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Abstract

An overarching goal of literacy professional development involves its impact
on teachers’ classroom practices. However, a direct consideration of this transfer
of literacy learning remains unclear. I address this gap by investigating teachers’
transfer of learning from their participation in a professional development event
to their classrooms. I capture this intention by asking the question, what supports
and drawbacks do teachers encounter when they attempt to transfer professional
development proposals into their literacy classroom practices? To answer this
question, I conducted a qualitative investigation during teachers’ completion of
activities linked to a one year, externally funded professional development project.
My findings support the influence of six factors: (1) attitude, (2) compatibility, (3)
activation, (4) practice, (5) information flow, and (6) self-loop. In this study, three
descriptions of teachers are given to illuminate how each person’s attitudes and
perceptions developed in this professional development experience. The findings
indicate how these three teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of professional
development experiences and commitment to the material influence the transfer
of knowledge from the course into the reality of the classrooms.
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Introduction

The past 25 years have seen an abundance of research on reading. This
trend is expected to continue with previous topics becoming more fine-
grained and important and new topics coming to our attention (Pressley,
2007). Like other professionals, teachers hold a responsibility to stay abreast
of this latest research. To acquire information, teachers might turn to
numerous professional writings that summarize current literacy research
(e.g., Armbruster & Osborn, 2002; Braunger & Lewis, 2006; Farstrup &
Samuels, 2002). Commonly, teachers turn to professional development
opportunities. The Office of Educational Research and Improvement
(OERI) notes that professional development experiences often trigger or
enhance teachers’ strategies and improve the quality of teachers’ attitudes
(Henke, Chen, Geis, & Knepper, 2000). Note, however, that the goal set
forth by Snow and her colleague turns on implementation. Therein lies the
challenge: teachers must acquire literacy information, tap it in their everyday
classroom practices, and, if all goes as Snow et al. intend, enhance their
students’ literacy learning. Acquiring information sets this progression in
process. Using this acquired information to impact student achievement
demands a transfer of teachers’ learning. Transfer occurs when teachers
apply what they learn to a novel situation. While this process sounds simple
(learn about X and then do it), transfer presents a major obstacle in the
educational process (Bruner, 1977; Perkins & Salomon, 1988; Prawat, 1989).
When moving from acquiring knowledge to using it, the hopefulness of
professional development stalls. Even teachers who engage in professional
development experiences and embrace their ideas and goals too often fail
to implement these understandings in their classrooms (Ashdown, 2002;
Ball & Cohen, 2000; Cobb, McClain, Lamberg, & Dean, 2003; McLaughlin,
2002; Orlich, 1981; Taylor, 1971). As literacy educators, I hold disquiet
toward professional development that impacts teachers’” knowledge without
simultaneously triggering shifts in literacy practices. As literacy researchers,
I therefore must take interest in the concept of transfer and its application
to professional learning. As a step toward this overarching goal, I initially
explore existing scholarship linked to professional development and
transfer. This background information provides a theoretical direction for a
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qualitative research project designed to understand the challenges of transfer
that teachers encounter during a professional development event.

Professional Development and Transfer

Many scholars (e.g., Berryman, 1994; Eick, Ware, & Williams,
2003; Herrington, Herrington, & Glazer, 2002; Hopkins, 1997; Rhodes &
Bellamy, 1999; Rigden, 1996; Risko, 1995) have examined the content and
presentation of professional development experiences. From these studies, I
learn that teachers hold concerns about the appropriateness of professional
development recommendations, the use of lectures as a dissemination
option, and the lack of sufficient opportunities to discuss and practice
the selected proposals. These areas speak directly to the organization of
professional development and pitfalls that their providers should avoid. They
also suggest indirect influences on transfer. Other scholars look directly at
the concept of transfer. Because this more specific line of inquiry links to our
intentions, I focus more attention on it. I begin by identifying three factors
acknowledged by a range of scholars as important for transfer and then turn
to Bruner’s (1971, 1977) transfer of learning framework.

Factors that Influence Transfer

Three factors seem to have wide acceptance for influencing transfer: (1)
near and far transfer, (2) individual differences, and (3) cultural influences. I
discuss each in turn.

Near and far transfer. According to Perkins (1988) and Salomon (1992),
near and far transfer refers to the learner who has practiced in routine
circumstances. For teachers, near transfer occurs when they learn a certain
strategy from a professional development offering and practice it in a
context similar to what they encountered in the course. Far transfer holds a
different character. In this situation, teachers learn the knowledge within a
context that holds little in common with the teachers’ schools, students, or
classrooms. For example, a sixth grade teacher might learn a strategy that
focuses on an adult who reads at a second grade level. This teacher might
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apply this basic reading knowledge to practices and activities for the specific
reading level (grade two), but fail to note its applicability for underachieving
grade six students. As another example, this time with students, Griffin (1995)
set up two map tests to explore her students’ near and far transfer of learning.
During the instructional phase, the students were assigned to find routes
from point A to point B on the map of the Florida State University (FSU)
campus, a large outside area. During the transfer test, the students were
required to navigate the science library on the FSU campus, which is inside
of the building. Even though these two maps had similarities such as the
legend and the index, these participants were unable to transfer the learning
from the instructional phase to the related, but different second task.

Individual differences. In addressing individual differences, a number
of variables matter. First, teachers hold a variety of work experiences and
participate in a range of instructional moments. These individual variances
often lead to differing assumptions and perspectives about their teaching
context (Freeman, 1994; Freeman & Freeman, 2001; Griffin, 1995; Kaufman,
1966; Levin, 2003; Lipson & Wixson, 2003). According to Anderson and
Holt-Reynolds (1995), teachers bring these same beliefs into professional
development opportunities and they can affect what knowledge the teachers
want to learn from professional development, and, consequently, how (of
if) to apply it into their classrooms. Consider teachers who believe that
teacher-centered instruction should be the main feature in the classroom.
This existing stance might lead them to respond negatively to the idea of
cooperative learning (Kaufman, 1966).

Teachers also differ in their motivation. Taking an example from the
business world, Downe, Hartley, and Rashman (2004) interviewed some of
the trainees in a workshop linked to their job responsibilities. They found
that the trainees felt the material was not new for them. Because they felt that
they already knew the information, these individuals lacked the motivation
to learn and apply the knowledge in their job.

