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FOSTERING STUDENTS’ TRANSFER OF LEARNING

How can we help students successfully apply what they have learned from 

one lesson to another, from one class to another, or from school to the 

real world? 

Consider a teacher who introduces the water cycle at the beginning of a science unit. Several days 
later, a student is walking outside. She observes that a puddle, which was visible in the morning, has 
vanished by the afternoon. Will the student infer – drawing on knowledge from the teacher’s lesson – 
that evaporation has occurred?

Transfer of learning, or simply transfer, is the application of learned concepts or information in new 
situations. As educators, a fundamental goal of our instruction is that student learning inside our classroom 
will be applicable outside our classroom – beyond a specific lesson, practice problem, or diploma.

What does successful transfer look like? Which strategies are the most effective for fostering students’ 
transfer of learning? In this guide, we share cognitive science research, evidence-based strategies, potential 
classroom challenges, and implementation recommendations for enhancing transfer. By harnessing 
the science of learning, we can use evidence-based strategies to foster students’ transfer and 
application of knowledge to new situations. Let’s expand learning from inside the classroom to new 
subject areas, ideas, and real-world applications outside the classroom.
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TRANSFER COMES IN MANY FORMS
Every type of transfer can be defined by two main characteristics. First, all transfer involves some 
knowledge that is supposed to be transferred. That knowledge can range from a single concept to an 
entire subject. Critically, all transfer also involves a change in context from where learning originally 
took place. That change in context can be relatively simple or more complex. When the change is minor, 
it’s called “near transfer,” and when it is more substantial, it’s referred to as “far transfer.” As shown 
below*, transfer can involve many different types of changes in knowledge and in context.

NEAR TRANSFER                                                                                            FAR TRANSFER

Knowledge Ancient Egypt in  
1330 BC vs. 1325 BC

Ancient Egypt vs. 
Ancient China

Ancient Egypt vs. 
Modern United States

Ancient Egypt vs. 
Romantic Literature

Physical Same classroom Different classroom  
at same school Different schools School vs.  

everyday life

Time In the same lesson In the same day Weeks or months later Years later

Task

Pythagorean 
calculation vs. 

calculation with  
new numbers

Pythagorean 
calculation vs. 

calculation with 
diagrams

Pythagorean 
calculation vs. 

calculation with  
word problems

Pythagorean 
calculation vs. 

calculation with 
authentic problems

Functional Solely academic Academic vs. 
assessment

Academic vs. 
professional Academic vs. personal

Format Same format as before Multiple-choice vs. 
short answer

Written vs. oral 
responses Verbal vs. non-verbal

Using the table above, consider our examples of transfer on the previous page. Applying knowledge of 
ancient Egypt to ancient China? The context change in this case involves a change in knowledge. Using the 
Pythagorean theorem for novel word problems? A change in task type. Applying the basic structure of fiction 
to writing a short story? Also a change in task type. Applying accounting principles to a new job? A change 
in functional context. Switching from short answer flashcards to a multiple-choice exam? A change in format.

Of course, several changes in context can occur simultaneously. For instance, when a medical student 
has to apply learning from a course to treating a patient, that can involve transfer across time, physical 
location, and function. 

When implementing learning strategies aimed at fostering transfer, it’s important to think not just about 
the knowledge we want our students to transfer, but also about the different contexts that are involved. By 
being mindful about shifts in context, students’ near and far transfer will be flexible, robust, and successful. 

* Adapted from Barnett & Ceci (2002), Psychological Bulletin 
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TRANSFER OF LEARNING: IMPLEMENTATION CHECKLIST
As educators, we want our students to transfer what they know to new topics, contexts, and situations. 
Based on extensive cognitive science research, retrieval practice combined with feedback is the most 
effective strategy for building successful transfer. Here are our evidence-based recommendations for 
fostering student transfer of knowledge within the classroom and beyond.

 Encourage students to use their knowledge in novel contexts and situations by 
acknowledging the challenge of transfer

 Foster both near and far transfer by varying learning contexts, including knowledge,  
task, and format

 Ask students to retrieve their knowledge broadly across topics, not specific key terms or 
sub-topics

 Expand meaningful explanations during retrieval by asking “why” and “how,”  
not simply “what”

 Use a variety of question formats and complexities to foster flexible application  
of knowledge

 Combine retrieval with feedback to maximize the “bang for your buck” when  
fostering transfer

 Provide detailed feedback after retrieval, including explanations about correct answers

 Advise students to self-pace their review of feedback in order to fully process information

 Keep students actively engaged in their application and transfer of knowledge by 
alternating between retrieval practice and feedback

 Offer hints or prompts to ensure students recognize opportunities to transfer their learning




