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Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility and Transfer of Learning:
Opportunities and challenges for teachers and coaches.

The Transfer of Learning (TOL) from the gym to other areas of participants’ lives has always been a
central focus for the Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR) Model. The degree to
which TOL is successfully facilitated in the reality of TPSR based teaching and coaching is, however,
uncertain. The research findings are mixed both in the commitment to TOL and the level of success
that has been achieved. The interest in TOL is not restricted to the area of TPSR or physical education
and sport in general, but is an area of strong academic interest with a long history of research and
debate. This article draws on the knowledge and understandings of TOL from this wider literature to

explore ways in which to help facilitate TOL for practitioners of TPSR.

Key words; personal and social responsibility, physical activity, transfer of learning
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Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility and Transfer of Learning: Opportunities and
challenges for teachers and coaches.
Transfer of learning is a fundamental assumption of educators. We trust that whatever

is learned will be retained or remembered over some interval of time and used in

appropriate situations (Ripple & Drinkwater, 1982).

The role of developing good character, and of socialising students into becoming good citizens,
is one that has been regularly allocated to physical education and sport (Pitter & Andrews, 1997). The
belief that what students learn in these contexts influences their beliefs and behaviours in other areas
of their lives is powerful and well documented (Miller & Jarman, 1988; Siedentop, 1991). Sport, for
example, has a long history of being used as a means of developing “good character”. The English
public school system’s deliberate introduction of sports and games is one well known example while
the 19" Century Church’s emphasis on healthy activity as part of the Muscular Christianity movement
is another (Redman, 1988). These beliefs remain current with contemporary writers continuing to
champion the field as a potential context for social and moral development (see for example Gordon,

2010; Launder & Piltz, 2013; Tinning, MacDonald, Wright, & Hickey, 2001).

Within physical education, one model that is overt in its intention to facilitate positive social
and moral behaviour, and explicitly identifies TOL as an integral part of its pedagogical approach, is
Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR; Hellison, 2003, 2011). The model was originally
developed in the USA by Don Hellison, a Chicago-based academic and teacher, and has gained a
degree of popularity among those involved with the use of physical-based contexts as a means to
helping participants develop value based life skills (Gordon, 2011; Hellison, 2011).While initially
designed for and implemented in schools physical education programs, TPSR has since been
introduced into a number of different contexts including after school programs, schools based clubs,
adventure based programs and programs for underserved children (Hellison et al., 2000; Walsh,
Ozaeta, & Wright, 2010; Wright, Li, Ding, & Pickering, 2010). The model has also developed an

international following with it being used in a number of other countries including New Zealand,
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Spain, Ireland, and Canada (Beaudoin, 2012; Escarti, Gutierrez, Pascual, & Marin, 2010; Gordon,

2011; Hellison, 2011).

The interest in TOL is not restricted to the area of TPSR or physical education and sport in general
but is an area of strong academic interest with a long history of research and debate (Leberman,
McDonald, & Doyle, 2006). There is much to be learnt from the wider understanding of TOL which
has the potential to help facilitate greater TOL for practitioners of TPSR. This article draws on the
knowledge and understandings of TOL from this wider literature to explore ways in which to help

facilitate TOL for practitioners of TPSR.

Transfer of learning and TPRS

The important place that TOL holds in TPSR is shown by the way it is structurally positioned
in the model. TPSR has five goals (or levels) for students to experience and learn to apply within their
lives (Hellison, 2011). The five goals are Respect, Effort /Participation, Self-direction, Caring for
others and TOL to contexts outside of the gym (Hellison, 2011; Hellison, et al., 2000). A student
demonstrates respect by behaving in a manner that does not interfere with another student’s right to
learn in a psychologically and physically safe environment, or the teacher’s right to teach. Effort is
demonstrated by students being involved and participating in the programme, being willing to make
an effort when things get tough, and trying new things. Self-direction is designed to extend students
from participation to beginning to take personal responsibility for their learning and wellbeing. This
goal includes demonstrating the ability to set and work towards personal goals. The fourth goal of
caring is intended to help students develop empathy towards others and is demonstrated by their
willingness to help others when needed. TOL is the final goal and refers to the application of the
learning of the other four goals in contexts outside of the programme. This could include school,
home, work or in their community in general. TOL is the most difficult goal to observe demonstrated
as by definition it occurs away from the TPSR context. In most situations teachers/leaders rely on

self-reporting from participants to gauge whether TOL has occurred (Hellison, 2011; Hellison &
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Walsh, 2002). While it is beyond the scope of this article to describe TPSR in detail, readers who
wish to gain a deeper understanding of the model should refer to either of the Hellison’s texts

referenced in the reference list.