Cultural influences. Differences in the culture of the teaching and
learning environment (e.g., content of the professional development
design, support from peers and instructors, and external rewards) also
impact teachers’ transfer of learning (Pea, 1987). Pea asserts that these
environmental influences combine with prior knowledge and carry over
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from one experience to another. In studies conducted by Cromwell and Kolb
(2002) and Kupritz and Reedy (2002), cultural factors included support
from the supervisor and the feedback and rewards from management. Their
presence increased the level of application and the transfer of learning to
the work settings. Taylor (2000) also found that support from the instructor
increased the learners’ ability to transfer learning. In the end, while learners
may attempt to apply what they learn in a course, environmental factors can
intervene and either increase or interfere with transfer.

Bruner's Transferability of Learning Framework

Beyond an attention to the above features, Bruner’s (1971, 1977)
transfer of learning framework provides an even broader interpretive frame
for understanding transfer. Even though Bruner’s framework describes
children’s transfer of learning, I consider its promise for understanding
adults’ professional development experiences. Bruner identifies six factors:
(1) attitude, (2) compatibility, (3) activation, (4) practice, (5) self-loop and (6)
information flow.

Bruner (1971, 1977) places attitude center stage. According to Smith and
Van Doren (2004), if the learners’ attitude toward material does not change
to a positive attitude, they will not use the knowledge from the training in
their work settings. Levin (2003) concurs. As he found, teachers’ personal
values impact their thinking about a course. Baldwin and Ford (1988) also
emphasize the importance of attitude toward a training experience. They
determined that the learners who have the highest need for achievement and
desire to learn are more likely to apply and transfer new knowledge into work
settings. These recent empirical findings with adults support Bruner’s (1971)
claim that attitude is the master of the fundamental idea of the transfer of
learning. Learners benefit from an attitude that recognizes the benefits and
worth of the new knowledge (Orlofsky, 2001).

Bruner’s (1971, 1977) second factor, compatibility, refers to the learners’
need to fit the new material into what they already know. As Ehrenberg (1983)
indicates, many participants finish professional development experiences
without a clear concept of what they are doing or a clear grasp of how this
works within their teaching context. This lack of compatibility between
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the new, the known, and a teacher’s circumstances could result in a lack of
transfer from the professional development experience.

The third factor, activation, refers to the need to experience success with
the professional learning. For adults, activation might come from external
sources such as money and promotion (Baldwin & Ford, 1988) or the
employer’s requirement that employees increase their skills (Ngeow, 1998).
Another type of activation comes from the participants’ desire to learn. They
want to receive the information in order to succeed in the professional field.
In this instance, increased competence provides the reward (Orlofsky, 2001).

The next factor, practice, provides learners an opportunity to use a skill
by combining learned material with context-based activities. Ehrenberg
(1983) notes that practice opportunities always provide an important tool
in an ideal program. In fact, Orlofsky (2001) suggests including some of
these practice sessions during class time. This built in practice affords
opportunities for professional development providers to serve as a facilitator
and sounding board and can provide assurance that learners are on the right
track before they return to their unique work settings.

Another factor is self-loop, an expectation that successful learners
must explain or restate what they have just done with others. Furthermore,
Ehrenberg (1983) as well as Cromwell and Kolb (2002) agree that
communication with colleagues is important for transfer because it supports
learner performance on the stipulated tasks. In addition, learners who use
self-loop avoid a blind use of a strategy that lacks a rationale or personalized
understanding (Orlofsky, 2001)

Finally, Bruner (1977) asserts that learners need to manage the amounts
of material learned. Doing this requires them to grasp, sort through, process,
and digest important information in order to solve a problem. He labels this
information flow. When information flow occurs, learners fix and contrast
what they have learned and then apply it into their situation. For McLaughlin
(2002), teachers’ ability to understand how knowledge flows from the
professional development event into their classroom, this “re-experience,’
offers one essential component for transfer.

While these recent studies and Bruner’s (1977) proposals solidify the
general contributors that affect transfer from professional development
to a job setting or a classroom, the specific factors that influence teachers’
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transfer of learning and a detailed picture of this transfer process for
professional learning linked to literacy have received minimal attention.
According to Pea (1987: 639), the following question captures the transfer
challenge: “How can knowledge acquired in formal education be transferred
appropriately to everyday life and work situations?” So, my commitment to
professional development and my concern about understanding transfer for
literacy teachers set the stage for this investigation. I explore this question:
When teachers engage in professional development designed to impact their
literacy practices, what do they view as strengthening or weakening the

transfer of what they learn to what they do in their classrooms?

Method

Background

I conducted this qualitative investigation during the teachers’
completion of activities linked to a one year, externally funded professional
development project. Developing these teachers’ understanding and uses
of Scaffolded Reading Experiences (SREs) (Fitzgerald & Graves, 2004),
especially to support English language learners (ELLs), formed a basis for
the professional development purpose. This project included a seven-week,
web-based, graduate level course offered by a university in the Northwest.
The course provided participants an opportunity to simultaneously acquire
new information about SREs and test the strategies in their classrooms. In
addition, the on-line environment, which continued after the course ended,
afforded the participants an opportunity to engage in a discussion forum
where they could post questions and converse about topics of personal
importance. The web-based site also provided audio and video clips related
to SREs. In addition, the participants interacted face-to-face with project
staff and colleagues throughout the project. By the end of the course,
participants had worked through the various SREs elements, received
support to implement them in their classrooms, and designed a school

district dissemination project based on them.
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The Professional Development Focus

Because this professional development event emphasized SREs, I briefly
explain them. In general, SREs involve a set of pre, during, and post reading
activities specifically designed to assist a particular group of students to
read more successfully and, as a result, understand, learn from, and enjoy
a particular text selection. Each of these components serves a different
purpose. Pre reading activities prepare students to read an upcoming
selection. In applying them, teachers might get students interested in
reading the selection, remind students of things they already know that will
help them understand and enjoy the selection, and pre teach aspects of the
selection that may be difficult. During reading activities include things that
students themselves do as they read and things that teachers do to assist
them as they read (e.g., students’ reading to teachers, teachers reading to
them, or students’ taking notes as they read). Post reading activities provide
opportunities for students to synthesize and organize information gleaned
from the text so that they can understand and recall important points.

