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Transferring . . . to Classroom Applications

Seven strategies to foster transfer from the staff room to the 
class-room. “Coaching for transfer” is the name of the game in 
professional learning. There are seven research-based strategies (fogarty 
& Pete, 2004b) that seem to foster transfer from staff room training to 
classroom instruc-tion. These strategies are listed in Box 7.4. Moving 
from awareness and understanding about transfer and application to a 
set of protocols that promote transfer (setting expectations, plotting 
an application, and  

Exclusive Excerpt from Chapter 9



144 FROM STAFF ROOM TO CLASSROOM

committing to try something immediately), the following discussion empha-
sizes that transfer works when, and only when, it is an integral focus of profes-
sional development. each of the seven strategies is discussed more fully in the 
following discussion, as the transfer and application plan unfolds.

Seven Transfer Strategies

1. learn about transfer theory

2. set expectations for transfer

3. Model with authentic artifacts

4. Reflect on levels of transfer

5. Plot applications with the tiny transfer book

6. Try something immediately

7. dialogue with hugging/bridging questions

Box 7.4

1. Learn About Transfer Theory

The first important protocol to foster transfer from the staff room to the 
classroom is learning about transfer theory. some basic facts offer insight 
into this phenomenon. They include knowing about the evolution of the 
theory itself and the two major types of transfer that appear in the literature.

Transfer theory: The theory of transfer has evolved over time. There are 
three significant phases that have occurred: the Bo Peep Phase, the Black 
sheep Phase, and the Good shepherd Phase (Perkins & solomon, 1987). 
each has helped to shed some light on the idea of transfer.

The Bo Peep Phase of transfer basically mirrors the belief captured in the 
nursery rhyme little Bo Peep: “leave them alone, and they’ll come home, 
wagging their tails behind them.” In essence, the belief states that if you 
teach well, with rigor and skill, students will learn. for example, in the 
early days of transfer theory, the idea of teaching geometry and latin to all 
students as ways to “train the mind” was alive and well.

Training the mind, in classical education terms, generally meant to 
develop critical and creative thinking skills for life through specific exer-
cises required in learning the rarely spoken language of latin and in con-
structing the theoretical understandings of geometric theorems in geometry 
class. Just teach well and they will learn and in turn naturally transfer that 
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learning to all areas of life. This phase eventually gave way to the next 
when it was obvious that this method had weaknesses that did not actu-
ally work very well with many learners.

even more elusive, the Black Sheep Phase generated the theory that 
transfer was the metaphorical black sheep of the family of teaching and 
learning. Transfer became the skeleton in the closet, the crazy aunt in the 
attic. no one seemed to know very much about the concept, its elusive 
cause, or what to do about it, so the transfer concept became the unspoken 
secret of the academic community. In fact, there was a period when very 
little was researched or written about the transfer of learning. It disap-
peared from the academic world of research and writing.

By contrast, the Good Shepherd Phase, presented by Perkins and 
solomon (1987), offers hope and insight into the theory of transfer. 
explained briefly, this phase reflects the belief that if teachers or trainers 
“shepherd” transfer, if they pay attention to transfer and keep it in their 
sights, if they treat it like prized sheep and continually monitor and keep 
it within the parameters of the “herd,” transfer will not only survive, it 
will thrive. In brief, transfer will flourish when it becomes part and parcel 
of the training model and when it is paid as much attention as the initial 
teaching–learning stages. And this is where the phenomenon of transfer 
rests at this writing.

Two types of transfer: In addition to the historical delineation of how 
transfer has evolved, there are two types of transfer referenced in the lit-
erature. one is simple transfer, close in context to the original learning, and 
the other is complex transfer, remote and far from the context of the initial 
learning. each of these types is handled differently when trying to foster 
or promote transfer of learning.