The results of research attempting to establish the degree to which learning from participation
in TPSR is transferred to contexts outside “the gym” are mixed. Hellison and Walsh (2002) reviewed
26 research articles on TPSR and reported strong evidence from some studies to support that TOL
had occurred. Six studies reported an improvement in self-control and two in improved effort in other
classrooms. One quasi-experimental study (Cummings, 2000) reported a reduced dropout rate in high
school but no significant difference in absenteeism or grade retention. Other studies reported weaker
evidence and “three of the studies that focused on transfer reported that none had taken place”

(Hellison & Walsh, 2002, p. 301).

Subsequent research has continued to produce mixed conclusions about the success of TPSR
in generating TOL. Walsh, et al. (2010) in a study of a two-year out of school coaching programme
using multiple sources of qualitative data concluded that the study “provided sufficient evidence from
both youth participants and adult participants to support transference of the four primary TPSR goals
to the school environment” (p. 15). Escarti and colleagues (2010) examined 30 at risk students in a
Spanish secondary school physical education programme over the course of an academic year. Using
interview data from the students, parents and teachers the study concluded that the TPSR based
“program helped them [students] to improve their responsibility both in school and in other contexts”
(p. 675). In contrast Martinek, Schilling and Johnson (2001) study of sixteen elementary students
found that, with the exception of effort, the youngsters struggled to transfer the goals of the
afterschool club into the classroom. Gordon (2010) used a quasi-experimental approach to compare
two classes being taught TPSR with two being taught without any aspects of TPSR pedagogy. For the
vast majority of students being taught physical education based on the TPSR, there was little

acknowledgement or understanding of transferability of learning. For two students, however, the
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model had a substantial impact on their lives outside of the physical education classroom. As one

student stated:

Yeah and outside of school and everything. | mean, everything you can do can go back to that
[TPSR]. Everything in life really. At work you can say, Oh yeah. I didn’t really work that

good. So the next time | will try harder (p. 30).

As part of a national survey of New Zealand secondary school physical education programs
teachers (158) who taught TPSR were asked to indicate on a scale of 0 (totally disagree) to 9 ( totally
agree) their reaction to the statement “Teaching physical education with TPSR leads to positive
outcomes in other areas of the school” (Gordon, 2011). The average response of 6.7 (SD 1.5) would
indicate that many of these teachers believe that teaching TPSR has some transferable outcomes. The
limitations of the survey did not allow for an exploration of how teachers judged positive changes had

occurred.

In one before-school basketball coaching and an apprentice teaching programme (Hellison &
Wright, 2003), the principal of the school hosting the club reported a strong belief that the values and
behaviours learned at the club were transferred into the school context. In her view “despite the fact
that the club only serves about 15 kids at a time in a school of 600 ... club members’ positive
leadership in school had changed the culture of the school” (p. 371). In the same programme, 43 end-
of-year evaluations were completed between 1993 and 2000. All evaluations asked, “Has the club
improved you as a person or helped with anything other than basketball”? Of the 43 responses, 38
were in the affirmative and, of these; five gave specific examples of improvements outside the gym

that participants attributed directly to the programme.

Some programs have been deliberately structured to develop TOL. Hammond-Diedrich &
Walsh (2006) selected students from four TPSR based programs and placed them in leadership roles
teaching groups of younger students at a university sponsored programme. A variety of data sources

were used to investigate the programme, including formal interviews, lesson observations and field

5
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notes. Each of the leaders made mention of the transferral of their learning in the TPSR programs to
their roles in the leadership programme. A number also commented on the positive impact the
programme had had outside of the gym context. These included reference to situations at home and at
school where they believed they had developed greater empathy with the frustrations involved in

parenting and teaching.