The Course

A graduate level course offered in a web-based format provided the
main source of information about SREs. During the course, the teachers
explored SREs and received support in implementing them. The seven-week
format of the course included weekly units that lasted from Monday through
Sunday. During this time, course members were expected to examine and
develop their thoughts about their teaching practice. A range of assignments
encouraged participants to simultaneously reflect on lesson content and its
classroom use. This involved three activities: (1) discussion postings, (2) a
Learn-Apply-Ponder (LAP) response logs, and (3) Before, During, and After
Reading (BDAR) assignments. The course culminated with the design and
implementation of colleague-to-colleague presentations, a dissemination
product for these teachers to share what they learned with their school and
district colleagues.

In the discussion forum, the participants posted a minimum of
two questions and three comments driven by each set of readings. For
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example, the participants might post how a textbook affected and matched
their classroom settings. In the Learn-Apply-Ponder (LAP) activity,
they composed a log entry for each assigned reading. Specifically, the
participants noted what they learned from the textbook and the course
(Learn), described how they might apply what they learned from the SREs
to their classroom (Apply), and, finally, shared their ideas and reflections
about using SREs in their classroom (Ponder). For each of the six units,
the participants completed a Before, During, and After Reading (BDAR)
assignment that required them to critique, apply, or propose an aspect of
SREs for a classroom setting. Participants from different disciplines worked
individually or in groups for seven weeks to post questions and comments on
the discussion forum and design and apply LAP and BDAR lessons for every
central reading. By the end of the course, participants had worked through
the various SREs elements and designed a school district presentation based
on them to share what they learned with colleagues (Colleague-to-Colleague
product).

Participants

Initially, twenty-five teachers from five school districts volunteered
to participate in this professional development project and enrolled in the
course. From that population, I used convenience sampling (Cresswell, 2005)
to select a subset of teachers. I based this selection on teachers’ willingness to
finish the course linked to this professional development and participate in
the related questionnaires, surveys, and interviews for this investigation. In
addition, I selected teachers with a diverse student population, particularly
including students for whom English was a second language. Finally, I chose
teachers whose individual teaching circumstances portrayed unique and
varied characteristics (e.g., grade level placement, school location). In the
end, this study focused on three teachers from three different school districts
whom I will call Wendy, Rena, and John. As these pseudonyms indicate, two
were female and one male. Their classroom teaching experiences ranged
from four to ten years and covered a variety of grade levels and school
contexts (Refer to Table 1 for specific information about these teachers).
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Table 1 Participants in the Study

Name Wendy Rena John

Years Teaching 4 7-10 10

ESL upper Mainstream 6th grade

Class Level of Instruction elementary middle school

ESL high school

Data Collection and Analysis

To fully capture the concept of transfer as experienced by these teachers,
I intentionally selected a varied array of data sources. In combination, they
afforded a well rounded but complementary collection of information that
informed my research intentions. As Levin (2003) asserts, dispositions can
affect the transferability of materials learned from professional development
experiences. Therefore, I initially surveyed these teachers’ dispositions
in order to determine any factors that might influence their transfer of
the professional development experiences into their classrooms. These
factors included their knowledge prior to this professional development
experience, their current teaching context, and the support from the
school. Then, to capture these teachers’ acquisition of course information
and its importation into their classrooms, I turned to several data sources:
(a) background surveys; (b) pre and post SREs Knowledge and Use
questionnaires; (c) course documents, which include assignments, discussion
postings, and dissemination projects; (d) course experience surveys; (e)
open-ended interviews (see Appendix); and (f) additional writing and
e-mail correspondence from each participant responding to questions the
instructor posted. I constructed the pre and post SREs Knowledge and Use
questionnaire, course experience survey, and open-ended interviews based
on Bruner’s (1971) feature of transferability of learning framework which I
previously discussed.

In the data analysis, I first did open-ended coding and then imposed
Bruner’s framework on the results. The theoretical framework for this study,
transferability as learning (Bruner, 1971), also offers a method for describing
data from attitude and perception perspectives in order to correspond to the
sources of data. In this study, the framework gave a direction of exploring
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the process of the participants’ transfer of learning, such as the perception of
the format of the course and the support from the instructor and colleagues.
These factors led the researcher to identify the impacts that changed and
influenced the participants’ attitudes and perceptions. For example, the
hindrance of the transferability as learning framework called “compatibility”
gave the researcher a direction to examine the participants’ struggles
between their prior SREs knowledge and the applicability of the SREs in
their classroom practice. The techniques of constant comparative analysis
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Leedy & Ormrod, 2001), pattern matching (Leedy
& Ormrod, 2001), and triangulation of data sources (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003)
were used to develop three portraits and a detailed cross-portrait analysis.
Using the constant comparative method, the researcher collected data,
looked for emerging themes and recurring events, categorized them, and
reevaluated my theme categories. As I collected more data, I wrote analytic
memos about my data, and reevaluated previous theories as I compared old
data with new. Consequently, themes and patterns appeared through which I
have evidence to identify and to portray the data.

To reiterate, the purpose of this study was to explore the factors that
impact, for good or ill, transfer of learning from a professional development
experience designed to alter a teacher’s practices and, in turn, students’
achievement. To accomplish this purpose, I aggregated data from six sources:
a background survey, pre/post SREs knowledge and use questionnaire,
course documents, a course experience survey, an open-ended interview,
and additional writing. Once analyzed, these data sources contributed to an
understanding of each teacher’s current and past thinking about the SREs,
their learning from the course, their teaching contexts, and the process of
transferability to their classrooms (See Table 2 for a synthesized account of
the four analyses that I used for the data sources and codes). I now share
these three teachers’ learning from this course and their transfer of learning
process.

Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors of impact transfer
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of learning from the professional development experience in order to help
the teachers benefit themselves and their students. In this section, through
the data sources, the study focused on the background and events in this
course of three classroom teachers in order to transport the reader to the
course and help the reader to visualize each of them.

