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Promote Meaningful Learning
High-road transfer relies on active, meaningful learning in which students possess deep-
level knowledge structures (not discrete facts acquired by rote memorization) that are con-
nected to similar concepts, prior knowledge, and real-life experiences (Bransford & 
Schwartz, 1999; Day & Goldstone, 2012; Salomon & Perkins, 1989). Teachers can use a 
variety of techniques for encouraging meaningful learning.

Take inventory of students’ prior knowledge before beginning a new lesson or topic. 
Teachers can prevent negative transfer by determining what students already know 
about a topic, identifying inaccurate prior knowledge, and correcting it before teaching 
new information. Tapping into students’ prior knowledge will also help students see the 
relevance of new material and enable them to integrate it with their existing knowl-
edge, facilitating forward-reaching transfer (Engle, Lam, Meyer, & Nix, 2012; Schwartz, 
Bransford, & Sears, 2005). Teachers can do this by asking students to brainstorm what 
they know about a topic, and students can adopt a strategy of asking themselves “What 
do I know about this topic already?” when they read a textbook or research a topic. 
KWL, a popular method used in schools, shown in Figure 12.1, taps into prior knowl-
edge by requiring students to list their Knowledge about a topic and What questions 
they have before instruction begins (Ogle, 2009). To complete the process, students list 
what they Learned from instruction. Research indicates that KWL can improve students’ 
metacognition, reading comprehension, and achievement (Al-Khateeb & Idrees, 2010; 
Cantrell, Fusaro, & Dougherty, 2000; Tok, 2013). Teaching students to use this strategy 
can transfer to varied subjects.

Require students to construct relationships between new information and their prior 
knowledge. Teachers can ask students to think of their own examples of a concept rather 
than memorizing the example given in a textbook. Such methods have been used suc-
cessfully in subjects that include reading, mathematics, science, economics, and geog-
raphy (Mackenzie & White, 1982; Osborne & Wittrock, 1983; Peled & Wittrock, 1990) 
and with students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Kourilsky & Wittrock, 1992). 
In subjects that involve calculating a solution to a problem, such as math or science, 
teachers can encourage students to construct their own representations or models of the 
problems to aid their understanding with proper support so that students do not develop 
incorrect knowledge. Elementary school students might draw five groups of six circles 
to help calculate a story problem involving the operation 5 × 6, or high school students 
might draw an incline and other attributes of a physics problem. Constructing one’s own 

FIGURE 12.1      Tapping Into Prior Knowledge. KWL, shown here, can help 

prevent negative transfer by assessing students’ prior knowledge before a lesson.
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