The importance of attending to TOL throughout a TPSR programme was illustrated by
Walsh et al. (2010) in their examination of the TOL from a coaching club programme to participants’
school environment. In their programme, which showed TOL for many participants, the leaders
“discussed transference with the youth participants from the first session onwards” (p. 26). One of the
major recommendations from this two-year study was that leaders and teachers, who wished to

encourage TOL, should follow a similar process.

Contemporary conceptualisations of transfer of learning

When looking to better facilitate TOL in TPSR there is much to be gained from examining
the knowledge and understanding developed about the process in areas outside of sport and physical
education. Perkins’s and Salomon’s (1990) appropriated the traditional Little Bo-Peep nursery rhyme,

to illustrate the competing approaches to teaching for TOL.

Little Bo-Peep has lost her sheep

And does not know how to find them.

Leave them alone and they’ll come home

Wagging their tails behind them.

The rhyme provides a useful lens for considering how TPSR is taught and the assumptions
around the longer-term outcomes attributed to TPSR. The implicit or tacit understanding of the
relationship between teaching and TOL that underpins TPSR fits with Perkins and Salomon’s
depiction of the everyday theory of many teachers as the “Bo-Peep theory” of teaching for TOL. In

6
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this depiction TOL takes care of itself: “Leave them alone and they’ll come home wagging their tails
behind them.” This is the tacit theory of TOL and it is ubiquitous. TPSR educators join others in
assuming that providing students are introduced to values, concepts and skills, and have had

opportunities to apply them then TOL is sure to follow.

Next is the Lost Sheep or more aptly the Black Sheep theory of TOL, which is essentially that
TOL does not happen (Fogarty, Perkins, & Barrell, 1992). Surprisingly for many, the research
evidence is convincing that while TOL between similar tasks [near TOL] and settings is common “the
theory of identical elements”, TOL to new tasks and settings [far TOL] is rare. Detterman and
colleagues launched a searing and influential denunciation on general TOL (i.e., TOL to a new
situation) arguing that when far TOL does occur it has been specifically trained for (Detterman, 1993).
TOL has proved to be difficult both to find research evidence for, and to achieve, prompting the
conclusion that TOL was the Black Sheep of the family (Fogarty, et al., 1992) Just as the Black Sheep
of the family is often not mentioned, the possibility that TOL or learning from TPSR does not occur is

seldom discussed.

Perkins and Salomon (1990) proposed a third alternative metaphor for TOL, which they
referred to as the Good Shepherd approach and was based on Perkins’ work on thinking skills.
Within this theoretical orientation, TOL is predicated on mediation, and requires deliberate
shepherding. TOL is not left to chance, but is built into the instructional design “When transfer is
provoked, practiced, and reflected on, transfer is easy to achieve” (Fogarty et al., 1992,p.xvii). It is
essentially the good shepherd approach that is promoted by Walsh, et al. (2010) in their coaching club

programme.

Near and far transfer
A number of writers have differentiated between near and far TOL (Leberman, et al., 2006; Royer,
Mestre, & Dufresne, 2005) and the different mechanisms required in each case to facilitate TOL.

Salomon and Perkins(1989) described these as low road (near) and high road (far) mechanisms. Low
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road is described as simple, automatic TOL that could be achieved with ease, for example changing
from driving a car to driving a van; while high road TOL is abstracted and involves higher-level
thinking skills. The teaching strategies, which support low road TOL, were designated by Perkins as
“hugging”. Hugging strategies “hug close to” the situations the learning will be required for, that is

the learning and TOL tasks are very similar.