Description of Individuals--Wendy (Year 4)

Wendy did change her perceptions regarding her real teaching contexts
and prior SREs perception knowledge. Initially, Wendy was confident of her
SREs knowledge because she had trained before. Consequently, she was not
serious during her SREs course learning. However, she changed this view
because she found the textbook gave her a different view of SREs. At that
moment, she felt that SREs was applicable and useful for her classroom. In

Table 2 Methods for Analyzing Data Sources and Codes

Pattern Triangulation  Content

Constant comparative analysis - of data analysis
matching sources procedures
Background survey \V; \V]

Code: prior SREs training

Pre- and post-SREs knowledge
and use questionnaire \Y, \Y,
Code: prior and current knowledge

Course documents
Code: personality, confusion, \ \Y \Y \Y
complaints, implementation

Course experience surveys
Code: reaction about SREs

Open-ended interviews
Code: complaints, personality, \Y Y, \Y, \Y,
confusion, support, practice

Participants’ writing
Code: complaints, confusion
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her words from the Unit 7 Lap assignment,

Reading the book gave me a better understanding of what and
why we should use SREs in the classroom. I think that every
teacher should be required to read sections of this book so that
they are more sensitive to the needs of all their students-not just
their ELL student.

In Wendy’s prior perception of SREs knowledge, she also changed her
perception. According to comparison the pre & post-SREs Knowledge and
Use questionnaire, she seemed to realize that even though she knew the
basic steps of using SREs, she did not think accommodating students’ needs
was useful. She also understood that application of SREs was an important
process for SREs understanding because she felt that SREs processing was
a time consuming tool in her prior SREs perception. Therefore, she felt she
learned something and had more understanding of SREs and realized that
her prior SREs knowledge was not deep enough for her to deal with ELLs
needs in her classrooms.

Description of Individuals—-Rena (Year 7-10)

During this course, Rena considered professional development
experiences as the way that she could collect the strategy in her mind but
not using them purposely rather randomly used such as, whenever she
felt comfortable of using them in her classroom. Initially, she thought this
course was like the other classes that she had taken. Consequently, the
course confused her, such as the instructor’s instruction, comments, lack
of interaction and the format of the course because the course did not
meet her expectation. Luckily, Rena’s colleague helped her to understand
the course; for example, they discussed the readings and the assignments
about the course in the school district. Therefore, Rena felt that colleague’s
support was the big factor influencing her knowledge of the big picture of
the SREs course. In a sense, Rena brought her own perception to view the
course; however, she did not realize that she needed to change and be aware
of her perception toward this course. From the Unit 2 LAP assignment, she
expressed “I have to admit the amount of information for ME to process and
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apply in one week was overwhelming?” She felt the limited time caused her to
improve less on her teaching strategies in the classroom. Therefore, during
the course, she judged the course and the instructor did not help her for
involvement in the course. Finally, she understood the course and changed
the expectation that she brought in to the course because the more work and
time that she spent made her understand the format of the course.

Description of Individuals-John (Year 10)

John did change his perception of ELLs as emergent readers. Initially,
he was not able to provide appropriate teaching for his ELLs and he believed
SREs could not help those emergent readers. However, the instructor’s
visit gave him the impetus to change because the visit gave him a detailed
explanation of how SREs operates. As he said in the interview:

[Cindy’s visit] gave me the impetus to realize I've got to teach
reading. Even though my kids are emergent speakers and
emergent readers, I have to prepare them to read and it gave me
the rationale that this reading experience will actually boost their
language capability to reading and their speaking capability. It
will just accelerate their uptake of the English language .. ..

Additionally, while he read the textbook, and reviewed his teaching context,
this cooperation made him realize that SREs is an important tool for ELLs to
scale up in their English ability and also that the outcome of using the SREs
was successful. During the course, John’s colleagues’ support was another
factor influencing his understanding and implementation of SREs. Through
various explanation, implementation and cooperation methods, John was
getting a picture of SREs and a better understanding of how to improve
his teaching and assist his ELLs. During the course, even though there was
a disturbing thing, e.g., an intensive course, it was not able to stop John’s
eagerness to learn and to know about the SREs. Consequently, John’s positive
personality was a major factor influencing his success and absorbing SREs
information and implementing what he learned from the course.

As I previously explained, literacy teachers’ process of transfer from
professional development experiences lacks a detailed account of the factors
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that influence it. I seek to fill that void. To facilitate it, I invoked Bruner’s
(1971, 1977) model of transferability of learning at previous stages of this
project. I again utilize its six components (i.e., attitude, compatibility,
activation, practice, self-loop and information flow) which I found applicable
to my findings.

Factor One: Attitude

These three teachers brought various attitudes to this professional
development project that impacted their learning and application. For
example, from the beginning Wendy reported that SREs was not a useful tool
for her classroom because it did not apply to her lower readers. This attitude
toward SREs reduced her initial receptivity to additional knowledge and the
application of it. Early on, she chose not to read the textbook and instead
read the discussion postings to understand SREs. Similarly, Rena brought
an attitude that also contributed to her stance toward the course content.
Initially, she said that SREs was a useful tool for ELLs but not for mainstream
students. Seemingly, Rena had some misunderstandings and confusion
about SREs as explained and discussed in the course, and thus her learning
and application of it slowed. After she implemented SREs in her classroom,
she changed her mind and said that SREs could be useful for both types of
students.

In part because John did not have any previous SREs professional
development experiences, he brought in a receptive attitude. He wanted
to learn this new knowledge in order to benefit his students. Even though
he struggled with how to teach ELLs, from the beginning he exhibited a
willingness to learn from this professional development opportunity and
the course. This type of attitude helped him to understand SREs and resolve
the problems that happened in both such as fitting course requirements
and different classroom activities into an already crowded personal and
professional life.

Without exception, these teachers’ initial attitudes affected their
subsequent learning and transfer of it to their classrooms. Wendy and Rena
were distracted by their prior SREs knowledge. Since they had previous
professional experiences with SREs, they believed that this professional
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development opportunity would replicate rather than add to what they
knew. John, on the other hand, did not express any initial hesitancy toward
the SREs readings and the instructor’s expectations. As evidenced by his
interview and course evaluations, he felt this was the most useful course that
he had ever taken.

