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Transfer of learning is a concept that dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century (Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901; Thorndike, 1903). However, there has been a recent resurgence in interest, especially in the area of training because there is a growing concern that though billions of dollars are spent on training annually, it is often not utilized on the job. Research suggests that there is a typical transfer skill dollar loss ranging from 28 to 90 cents on every training dollar spent (Curry, 1997; Rackham, 1979). In child welfare, this transfer problem probably translates into increased risk of harm to children. Therefore, strategies to improve transfer of learning are extremely important.

Traditional transfer research and intervention has emphasized instructional strategies involving the use of principles such as identical elements, general principles, stimulus variability, and response availability (Baldwin and Ford, 1988). However, recent approaches are more ecologically focused, recognizing the important role of the learner’s work environment. These approaches also emphasize the importance of key persons before, during, and after the formal training session (Beaudin, 1987; Broad & Newstrom, 1992; Curry, 1997; Curry, 2001; Curry & Caplan, 1996; Curry, Caplan, & Knuppel, 1991; Curry, Caplan, & Knuppel, 1994). One approach, developed and utilized at the Northeast Ohio Regional Training Center, builds off of Lewin’s force field theory and advocates for assessment and intervention within a worker’s “transfer field.” It is described as the transfer of training and adult learning (TOTAL) approach (Curry, 1997, Curry, 2001; Curry & Caplan, 1996; Curry, et.al., 1991; Curry, et.al., 1994). 

The Transfer Field


Lewin (1951) suggested a simple approach to change, which involves the interaction between two opposing sets of forces. Change, or transfer in this discussion, occurs when equilibrium is disrupted. An existing field of forces is changed by increasing transfer driving and/or decreasing transfer restraining forces. The number and strength of driving and restraining forces will determine if transfer occurs, as well as the extent of transfer. If the strength of the total number of transfer driving forces is greater than the restraining forces, transfer will occur. If the total strength of the restraining forces are greater or equal to the driving forces, transfer will not occur (Broad & Newstrom, 1992; Curry, 1997, Curry, 2001; Curry et.al., 1994).

In order to better understand the force field framework, a learning exercise will be described. The learning exercise uses the game of football as a metaphor to illustrate the transfer process. For example, one could imagine several training participants on the 50-yard line of a “football field” (transfer field). Transfer driving and restraining forces before, during, and after training affect the extent of transfer (yardage gain or loss) of each participant. In other words, there are three periods of play on the transfer field (before, during, and after). Even though the participants attend the same training workshop, they may have substantially different experiences on the transfer field. Individual characteristics interact with unique environmental events that result in forward or backward movement on the field. For example, one participant may meet with his/her supervisor prior to the training to discuss training relevance and potential applications. As a result of this meeting, this participant probably has an increased learning and application readiness. The participant will probably move forward on the football/transfer field (transfer yardage gain). Other participants may have different experiences prior to attending training. Some will move forward and others backward on the field.  So, even before a participant comes to training (s)he may have a greater or lesser transfer potential due to driving and restraining forces which have already occurred. The total strength of these forces before, during, and after training will affect the amount of transfer (position on the field at the end of the game). 

The Learning Exercise (The Transfer Field)

Goals

1. Visually illustrate transfer driving and restraining forces that affect trainees before, during, and after training.

2. Demonstrate the impact of action and inaction of key individuals in the learning and transfer process.

3. Recognize reasons for lack of transfer of learning from the workshop to the work place.

4. Provide transfer intervention suggestions for critical actors at critical times.

Group Size

A minimum of three participants and a maximum of 60 (possibly more if the room permits). 

Time Required

The time required depends on whether the trainer intends to use the exercise in support of other training on transfer or as a stand-alone demonstration and discussion of transfer forces and barriers. The exercise requires 30–45 minutes to complete. 

Materials

1. Forty-five 5 X 8 inch index cards.

2. Nine sheets of paper. 

3. One marker.

4. Scissors and tape.

Physical Setting

Space large enough for at least three people to freely move from one end of the room to the other (approximately 6 ft. by 15 ft.). Additional space will be needed for the remainder of the training group. 

Process

1. Prior to the training, cut and tape the “driving and restraining forces” statements to index cards. 

2. With a marker, number each of the sheets of paper to represent yard lines on a football field (10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 40. 30, 20, 10). You may also want to tape up a sign at eye level that says “Transfer Hall of Fame.” 

