” 

 

Anywhere – Outside of School and Into Everyday Lives 

 

 A major goal of education is to enable students to become productive, well-rounded, and 

self-regulated citizens who contribute to the well-being of themselves, their families, and the 

communities in which they live. Vockell (2004) stated, “The only reason for teaching most top-

ics in the classroom is to enable students to use what they learn in settings beyond the school” 

(para. 7). Teachers recognize they are part of a huge puzzle resulting in the finished product of 

students‟ lives. Even though teachers cannot see the finished product, they do see overall con-

cepts, which they try to teach students along the way. Graduate student and first grade teacher, 

Christina, offered this explanation:  

I enjoy putting puzzles together. Yet, I always look at the picture on the box be-

fore I try out the bits and pieces. Then I often refer back to the box to make cer-
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tain I‟m on the right track with the picture. I tell my students this analogy, too. 

We may not get to the whole puzzle this year, but students leave my class with 

enough knowledge (and the puzzle box) to complete the picture in the future, in 

another class, or even as an adult as their knowledge increases.  

 

 While much teaching for transfer is shouldered by teachers, students must also carry their 

share of the load. Teachers may use strategies supported by the latest, evidence-based research; 

but it is ultimately up to individual students to learn, retain, and retrieve information when 

needed outside the school setting. Haskell (2001) emphasized it is students‟ responsibility to 

“apply what is learned in different contexts, and to recognize and extend that learning to com-

pletely new situations” (p. 3).  

 Students must be taught ways to use in-school learning in their everyday lives and, even-

tually, into the work place. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (1999) stated, “Without specific 

guidance from teachers, students may fail to connect everyday knowledge to subjects taught in 

school” (p. 37). Frequent reviews of information learned from earlier settings is important. Mod-

eling is another way to increase the likelihood of students‟ transfer of learning outside the class-

room. Bernander and Lightener (2005) reported in a study about the concern of students not 

seeing how learning math skills was applicable to real life. However, as the teachers in the study 

began supplying real life examples, students‟ attitudes changed. They also began seeing the im-

portance of math in science classes as well as in careers such as “navigation and engineering; and 

everyday uses such as interest rates and satellite dishes” (p. 201). Explicit and deliberate instruc-

tion made these connections possible and meaningful to students.  

 As stated earlier, students must have time to practice new learning before it becomes au-

tomatic for them. Guest speakers, who are experts from various fields, may speak to students 

about the importance of specific learning. For example, an engineer might speak to a math class; 

or a psychologist might speak to an English class. In fact, “Knowledge that is taught in only a 

single context is less likely to support flexible transfer than knowledge that is taught in multiple 

contexts” (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999, p. 66). Then students need time to discuss and 

practice what they learned from the guest speakers with emphasis on how the guest lecturer used 

the information in his/her position. This allows students to see how learning is transferred across 

and through all disciplines.  

 Students should be allowed and encouraged to read all types of print; not simply text-

books. This is easily done through modeling in the classroom. Students, supplied with newspa-

pers, magazines, cell phone manuals, instructions for assembling items, appliance manuals, 

menus, cereal boxes, grocery ads, and of course, web-based text, are using reading situations 

they face in real-life. By using these materials, teachers show the roles comprehension, vocabu-

lary, and fluency play outside the classroom.    

 Another area increasing transfer of learning is chunking ideas together for ease of retriev-

al when necessary. Students need ways of organizing information throughout their years of 

schooling. Teaching students how to chunk or sort ideas is a strategy teachers should begin in the 

early grades. Graduate student Jared stated: “Chunking information into relevant and meaningful 

groups contributes to how people are able to apply and understand information in different con-

texts.” Then classmate Shauna, a high school English teacher, further explained:  

 

As a somewhat expert in identifying symbolism in novels, I chunk the concepts; 

and can easily see it in To Kill a Mockingbird. However, my students, as novices, 
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struggle with this concept. Therefore, I must find a strategy to help them pull from 

previous learning in earlier grades and then teach them to chunk their learning, 

too.  

 

Active, engaged students find ways to chunk big concepts and learn efficient ways of retrieval; 

and they see ways of inter-relating the chunks making connections even more viable (Bransford, 

Brown, & Cocking, 1999; Chi, Feltovich, & Glaser, 1981).  

 

Summary – Here, There, and Anywhere 

 

 Perhaps teachers need to be more aware of non-school environments of students. Asking 

questions, such as the following, might help: What do I know about my students? Where do my 

students live? What is their background for learning a particular topic? Do I value and affirm 

each student? Do I see the big picture for teaching or am I only focused on my small part of their 

education? Are my instructions clear? How can I improve my instruction to meet students‟ 

needs? Do I frequently focus on transfer of learning from and to other grade levels? As Ip (2003) 

confirmed, “Teaching for transfer is, not just for a test, but for a lifetime” (para. 7). Further, Ille-

ris (2010) stated “as long as learning psychology has existed, it has been imperative to discover 

what it would take for learning to obtain utility value across transitions to new situations or 

learning spaces” (p. 137). Graduate student, Christine, concluded: “Learning in the classroom 

goes far beyond academics. Students learn about people and especially about themselves. The 

more we learn now, the more we make connections to the real world „stick‟ in our brains.” Final-

ly, Dorn and Soffos (2001) emphasized instruction is designed to provide learners with opportun-

ities to transfer existing skills, strategies, and other knowledge to new problem-solving activities 

across changing and varied contexts.  

Sam-I-Am was a persistent teacher who knew the delicious taste of green eggs and ham. 

His goal was to also teach his friend to relish the savory food. He tried here. He tried there. He 

tried anywhere. He even tried cooperative learning structures with a mouse, a fox, and a goat. He 

tried persuasion in various locations, such as a house, a box, a car, a tree, a train, a boat, even in 

the dark and in the rain. Nothing seemed to work. Finally, Sam-I-Am‟s passion for the food was 

understood as the friend also became fully absorbed with eating green eggs and ham. The persis-

tence of Sam-I-Am is not unlike effective, passionate classroom teachers who know the value of 

initial learning, practicing the learning, and transferring the learning to new and innovative con-

texts throughout the grade levels and beyond to the workplace. Teachers know the deliciousness 

of learning lasts throughout a lifetime.  
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