Factor Two: Compatibility

Issues of compatibility arose for each teacher. For Wendy and Rena,
the most stark example stemmed from their belief from prior SREs training
that SREs were too time-consuming and therefore inappropriate for their
classrooms. For example, Wendy described rewriting the text, a proposal
from Fitzgerald and Graves (2004), to be an interesting and potentially
beneficial activity, but she worried that creating it would take too much time.
Therefore, she did not try it. Consequently, and based on her response to one
SREs option, she classified the entire SREs concept as too time-consuming.
Her perceived lack of time resulted in her not applying a single SREs strategy
in her classroom. Finally, at the end of the course, she confessed that the lack
of application of SREs beyond the course assignments caused her to maintain
an incomplete understanding about them.

Rena, too, shared the belief that pre reading and during reading
activities went beyond time available to her. While she gained an additional
respect for their potential, she did not know how to consistently balance her
two competing understandings of promise and impossibility. She remained
challenged by this competition between dividing and balancing possible SREs
reading activities. Another compatibility problem arose for her when she
attempted to connect SREs and her assessment of less capable readers. For
example, the textbook for the course questioned the importance of testing
lower readers for the purpose of grading them. This troubled Rena. She
wondered how she was going to present a grade to one student that would
be different from another student without formal testing. In addressing this
dilemma, Rena could not find a connection between what she learned in the
course and the classroom circumstances that concerned her.

John also experienced compatibility problems in learning and applying
the principles of SREs. He struggled to balance his attention to the goals of
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his academic subjects and his intention to make his instruction interesting
for his English Language Learners (ELLs). In his mind, he tried to do his
best to support his ELLs by using different strategies and considering SREs.
He understood the need to connect his previous actions with these new
ideas. He persisted and eventually perceived SREs as compatible with his
understanding of worthwhile events for his ELLs.

In the main, the problem of compatibility that Wendy and Rena
encountered stemmed from their perceived disconnection between SREs
and their classroom settings. Because of their initial lack of clarity about
the concept of SREs, they were afraid to try the strategies in their classroom
because they regarded them too difficult and time-consuming. In contrast,
John understood that a lack of compatibility might appear between his
classroom context and the SREs proposals, but he willingly examined
the problem in order to improve himself and offer better teaching for his
students.

Factor Three: Activation

As a reminder, activation refers to events that support a learner’s push
for success. Before this professional development event began, these three
teachers experienced different activations regarding their involvement with
it. Baldwin and Ford (1988) assert that learners who have the highest need
for employment achievement and desire to learn are more likely to transfer
the knowledge into the job setting. As an example of this type of activation,
John’s supervisor recommended that he participate fully in this project and
course. He tried to do a good job, in part, to impress his supervisor. This
desire to make a good impression on his supervisor made him want to learn
the applicable SREs strategies for his classroom needs. Rena came to this
course because it was free, and she felt that she could get free resources and
credit for her professional development experiences and graduate degree.
This type of monetary activation helped her to understand and apply SREs
to complete the course assignments. She wanted to show the instructor that
she was trying hard in this course in order to get the benefits linked to it.
Consequently, this motivated her to apply SREs strategies in her classroom.
In contrast, Wendy came for individual needs. She decided to enroll in
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the course because of a book that she received from previous professional
development. When she found out that this was a course related to her book,
she thought this would be a chance to better understand SREs. However,
this attitude did not help her to understand the SREs fully. She did not
have a need to do a good job for anyone. Presumably, she held a weak and
incomplete desire for learning from this course.

As with previous attributes, activation differently influenced these
teachers’ learning and application of the professional development
information. For Rena and John, a push from a supervisor and monetary
rewards activated their processes of transfer of learning. Wendy’s activation
(i.e., her own purposes and goals) did not provide the additional drive to
maximize transferability.

Factor Four: Practice

During this professional development event, these three teachers’
practice of the various proposals in their classrooms depended on whether
they thought SREs could benefit their classroom. While each teacher
completed the course-based practice activities, they differed in practicing
them in their classrooms. For example, and as previously mentioned, Wendy
initially did not utilize SREs in her classroom. She did not view them as
useful and beneficial for all students and she considered her available time
inadequate. Contrary to Wendy, Rena practiced some SREs strategies, but
declined to use those that she predetermined did not apply to her classroom.
Furthermore, she, too, felt that she did not have enough time to regularly
apply SREs strategies in her classroom. As for John, he was satisfied with
the practice generated by the course assignments. He felt that he sufficiently
learned one applicable strategy each week to apply it in his classroom the
next week. He did not doubt that SREs would benefit his classroom and that
he was prepared to implement them.

Overall, these teachers” stance toward an idea’s applicability typically
determined its practice. If a teacher did not pinpoint an advantage, he or she
would not attempt to use the proposed idea beyond the course assignments.
In addition to the lack of applicability that Wendy and Rena perceived for
SREs in their classrooms, they continued to cite a lack of time. However, John
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applied those strategies in his classroom that Wendy and Rena rejected and
found that they enhanced his previous teaching and made it more beneficial
for his students. He was pleased with the result of using SREs because they
worked so well in his classroom. As these teachers’ practice decisions note,
classroom use of an idea does not occur in a straightforward line from the
course to the classroom. Instead, and even when successful course-based
practice occurred, these teachers’ prior knowledge of SREs impacted their
willingness to use them in real time.

Factor Five: Self-Loop

For these teachers, and as provided in this professional development,
support from colleagues afforded an important element for the teachers in
learning and implementing SREs. For instance, Rena discussed the course
assignments and the required readings with a colleague in order to pass the
course. Even though Rena received support from her colleague, she did not
gain a complete understanding about SREs. She continued to lament that this
course was not applicable and too time-intensive for her to implement SREs.
She relied on her prior knowledge to select only particular SREs strategies.
In this instance, support from her colleagues did not help her to create a
concrete idea about the classroom application of SREs. Instead, she simply
focused on finishing the course requirements.

Like Rena, John also received support from colleagues. However, he
was more likely to discuss how the strategy could be implemented in his
classroom and share this reflection with them. The communication between
John and his colleagues typically fostered a positive reflection about each
other’s implementation. Through this shared communication, John had a
concrete understanding of SREs and created a fuller picture for appropriately
using them in his classroom. Wendy, on the other hand, did not have a
colleague in her school or district to support and talk with her during this
course. In spite of the availability of on-line support, she felt that she worked
entirely alone.