3. Introduce the activity and explain that you are going to use the game of football as a metaphor to illustrate the transfer of learning process. Explain that there are three teams and ask for volunteers/players (You may ask each of your teams to select the “best” representative from the teams. Explain the job description of the volunteers/players. The requisite skills are that they must be able to stand and take small steps forward and backward.

4. Have the three volunteers/players stand on the 50 yard line. If possible, ask the team members to stand around the players in a show of support. 

5. Explain to the group that there are driving and restraining forces that occur before, during, and after training that affect transfer of learning. State the group is going to explore the transfer of learning process. Mention that there are factors that affect transfer even before training occurs and that you are going to explore some of those.

6. Randomly shuffle the “before” cards and allow one of the members from team number one to select a card. Ask them to read the card in their best trainer voice. Ask the volunteer/player from team one to move forward or backward according to what is read from the card. 

7. Ask a member of team two to select and read a card. Continue the process until all of the before cards have been read. 

8. Ask the participants to comment on what they have observed up to this point. Ask them to identify some of the critical actors involved in the “before” stage. Ask them to notice that the players are at different places on the field and they have not even come to training yet (Different transfer potential). Ask the participants to identify other factors/forces that can affect transfer prior to training. 

9. Repeat the process with the “during” and “after” cards. You may want to ask the teams if they want to send in a substitute player/representative and give the original representative a break.

10. When all of the “after” cards are completed, ask the volunteers to comment on how it felt to go through the learning and application process (moving forward and backward). Ask the other participants their comments. Point out to the group the differences in the extent of transfer that occurred among the different workers who received different experiences. Mention that this is similar to the real world of training and application. Ask them to identify critical actors who were involved in the transfer process. Try to generate ideas to increase the transfer driving forces and to decrease the transfer restraining forces in the transfer field. Also, highlight that quantitative approaches to evaluation of transfer generally focus on the extent of transfer (distance on the field) while qualitative approaches are often used to explore the process of transfer (factors on the cards affecting the distance). 

11. After the exercise, provide a copy of the transfer driving and restraining forces for the participant’s future reference. 

Variations

1. During the exercise, you may want to involve the audience/participants to a greater extent by asking them to determine the forward gain or backward loss of “yardage” after the participants read each statement.

2. You may decide to add statements that contain critical actors or forces that specifically pertain to your situation.

3. Force field theory and variations of the transfer field (football) exercise could be used to explore various social/psychological issues. For example, this exercise has been adapted to help understand why victims stay in domestic violence relationships (Curry & Dick, 2000).

Card Statements

Driving and Restraining Forces Before Formal Training

Trainee hears negative messages about training before attending (Ex. “You can’t use the training on the job”). *** Go back 5 yards. ***

Trainee thinks training is a vacation away from the job. Trainee does not come prepared to learn.  *** Go back 3 yards. ***

Trainee does not have a choice in attending the training. Trainee is signed up by the training department. Supervisor is not involved in the decision either. *** Go back 10 yards. ***

Trainee does not see the connection between training and increasing work effectiveness with clients.  *** Go back 3 yards. ***

Trainee is the only one sent from his/her work team for team training.  *** Go back 4 yards. ***

No one from the supervisory or administrative level has ever attended the training. *** Go back 5 yards. ***

Supervisor notifies trainee about workshop 1 hour before the training starts. 

*** Go back 6 yards. ***

Training developed by training department without involvement from line or supervisory staff. The training is a special interest to the administrator.  *** Stay where you are. ***

Training developed with input from all levels of staff (line, supervisory, administrative, training personnel, clients). Move forward 10 yards. ***

Accurate needs assessment is performed (right trainee to the right training at the right time).  ***Move forward 10 yards. ***

Supervisor meets with trainee before the workshop to discuss training expectations. *** Move forward 4 yards. ***

Supervisor engages the trainee before the workshop to think about level of self-competence pertaining to the upcoming workshop.  *** Move forward 4 yards. ***

Trainee makes a plan with supervisor and co-workers to cover cases while in training. *** Move forward 1 yard. ***

Importance of training to job effectiveness and subsequent promotions is conveyed to all newly hired persons. *** Move forward 2 yards. ***

Work unit goes as a team to training prepared to bring new ideas back to the unit. *** Move forward 15 yards. ***