The TPSR context affords opportunities to facilitate low road TOL by demonstrating the
similarities and connections between the learning in TPSR and other areas of students’ lives. TPSR’s
inclusion of group discussion and individual reflection times offers opportunities for this to occur.
Students who develop sufficient respect in the physical education classroom to stop interfering with
the teaching and learning, for example, can be encouraged to attempt the same in another class within
the school. There does, however, need to be some caution when selecting contexts as being suitable
for near TOL. While there can be an assumption that classes in the same school will be suitable this is
not necessarily the case. Both Gordon (2010) and Lee and Martinek (2012) found that the distinctly
different classroom cultures that students faced when they moved out of physical education made
TOL difficult. In effect, despite the potential similarities the reality was that other classrooms were so

different that if TOL was to occur it would be more accurately described as far rather than near TOL

The teaching strategies, which support high road TOL, are characterised as bridging. High road
TOL grows out of deep learning, where the learner has learned concepts and principles and in order to
carry out a task must use higher-order thinking skills (Leberman, et al., 2006; Perkins & Salomon,
1990). Bridging strategies are similar to scaffolding; they mediate the processes of abstraction and
connection making, often using approaches such as analogies and metacognition. The teacher
provides concepts, principles and encouragement to learners that promote generalization (Fogarty, et

al., 1992; Perkins & Salomon, 1990).

Within TPSR instruction can be specifically designed to help students make the links or

connections between challenges and responses experienced in the TPSR classroom context, and the
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challenges experienced in the wider school or community. Bridging is likely required as the evidence
suggests that even where problems appear analogous to instructors, learners often fail to
independently recognize the shared features of problems and the applicability of what they have
previously learned to the new situation (Dinsmore, Baggetta, Doyle, & Loughlin, 2014; Gick &

Holyoak, 1980).

Facilitating far TOL in TPSR presents different challenges than those that are related to near
TOL. The research evidence is clear, that TOL to similar problems and contexts is more common that
the often hoped for TOL to new and different settings. It, therefore, cannot be assumed that the life
skills and values nurtured in TPSR programs will be adapted by students and used to meet the
challenges of future work, community, social, and family situations. How to successfully achieve this

TOL to other contexts becomes the challenge for the teacher/coach involved in TPSR.

One technique may be to explain the concepts of near and far TOL to students and to identify
the difficulties inherent in achieving far TOL. This process is aligned with TPSR’s philosophical
commitment to empowering students and giving them a greater understanding and control of their
learning (Wright, et al., 2010). This process would be enhanced by the use of carefully chosen
examples and the judicious use of questions that assist in understanding the new context and allow

students to identify similarities with earlier learning experiences.

In the previous example of respect, where students had learned not to interfere with the
teaching and learning in the physical education classroom, it seems reasonable to develop the process
further after near TOL has occurred. This could include, for example, consideration of what respect
would look like in the wider community or in the choices participants make about what substances
they ingest into their bodies. Lee and Martinek (2013) described the need for clearly structured

processes to achieve (far) TOL:

youth programs [need] to encourage participants to reflect on what and how they learned and

examine the anticipated challenges and barriers to applying these skills to other contexts. ..

9
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participants should have ample opportunity to practice the transferable skills in the program,
make plans for transfer and share reflection on their transfer efforts outside the program. (p.

308)

Holton and Baldwin’s (2003) work needs to be considered during this process. They
emphasized the importance of being mindful that students’ confidence to try new behaviors is
developed along with an understanding of the value of doing so and the positive outcomes that will

occur if they do.

Learning and TOL

A promising conceptualization of TOL that is pertinent for non-routine and complex learning
is that of Bransford and Schwartz (1999) who identified the difficulties in teaching for “far” TOL.
They reconceptualised TOL as preparation for future learning (PFL) where the desirable measures are
those that focus on understanding a learner’s ability for new learning and being able to make
connections with their prior learning or experience. In a PFL approach to TOL the emphasis is on
structuring the new context, e.g. identifying people and material resources, thinking through what
guestions will assist in understanding the new context and on how students can draw on earlier

learning experiences.