For each participant, communication with colleagues impacted
how they perceived and understood this course. However, only positive
communication with a colleague possibly enhanced the teachers” willingness
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and motivation to transfer their learned knowledge into the classroom.
Both Rena and John received support from their colleagues, but the end
result of application of SREs turned out differently for them. Rena still used
her previous pedagogical stances to select only certain strategies. John, on
the other hand, was totally receptive to considering all SREs strategies and
selecting from them to use in his classroom. So, while good communication
and support generally helped each teacher, only positive communication
with colleagues about classroom implementation supported transfer.

Factor Six: Information Flow

When teachers organize the ideas they learn from professional
development, they typically digest it and fit it into the reality of their
classrooms. However, Wendy and Rena had difficulty with this progression.
For example, when Wendy initially read the textbook, she felt that its
information did not match her teaching context and, therefore, she balked at
transferring the information into her classroom. She repeatedly commented
that the SREs did not apply to her students. Rena had a similar problem. If
the text presented strategies for students that differed from those she taught
(e.g., a grade level difference), then Rena would not use them because the
situation did not mirror the one that she faced in her classroom. Apparently,
Wendy and Rena could not digest some of the SREs knowledge presented in
this course if even the slightest variation from their specific situation existed.

As for John, he valued the textbook’s content because it reminded him
to think about his teaching context. And he did. During this course, he
practiced textbook recommendations in his classroom and in his completion
of course requirements. Seemingly, John learned what he needed to know
without rejecting or being overly selective; he knew how to digest the
information he learned from the course and apply it into his classroom. In
other words, he was not burdened by what he needed to know and what he
did not need to know. He considered everything in this course and adapted it
to fit his teaching context.

Based on these teachers’ experiences, simply collecting strategies from
professional development is not enough for teachers to transfer them to their
classrooms. They also must digest the information and apply it to specific
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situations. This is a key step of transfer of learning. In this course, Wendy
and Rena experienced a hard time conceptualizing the SREs strategy and
determining whether or not it could be implemented into their classroom.
They continued to hold a reticence about whether SREs coincided with
their teaching experience and supported their teaching context. They took
longer to learn and implement the SREs. John, on the other hand, was not
selective of the material in the SREs; he accepted it all. When he successfully
implemented it, he realized the inadequacies of his previous teaching
experiences to adequately support his students’ literacy learning. In other
words, the implementation of the SREs without selection and rejection based
on prior knowledge helped John to reconsider the appropriateness of his
previous teaching experiences.

Concluding Comments on
these Teachers’ Transfer of Learning

According to Bruner’s (1971, 1977) model of transferability of learning,
attitude matters in how learners view incoming information. Attitude also
mattered for Rena, Wendy, and John. These three teachers initially exhibited
differences about how they might incorporate this professional development
proposal in their individual classrooms. However, unlike Wendy and Rena,
John early on perceived benefits from the SREs and implemented it very well
in the classroom. In the description of his process of transfer of learning,
John embraced a need for teachers to upgrade their ability to teach because
the world is changing. He vowed to keep moving forward in his profession.
Consequently, this attitude led him to persist in this course even though he
encountered problems and obstacles. He did not stop or change his receptive
attitude toward the professional development experiences.

Wendy and Rena felt that professional development experiences should
provide them with directly applicable strategies for their classrooms. They
deemed the need for change or modification an unnecessary burden. Peery
(2004) and Ashdown (2002) commented that some teachers become tired
and frustrated when professional development experiences force them
into the type of real learning that requires the use of a strategy in their



Chingyi Tseng
Three Teachers’ Transfer of Literacy Learning

143

classrooms. Returning to Bruner (1971), if the learner can fix and digest the
information into the specific situation, then they can achieve transferability.
However, Wendy and Rena did not adjust and transform the knowledge
they learned. Rena desired a professional development experience that
would be fast and evidence an immediate result. Similarly, Wendy wanted
to see a quick result and not devote much time to achieve it. Therefore,
Wendy and Rena’s attitudes toward professional development experiences
coupled with their steadfast concern about time resulted in their incomplete
understanding of the concept of SREs and less than hoped for use of them.
As Peery laments, too many teachers, like Wendy and Rena, miss something
in their professional field by seeing dead ends rather than possibilities.

In contrast, John’s commitment to his students, and especially his
understanding of the situation that ELLs encounter, allowed him to persevere
to find a better solution for them. According to Husu (2002), teachers’
commitments extend beyond the students’ personal welfare to include
students’ academic improvement in their schoolwork. Often this commitment
requires that teachers maintain “personally relevant and optimistic beliefs”
(Husu, 2002: 65) about their students and teaching contexts. Throughout
this study, John desired not only to teach the subject for his students, but
also exhibited concern about his students’ lives and the school’s learning
demands. He displayed empathy toward his ELLs” learning obstacles and a
willingness to support them in order to achieve the standards of the school.
Based on his commitment to the students, he persisted to learn how to use
SREs for their benefit. As these results confirmed, when something did not
work in his teaching, when a student did not learn or behave as expected, or
when his interactions with students were not productive, he believed that he
was the one who needed to change and provide help. He did not blame the
strategy or the students. After all, he viewed himself as the professional who
needed to find a way to solve the problems rather than pull the students from
his classroom or set their learning aside.

Wendy and Rena reported the amount and quality of thought and
energy they put into their work. Even though they cared about their students’
learning and lives, based on this data, they did not take time to fully commit
to the proposals from this professional learning opportunity. They considered
SREs a good tool, but hamstrung by their original hesitancies and fueled by
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their perception of a lack of compatibility with their classroom contexts, they
reneged on classroom implementation.

In summary, John, Wendy, and Rena differed in their attitudes toward
the professional development experience. For example, while Wendy and
Rena felt that professional development experiences were time-consuming,
frustrating, and isolating, John did not. He believed that he could address
all students’ learning challenges. To do so, he needed to keep moving
because he believed he had much left to learn. In the end, John, the teacher
with a positive attitude toward the professional development experiences,
transferred learning more readily (See Table 3 for a summary of the
application of the six transfer factors to these teachers).