Trainer meets before training with line workers, supervisors, and administrator to help make training as relevant as possible. *** Move forward 5 yards. ***

Driving and Restraining Forces During Training

Trainee comes to the workshop with specific cases/situations in mind. ** Go forward 3 yards. ***

Trainer utilizes techniques that facilitate retention (relating information to what the workers already know, multimedia, observation and practice, attention getting techniques, mnemonic devices). *** Go forward 3 yards. ***

Trainer stresses the importance of transfer at the beginning, middle, and end of training. *** Move forward 1 yard. ***

Trainer involves the workers and their supervisors in the action planning process. *** Move forward 10 yards. ***

Trainer engages trainees to set three action plan objectives to apply new ideas on the job. *** Move ahead 4 yards. ***

Trainer helps worker identify barriers and facilitative forces to their action plans. *** Go ahead 3 yards. ***

Trainer provides tools (handouts, visual aides, reminder cards) that the workers can take with them to the job (office, car, client homes). *** Move ahead 2 yards. ***

Trainer brings the work environment into the training (e.g. uses actual cases of workers, uses agency and state forms, brings in a client willing to be interviewed). *** Move ahead 6 yards. ***

Trainer periodically stops the training and asks participants to think about how they will use the information discussed up to that point. Trainer also asks workers to cognitively rehearse the application of new skill in the work environment. *** Move ahead 5 yards. ***

Due to “emergencies,” supervisor interrupts the training session to conference with workers. *** Move back 5 yards. ***

Trainer inflexibly adheres to workshop agenda without adjusting to specific case examples generated by trainees. ***

Several workers are disruptive during the workshop. *** Move back 2 yards. ***

Trainer is not able to relate personal expertise to child welfare practice. *** Move back 4 yards. ***

Trainer points out the relationship of training to agency mission. *** Move forward 1 yard. ***

Driving and Restraining Forces After Training

Training personnel send a reminder notice about action plan to workers one week after training. *** Move forward 2 yards. ***

Training personnel send a transfer survey to workers after the workshop to assess their transfer efforts. *** Move ahead 3 yards. ***

Supervisor meets with worker within a week of training to review action plan. *** Move ahead 5 yards. ***

Supervisor and worker make a plan of implementation for action plan, which includes ongoing review of action plan by worker and supervisor. *** Move ahead 7 yards. ***

Worker formally provides an overview of the training for other staff in unit during the next unit meeting. *** Move ahead 5 yards. ***


Supervisor arranges for worker to shadow another worker who has previously attended the training in an effort to observe implementation of workshop ideas. *** Move ahead 6 yards. ***


Worker attends a “booster shot” review session of the training workshop one month after the workshop. *** Move ahead 4 yards. ***


Worker attends an alumni meeting of previous workshop graduates who discuss applications of the training. *** Move ahead 5 yards ***


Agency provides a small bonus to workers who successfully complete the training and attend a “booster shot” review and application session. Move ahead 5 yards. 


Training personnel publish the names and stories of workers who apply the training to the job. *** Move ahead 3 yards. ***


Supervisor provides immediate and intermittent reinforcement and support of worker transfer efforts after the workshop. *** Advance 6 yards. ***


Co-workers provide reinforcement and support to worker upon application. *** Move ahead 3 yards. ***


Trainee tries out new ideas but is not successful with first two clients. One client cusses at trainee and calls agency administrator to complain. *** Move back 10 yards. ***


After the workshop, other workers convey to trainee “if you want to survive in this business, you better forget about what you just learned, there is no time for it.” *** Move back 6 yards. ***


After training, the worker is reassigned to a position where training is not emphasized. *** Move back 10 yards. ***

Note: This learning exercise was adapted with permission from: Curry, D. & Caplan, P. (1996). The transfer field: A training exercise. The Child and Youth Care Leader. 7, 28-30.

Conclusion


It has been suggested that the transfer field and TOTAL approach provides a basic, yet comprehensive model for transfer assessment and intervention. In addition, the described exercise can facilitate an understanding of the transfer of learning process by exploring transfer driving and restraining forces before, during and after training. The exercise actively involves participants using visual, auditory, and kinesthetic modalities. Although research has not been conducted assessing the impact of the training exercise, training and development professionals in the human services across the country have stated that the exercise greatly contributes to an understanding of the transfer of learning process.
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