Teachers and coaches hoping to generate TOL to other areas of participants’ lives need to
maximize the potential for this to happen through ensuring that quality and appropriate learning
occurs within the program. Learning and TOL are inextricably linked (Schon, 1987). Put simply TOL
cannot occur without learning. Quality learning needs to include time for reflection both ‘in action”
which occurs when the participants are performing the activity and “on action” which occurs after the
activity is completed (Schon, 1987). Reflection-on-action, which plays an important role in learning,
was described by Garrick (1998) as requiring “conscious attention to distortions in our reasoning and
attitude” (p. 24). A programme that does not give participants genuine opportunities to experience

making choices and therefore the opportunity to reflect on action, for example, provides no learning

10
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basis for TOL around making good choices in other areas of their lives. Simply talking about choices
means quality learning will not occur and the possibility of TOL is removed. For this reason a

quality TPSR programme will have a strong focus on both learning and TOL.

Planning for transfer of learning

Holton and Baldwin (2013) identified a number of actions as central to increasing the
likelihood of TOL occurring. The first was identifying potential problems to achieving TOL early and
ensuring that these problems were then addressed at the initial planning stage. They emphasized
finding authentic opportunities for participants to use their learning in their lives and for participants
to be suitably prepared and have the personal capacity to take advantage of these opportunities when
they arose. Holton and Baldwin argued that participants would be more likely to attempt change if
they were convinced of the importance of what they were learning and believed that making the effort
will lead to worthwhile change. These ideas all make intuitive sense when looking for ways of

facilitating TOL in TPSR.

Goals and levels

One decision within the TPSR model that will have an impact on TOL is whether the five
goals are presented as independent goals or, as is commonly done, as a series of hierarchically
structured levels. The authors believe that the use of hierarchically structured levels, rather than goals,
has the potential to limit learning in TPSR, and restrict understanding about the use of learning in
other contexts. If students consider the goals as five levels to be climbed sequentially this may lead
them to believe that they have to successfully achieve the other four levels before considering TOL.
This would negate the purpose of TPSR, which is to identify, support and encourage TOL at all stages.
The student who has learnt to be non-disruptive in class but who does not participate has met the goal
of respect by changing their behavior to allow the teacher to teach and fellow students to learn. The
student could be encouraged to consider how this learning applies to other contexts in their lives. If

students and/or teachers and coaches believe that TOL should only be addressed after students have

11
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successfully demonstrated their ability to participate at the other four levels then important

opportunities are lost.

Discussion

It should be acknowledged that for a variety of reasons a firm commitment to TOL is not always
present in TPSR based programs. Mrugala (2002), for example, in his work with teachers using TPSR
found a high percentage were motivated to introduce TPSR as a way of improving classroom
management, rather than as a means towards teaching personal and social responsibility. In some
situations teachers/coaches using TPSR may therefore have little or no commitment to TOL and may
see it as unimportant or as an “extra” outcome that if it occurs is a bonus rather than a fundamental

aspect of the model.

For other teachers/coaches there is a genuine interest in facilitating TOL as an integral part of
their programs. In attempting to find ways in which to better facilitate TOL, they are acknowledging

the value of TOL within the model and committing to achieving TOL as part of their role.

It is timely for all teachers/coaches using TPSR to consider TOL within their programs. For
some it may mean acknowledging that TOL is an integral part of TPSR. For others it may mean
moving beyond the assumption that, like Little Bo-Peep’s sheep, if TOL is left alone it will come
home wagging its tail happily and to move more towards the good shepherd approach. This approach
requires that teachers/coaches actively and consistently shepherd participants towards achieving TOL
as a fundamental part of their programs. For those who are already strongly committed to facilitating
TOL there may be an opportunity to consider additions or changes within their programs to increase

the levels of TOL that are occurring.

Whatever the philosophical position taken by teachers and coaches using TPSR it must be

acknowledged that TOL has always been and remains central to the model. TPSR’s originator Don

12
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Hellison has consistently espoused the goal of TOL and it is therefore appropriate to conclude with

his views on the topic:

... I realized that transfer is really my ultimate goal in teaching kids to take personal and
social responsibility. I had to build it into my goals or else leave it to chance. All along my
sense of purpose, my vision, my passion has been to help kids lead better lives. But their lives

don’t end when they leave the gym (Hellison, 2011. P. 25)
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