Discussion and Implications

More and more, school districts plan and teachers attend professional
development sessions. Whether offered on-line or face-to-face, the goal
remains constant: change teachers’ literacy practices and improve students’

Table 3 Summary of Application of Six Factors of Transferability

Factor  Attitude Compatibility Activation Practice Self-loop Infofrlgqv?ltlon
Wendy Confident Conflicting Previous  Not beneficial No Difficult to
aboutthe  between book and notime  support  digest the
SREs prior and for practicing fromthe  SREs into the
current colleagues classroom
knowledge
Rena  Confident Conflicting Monetary Practice Negative Difficult to
aboutthe  between partly support  digest the
SREs prior and fromthe  SREs into the
current colleagues classroom
knowledge
John  Heliked to He was Supervisor Followed Positive  Understand
learn new  willing to the required  support  the SREs and
knowledge overcome practice fromthe  able to fix into

the struggles colleagues his classroom
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literacy achievements. For John, Wendy, and Rena, this was not a straight line
occurrence. Instead, their accounts underscore that factors such as attitude,
compatibility, activation, practice, self-loop and information flow either place
obstacles or foster building blocks into professional development initiatives.
The message learned from them becomes simple. Professional development
plans might consider more than content and organizational arrangements.
Based on the findings, there were attitude and perception differences among
these three teachers. The attitude and perception differences seemed to
be caused by the teachers’ lack of a concrete SREs background, and how
their attitude toward this course reflected a misunderstanding of the prior
knowledge. Also, the teachers might not understand how to adjust between
their prior knowledge and current SREs learning knowledge, and then how
to apply to their classroom practice, because there was not enough time
and attitude adjusting to enable what they learned to eventually go beyond
their classroom. Therefore, the suggestion for professional development
needs to provide teachers with opportunity to voice their prior attitude
and perception toward workshops and courses in order to discover the
misconceptions among them. In the meantime, the instructor needs to give
the teachers a clear goal of this course and give them explicit instruction and
assignment that will benefit their class. This type of attitude and perception
interaction will clear the teachers’ misunderstanding and confusion about
the course.

Implementation of ideas, rather than initially learning and practicing
them, becomes the benchmark for judging the success of professional
development experiences. This implementation requires transfer. While
I found that Bruner’s (1977) six factors applicable, the experiences of
these three teachers clarify that two of them matter more: (1) attitude,
especially the individual differences of teachers’ receptivity toward the new
information, and (2) compatibility, primarily the cultural influence of the
classroom context. I acknowledge that these findings stem from a specific
type of professional development opportunity (an on-line course), a relatively
unidimensional intention (to institute SREs), and a unique and small
compilation of participants. Therefore, I do not propose infallibility to my
conclusions and commitments. Like Hillocks (1995), I do think qualitative
studies can imply predictions. My strong prediction is this: Without
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acknowledging and accounting for the role that attitudes and context play
in professional development, they hold the potential to derail professional
development initiatives. While transfer of learning will never become a
simple process, it is possible to strengthen it. Identifying and embracing
teacher and workplace differences and planning in advance for these
variations afford a richer way for considering transfer. In turn, identifying
these important differences suggest guideposts for instituting a wider range
of features into a professional development program and monitoring for
them along the way.

Horton (1998: 100) attests that “the only reason problems seem
complicated is that you don’t understand them well enough to make them
simple” My findings pinpoint a co-mingling of factors that facilitate transfer.
Attending to them presents a challenging but not an impossible, perhaps
even simple, goal.

References

Anderson, M. L., & Holt-Reynolds, D. (1995). Prospective teachers’ beliefs
and teacher education pedagogy: Research based on a teacher educator’s
practical theory. East Lansing, MI: National Center for Research on
Teacher Learning. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED392792)

Armbruster, B. B., & Osborn, J. H. (2002). Reading instruction and assessment:
Understanding the IRA Standards. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Ashdown, J. (2002). Professional development as “interferences”? Insights
from the Reading Recovery in-service course. In C. Sugrue & C. Day
(Eds.), Developing teachers and teaching practice: International research
perspectives (pp. 116-129). New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Baldwin, T. T., & Ford, J. K. (1988). Transfer of training: A review and
directions for future research. Personnel Psychology, 41, 63-105.

Ball, D. L., & Cohen, D. (2000). Developing practice, developing practitioners:
Toward a practice-based theory of professional education. In L. Darling-
Hammond & G. Skyes (Eds.), Teaching as a learning profession:
Handbook of policy and practice (pp. 3-31). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Berryman, E. S. (1994). Designing effective learning environments: Cognitive



Chingyi Tseng
Three Teachers’ Transfer of Literacy Learning

147

apprenticeship models. Retrieved August 5, 2005, from http://frc.fvtc.
edu/wids/teaching%20strategies/in-class%20delivery %20strategies/
designing%?20effective%20learning%?20environments.pdf

Boxie, P. (1999). Collaborators’ perceptions: The construction, implementation,
and effectiveness of literacy strategies and technology in partnership
classrooms. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Washington State
University, Pullman.

Braunger, J., & Lewis, J. P. (2006). Building a knowledge base in reading (2nd
ed.). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Bruner, J. S. (1971). The relevance of education. New York: Norton.

Bruner, J. S. (1977). The process of education. Boston: Harvard University
Press.

Burgess, A. L. (2003). WebCT as an e-learning tool: A study of technology
students’ perceptions. Journal of Technology Education, 15(1), 6-15.

Cobb, P., McClain, K., Lamberg, T. S., & Dean, C. (2003). Situation teachers’
instructional practices in the institutional setting of the school and district.
Educational Researcher, 32(6), 13-24.

Cromwell, S. E., & Kolb, J. A. (2002). The effect of organizational support,
management support, and peer support on transfer of training. In T.
M. Egan & S. A. Lynham (Eds.), 2002 Conference Proceedings of the
Academy of Human Resource Development (pp. 537-544). Bowling Green,
OH: The Academy of Human Resource Development.

Downe, J., Hartley, J., & Rashman, L. (2004). Evaluating the extent of
interorganizational learning and change in local authorities through the
English beacon council scheme. Public Management Review, 6, 531-553.

Eick, J. C., Ware, N. F., & Williams, G. P. (2003). Coteaching in a science
methods course: A situated learning model of becoming a teacher. Journal
of Teacher Education, 54, 74-85.

Ehrenberg, L. M. (1983). How to ensure better transfer of learning. Teaching
and Development Journal, 37, 81-83.