The first, simple transfer, occurs very near the original learning. The 
transfer required is similar, and the situation is not that far removed from 
the first learning. The transfer is so close, in fact, that it is almost automatic. 
A common example of simple transfer is driving. once one has learned to 
drive a car, driving a U-haul rental truck is not that different. The transfer 
is almost automatic, although driving the U-haul truck may require a bit 
more vigilance than driving a car.

simple transfer may be achieved when the learning in the new situa-
tion “hugs” (Perkins & solomon, 1987) the learning in the original  
situation. The more students practice a skill, the more automatic the trans-
fer of that skill becomes. When children practice their times tables, they 
find it quite easy to automatically transfer the information when solving a 
math-related problem. The skill is on autopilot, which makes it a desired 
skill for more complex math calculations. There is even software now to 
promote math fact fluency.
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The second kind of transfer is complex transfer, or transfer that is far 
removed from the original learning. The transfer is not automatic or natural. 
Instead, it requires mindfulness and careful consideration. Complex trans-
fer requires “bridging” (Perkins & solomon, 1987) from one scenario to 
another. It is necessary to think about how to use the skill or the learning 
in the new context. A parallel driving example of complex transfer shifts 
to complex or remote transfer when the driver of a car is expected to drive 
a tractor trailer. The context, skills needed, and understanding of the physics 
of an “eighteen wheeler” is far removed from those of driving a car.

learning about argument and evidence offers a more academic example 
of complex transfer. As a youngster, one argues with a sibling in unending 
cycles. neither understands the formal model of providing evidence to sup-
port the argument, even though they may inadvertently give reasons for 
their point of view. Yet when learning about how to write a persuasive essay, 
all they know about authentic arguments goes to the wind. students may 
take a point of view and then form an argument to persuade others of the 
worth of their opinion. however, learning how to provide sound details in 
the form of supporting evidence is often not done intuitively, as when argu-
ing with a brother, but rather consciously and explicitly, as when a student 
learns to write a persuasive essay with three supporting details. The process 
is formal, mindful, somewhat deliberate, and possibly laborious.

In summary, both kinds of transfer, simple and complex, are part of 
professional learning. staff developers, of course, need to “hug” the new 
ideas for close transfer and “bridge” learning if they are to promote trans-
fer in more abstract and sophisticated academics.

2. Set Expectations for Transfer

one of the most important elements for fostering the transfer of learn-
ing is in the early stages of the training when the trainer sets the expecta-
tion for transfer. While transfer is expected as a natural outcome of 
computer software training, for example, it is not always an expected 
outcome of educational professional development experiences. Many 
times teachers attend conferences, seminars, or workshops with no man-
date to bring anything away. There is often no explicit expectation for 
immediate and practical transfer to their work setting.

To set expectations for transfer and application, trainers often use spe-
cific tools and techniques. Two that immediately come to mind are the 
Take Away Window and the Tiny Transfer Book. of course, there are many 
other ideas for promoting transfer and application back in the classroom, 
but these are two that seem to work best.

Take Away Window: The trainer tells participants right up front that 
they are going to acquire lots of good ideas to use immediately in  
their classrooms or work settings. These skillful staff developers set 
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expectations early on. Then, they actually create a “take away window,” 
or list of strategies, concepts, and skills, that are covered in the work-
shop. Trainers and participants continually add to the list and reference 
the ideas, asking participants to think about how they might use them in 
their classrooms.

Transfer Book: The Tiny Transfer Book is another tool participants use to 
capture ideas from the workshop. each time a new strategy or skill is intro-
duced, the trainers remind participants to jot the idea down in their tiny 
transfer book. Then, they are coached to think of a relevant application for 
their particular subject area grade level. They are cautioned to ask for help 
if they are not seeing practical, meaningful connections to their work. When 
that is the case, the staff developer helps brainstorm ideas for relevant appli-
cations. If there is a three-day workshop, there are three tiny transfer books, 
one for each day. It is a marvelously simple little tool that gets lots of mileage 
for conveying ideas from the workshop back to the classroom.

3. Model With Authentic Artifacts

one of the most helpful ways to encourage relevant transfer and appli-
cation of ideas, strategies, and skills to the actual K–12 classroom is to 
demonstrate the various kinds of applications others have made. By col-
lecting real and diverse samples of student and teacher artifacts, the staff 
developer can spark further applications within the training setting. These 
artifacts may be saved and shown or photographed and scanned for show-
ing in an electronic version.