Farstrup, A. E., & Samuels, S. J. (Eds.). (2002). What research has to say about
reading instruction. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Freeman, D. (1994). Knowing into doing: Teacher education and the problem



(ER#BMAST) E_+—65—H

Contemporary Educational Research Quarterly Vol.21 No.1

of transfer. In D. C. Li, D. Mahoney, & J. C. Richards (Eds.), Exploring
second language teacher development (pp. 1-20). Hong Kong, China: City
Polytechnic of Hong Kong.

Freeman, D. E., & Freeman, Y. S. (2001). Between worlds: Access to second
language acquisition. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Griffin, M. M. (1995). You can’t get there from here: Situated learning, transfer,
and map skills. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 20, 65-87.

Henke, R. R., Chen, X., Geis, S., & Knepper, P. (2000). Progress through the
teacher pipeline: 1992-93 college graduates and elementary/secondary
school teaching as of 1997 (NCES 2000-152). Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.

Herrington, A., Herrington, J., & Glazer, E. (2002, October). Authentic
approaches to learning assessment strategies: Beginning teachers’
practice in classrooms. Paper presented at 24th Annual Meeting of the
North American Chapter of the International Group for the Psychology of
Mathematics Education, Athens, GA.

Hillocks, G. (1995). Teaching writing as reflective practice. New York:
Teachers College Press.

Hopkins, G. (1997). What’s going on in teacher education? Retrieved August 5,
2005, from http://www.education-world.com/a_admin/admin034.shtml

Horton, M. (1998). The long haul. New York: Teachers College Press.

Husu, J. (2002). Navigating through pedagogical practice: Teachers’
epistemological stance towards pupils. In C. Sugrue & C. Day (Eds.),
Developing teachers and teaching practice: International research
perspectives (pp. 58-72). New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Kaufman, D. (1966). Constructivist-based experiential learning in teacher
education. Action in Teaching Education, 18(2), 40-50.

Kupritz, V. W., & Reedy, T. Y. (2002). The impact of workplace design on
training transfer. In T. M. Egan & S. A. Lynham (Eds.), 2002 conference
proceedings of the academy of human resource development (pp. 564-571).
Bowling Green, OH: The Academy of Human Resource Development.

Leeferink, H. A., & Klaassen, C. A. (2002). An investigation into the
pedagogical identity of the teacher. In C. Sugrue & C. Day (Eds.),
Developing teachers and teaching practice: International research



Chingyi Tseng
Three Teachers’ Transfer of Literacy Learning

149

perspectives (pp. 26-40). New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Levin, B. B. (2003). Case studies of teacher development: An in-depth look at
how thinking about pedagogy develops over time. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Lipson, M. Y., & Wixson, K. K. (2003). Assessment & instruction of reading
and writing difficulty: An interactive approach. Boston: Pearson
Education.

McLaughlin, M. W. (2002). Sites and sources of teachers’ learning. In C. Sugrue
& C. Day (Eds.), Developing teachers and teaching practice: International
research perspectives (pp. 95-115). New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Ngeow, K. Y.-H. (1998). Motivation and transfer in language learning.
Bloomington, IN: ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, English, and
Communication, Indiana University. (ERIC Document Reproduction
Service No. ED427318)

Orlich, D. C. (1981). A SIRS report on in-service education/in cooperation
with Washington Education Research Association and Donald C. Orlich.
Olympic, WA: School Information and Research Service.

Orlofsky, D. D. (2001). Redefining teacher education: The theories of Jerome
Bruner and the practice of training teachers. New York: Peter Lang.

Pea, R. D. (1987). Socializing the knowledge transfer problem. International
Journal of Educational Research, 11, 639-663.

Peery, A. B. (2004). Deep change: Professional development from the inside
out. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Education.

Perkins, D. A., & Salomon, G. (1988). Teaching for transfer. Educational
Leadership, 46, 22-32.

Perkins, D. N., & Salomon, G. (1992, September 2). Transfer of learning.
Retrieved June 20, 2006, from http://learnweb.harvard.edu/alps/thinking/
docs/traencyn.htm

Prawat, R. S. (1989). Promoting access to knowledge, strategy, and disposition
in students: A research synthesis. Review of Educational Research, 59,
1-41.

Pressley, M. (2007). Concluding reflections. In M. Pressley, A. K. Billman,
K. H. Perry, K. E. Reffitt, & J. M. Reynolds (Eds.), Shaping litreacy



(ER#BMAST) E_+—65—H

Contemporary Educational Research Quarterly Vol.21 No.1

achievement: Research we have, research we need (pp. 246-250). New
York: Guilford Press.

Rhodes, L. K., & Bellamy, G. T. (1999). Choices and consequences in the
renewal of teacher education. Journal of Teacher Education, 50, 17-26.

Rigden, W. D. (1996). What teachers have to say about teacher education.
Council for Basic Education, 8(1), 18.

Risko, J. V. (1995). Using videodisc-based cases to promote preservice
teachers’ problem solving and mental model building. In W. M. Linek &
E. G. Sturtevant (Eds.), Generations of literacy (pp. 173-187). Pittsburgh,
KS: College Reading Association.

Smith, L. W., & Van Doren, D. C. (2004). The reality-based learning method:
A simple method for keeping teaching activities relevant and effective.
Journal of Marketing Education, 26, 66-74.

Snow, C. E., Griffin, P., & Burns, M. S. (2005). Knowledge to support the
teaching of reading: Preparing teachers for a changing world. San
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Taylor, R. W. (1971). In-service education of teachers: A look at the past and
future. In L. J. Rubin (Ed.), Improving in-service education: Proposals
and procedures for change (pp. 5-17). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Taylor, M. C. (2000). Partners in the transfer of learning: A qualitative study of
workplace literacy programs. Retrieved June 20, 2006, from http://www.
adulterc.org/Proceedings/2000/taylorm1-final. PDF



Chingyi Tseng
Three Teachers’ Transfer of Literacy Learning | 151

Appendix: Interview Questions

1. What makes a professional development experience useful for you?
Be specific.

2. How does what you learned in the Scaffolding Reading Experiences (SREs)
course apply to your classroom? Please give a specific example.

3. Have you or will you use what you learned in the course? Why? Why not?

4. If so, how have you used it (the specific example)?

5. What prompted you to take this course?