Student artifacts: student artifacts range from writing samples and 
math problems that have been solved to complete portfolios of student 
work on an entire unit. By viewing different examples from elementary, 
middle, and high school levels, participants can relate more easily to the 
applications. By sharing math, social studies, language arts, and science 
examples, participants again have the advantage of near transfer and can 
more easily see the connections to their content and their students. By 
gathering a vast number of artifacts and demonstrating a variety of appli-
cations, participants too may see possible uses of an idea.

Teacher artifacts: Teacher artifacts are equally powerful catalysts for 
transfer, especially in training situations, because participants can actually 
see how other teachers have used a strategy in their classrooms. Teacher 
artifacts span the spectrum from standards-based lessons and integrated 
units to specific applications of thinking skills to demonstrations of a lit-
eracy lesson. These shared artifacts are one of the most powerful ways to 
entice teachers to actively apply a transfer strategy.

Modeling or demonstrating: In addition, the staff developer may model 
teaching behaviors, using videotaped sequences to demonstrate a strategy 
or even film clips of hollywood movies to underscore a point.
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4. Reflect on Levels of Transfer

There are six levels of transfer that are easily recognizable in most profes-
sional development or coaching situations for adult learners. These include 
progressive stages of overlooking transfer, duplicating the idea exactly, rep-
licating the idea by changing something, integrating the idea with an exist-
ing repertoire, mapping the ideas to use in specific ways, and innovating 
creatively with an idea to take it above and beyond the original idea.

Using a set of bird metaphors, these six levels of transfer are described 
more fully in Box 7.5. The metaphors include ollie, head-in-the-sand 
ostrich; dan, the drilling Woodpecker; laura, the look-Alike Penguin; 
Jonathan livingston, the seagull; Cathy, the Carrier Pigeon; and sam, the 
soaring eagle.

Levels of Transfer

zz Ollie, head-in-the-sand ostrich, overlooks the opportunity to use 
the new idea.

zz Dan, the drilling Woodpecker, duplicates, copies exactly as it is 
learned.

zz Laura, the look-Alike Penguin, replicates by tailoring slightly to 
fit needs.

zz Jonathan Livingston, the seagull, integrates subtly into existing 
repertoire.

zz Cathy, the Carrier Pigeon, maps (propagates) the idea intention-
ally and deliberately.

zz Sam, the soaring eagle, innovates and invents marvelous  
applications.

Box 7.5

Ollie, Head-in-the-Sand Ostrich, overlooks the opportunity to use the new 
idea. ollie overlooks the application, either intentionally or unintention-
ally. In either case, ollie does nothing with the idea and seems unaware of 
its relevance. ollie sometimes chooses not to use an idea because it seems 
counterproductive to him and thus becomes determined not to use the 
idea. In short, ollie misses the opportunity for appropriate applications 
and never really uses the ideas back in the classroom. like ollie, teachers 
may learn about how to use data to inform their practice in the classroom 
but never actually go back to their school and use their data in that way.

Dan, the Drilling Woodpecker, duplicates, copies exactly as it is learned. dan 
duplicates the idea exactly as it has been presented. In fact, many times 
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dan will actually ask the presenter if he may have a copy of the strategy 
or skill used in the workshop. dan drills and practices again and again. 
drill! drill! drill! Then he stops. In essence, dan uses the idea as a single-
minded activity, not as a strategy that can be used, reused, and then used 
again, all in different situations and different ways. Yet this is an early level 
of simple transfer and must be applauded because the teacher is leaving 
the workshop with an idea to take back and use. one example of this level 
of transfer is when an eager teacher asks for copies of the scoring rubrics 
shown as examples during the workshop.

Laura, the Look-Alike Penguin, replicates by tailoring slightly to fit needs. 
laura replicates the skill or strategy by tailoring it to her students or her 
content. she tends to apply it in the same way, however, once she has 
slightly customized it to fit those needs. she uses very similar kinds of 
applications over and over again, never really branching out more cre-
atively. like a string of penguins, all her applications seem to look alike. 
laura just does not transfer the idea into different situations. her transfer, 
however, is both real and practical, as it fits her specific circumstances, so 
laura should be commended for that. one example of laura’s tailoring 
may be found in her using a concept map by mapping the plot of a story. 
Although laura may change the story, she never uses the concept map for 
any other applications other than story plots.

Jonathan Livingston, the Seagull, integrates subtly into existing repertoire. 
Jonathan often says, “I already do this.” like Jonathan, the teacher subtly 
integrates this strategy into his or her classroom with a raised conscious-
ness about it and its use. This teacher has an acute awareness of the strat-
egy and a renewed interest in it. In fact, he or she may use the strategy 
with deliberate refinement and skillful integration. The strategy is blended 
into an existing repertoire and never considered a new idea but rather an 
old idea revisited. Bloom’s taxonomy of questions is an example of this 
kind of strategy. Teachers often think they know it and use it, so when it is 
introduced into a session, they recognize it as a familiar strategy.

Cathy, the Carrier Pigeon, maps (propagates) the idea intentionally and delib-
erately. Cathy is an eager and proactive participant who actively maps 
ideas across her content or grade level. This teacher propagates ideas and 
takes them from one application to another, consciously transferring ideas 
to various situations and content areas. This level of transfer is character-
ized by a teacher who carries the strategy to various situations as part of 
his available repertoire. one example of this is the teacher who learns 
about the multiple-intelligences approach to learning and maps the use of 
these intelligences into various lessons throughout the unit.

Sam, the Soaring Eagle, innovates and invents marvelous applications. sam 
is a risk taker who finds innovative ways to use the new strategy. This 
level of transfer shows evidence of “flying with an idea” and putting ideas 
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into action. It demonstrates how applications may go beyond the initial 
conception and create truly inventive uses for the idea. sam enhances, 
invents, and diverges from the initial idea, fully achieving its full value. To 
illustrate this level of transfer, a teacher might learn about higher-order 
thinking skills, and instead of simply using them with her students, she 
also charges them with the task of identifying the kinds of higher-order 
thinking an author exhibits in his writing. This is far above the original 
idea of using higher-order thinking in classroom interactions.

5. Plot Applications With the Tiny Transfer Book

The idea of plotting an application is explicit and direct. Plotting seems
more intentional, more dramatic than planning, so it has been used here to 
emphasize the importance of “plotting ideas” within the actual session. In 
that way, the trainer guides this process and coaches the teacher to find a 
meaningful application before the teacher ever leaves the training site. 
Getting teachers to commit to an application is half the battle. If the teacher 
has a good idea about how to use the strategy, then perhaps that teacher 
will be moved to actually go back and use it.

6. Try Something Immediately

The next step once the teacher has plotted an application idea is to get
the teacher to go back and do something immediately. The sooner the 
teacher tries something, the greater the chance for real and meaningful 
transfer. By creating application buddies or partners and requiring an 
action plan, the staff developer raises the likelihood of transfer. A verbal or 
other commitment to another teacher often generates enough power to 
compel the teacher to actually try something. If learners wait too long after 
a professional development session to try something new in the classroom, 
the likelihood of transfer diminishes rapidly. In fact, the good intentions of 
trying a new skill may soon disappear entirely because teachers get into a 
zone in the heat of instructional interactions and simply forget about it.

7. Dialogue With Hugging/Bridging Questions

The use of dialoguing questions goes hand in hand with the transfer
buddy idea. By creating peer partners early in the year, by always sending 
two or more people to trainings so they have a partner to work with, by 
encouraging conversation and sharing about new ideas, transfer is more 
likely to occur. Also, by instructing teachers about the levels of transfer, as 
depicted in number four above, and coaching them on how to dialogue 
about their own transfer, the trainer makes this reflective dialogue a key 
component of professional development. The following examples, in 
form 7.1, illustrate the dialoguing questions that spark transfer.
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