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Skil l  Acquisi t io n a n d th e P r o b l e m s o f  T rans fe r 

Vytas Laitusis (laitusis@inary.fordham.edu) 
Mitchel l  Rabinowit z (inrabinowitz@mary.fordhain.edu ) 
Graduat e Schoo l  o f  Education ,  Fordha m University ,  Ne w Yor k N Y 

I n thi s se t  o f  studies ,  w e investigate d h o w peopl e 
acquir e an d us e knowledg e b y havin g subject s lear n a  ne w 
tas k unde r  tw o type s o f  trainin g conditions .  Th e tas k use d 
was a  varian t  o f  th e alphabe t  additio n tas k develope d b y 
Loga n (1988) .  Wit h thi s task ,  subject s ar e require d t o 
solv e problem s o f  th e followin g format :  Lette r  I  + 
N u m b er  =  Lette r  2 .  Fo r  example ,  give n th e proble m C  + 
3 = ,  th e subjec t  shoul d respon d F . 

I n on e trainin g conditio n (varied) ,  subject s received 
trainin g tha t  wa s designe d t o giv e the m practic e countin g 
up th e alphabe t  t o deriv e answers .  Thi s wa s accomplishe d 
by givin g subject s extende d practic e wit h 7 2 differen t 
problem s an d littl e practic e o n an y give n problem .  Th e 
7 2 problem s wer e presente d 6  time s s o tha t  subject s ha d 
t o solv e a  tota l  o f  43 2 problems .  I n th e secon d trainin g 
conditio n (same) ,  subject s wer e presente d wit h a  se t  o f  1 2 
problem s o n whic h the y receive d extende d practice .  Eac h 
proble m wa s presente d 3 2 time s s o tha t  eac h subjec t  als o 
had t o solv e 43 2 problems .  Afte r  th e trainin g session , 
bot h group s o f  subject s receive d a  transfe r  task .  Th e 
specifi c  transfe r  tas k an d instruction s give n varie d from 
stud y t o study ,  bu t  usin g thi s methodology ,  w e wer e 
intereste d i n h o w th e differen t  type s o f  trainin g condition s 
facilitate d differen t  type s o f  knowledg e acquisitio n an d 
difference s i n h o w knowledg e ca n b e accessed . 

Rabinowit z an d Goldber g (1995 )  demonstrate d tha t  th e 
tw o type s o f  trainin g condition s produce d significantl y 
differen t  learnin g curves .  Whil e subject s i n th e tw o 
trainin g condition s initiall y  star t  th e tas k wit h equivalen t 
reactio n times ,  subject s i n th e "same "  trainin g conditio n 
wer e significantl y quicke r  tha n subject s give n th e "varied " 
trainin g a t  th e en d o f  training . 

W h at  wa s o f  interest ,  however ,  wa s h o w th e tw o group s 
varie d o n differen t  transfe r  tasks .  Fo r  example ,  i f  th e 
transfe r  tas k consiste d o f  a  ne w se t  o f  alphabe t  arithmeti c 
problem s t o solve ,  subject s w h o initiall y  receive d th e 
"varied "  trainin g wer e significantl y faste r  tha n thos e w h o 
receive d th e "same "  training .  However ,  i f  th e transfe r  tas k 
consiste d o f  a  se t  o f  alphabe t  subtractio n problems ,  wher e 
th e subtractio n problem s wer e th e invers e o f  th e additio n 
problem s th e "same "  grou p practice d durin g training ,  th e 
"same "  conditio n subject s showe d significan t  benefit s 
durin g transfe r  a s compare d t o th e "varied "  trainin g 
subjects . 

Th e followin g se t  o f  studie s wer e designe d t o fiirthe r 
explor e th e condition s unde r  whic h subject s coul d mak e 
us e o f  thei r  knowledge .  I n th e first  study ,  w e wer e 
intereste d i n assessin g whethe r  subject s coul d discriminat e 
ol d problem s from  n e w ones .  O n th e ttansfer  task ,  th e 1 2 
ol d problem s wer e combine d wit h 2 4 n e w problems . 

Subject s w h o wer e initiall y  give n "varied "  trainin g wer e 
not  abl e t o discriminat e ol d fro m new .  However ,  overall , 
subject s w h o wer e give n th e "same "  trainin g wer e faste r 
on th e ol d problem s tha n th e n e w ones .  However ,  ther e 
was som e indicatio n tha t  ther e wa s a n individua l  differenc e 
componen t  t o thi s finding ,  i n tha t  no t  al l  subject s showe d 
thi s effect .  I n Stud y 2 ,  w e conducte d a  simila r 
manipulatio n o n th e transfe r  task ,  excep t  thi s tim e wit h 
alphabe t  subfractio n problems .  Th e 1 2 alphabe t 
subtractio n problem s tha t  wer e th e invers e o f  th e trainin g 
problem s wer e mixe d i n wit h 2 4 unrelate d alphabe t 
subtractio n problems .  I n thi s context ,  subject s fro m bot h 
trainin g group s showe d littl e benefi t  from  thei r  initia l 
training .  However ,  i n thi s sam e stud y w e di d replicat e th e 
finding  tha t  i f  yo u presen t  th e 1 2 invers e problem s b y 
themselves ,  subject s initiall y  give n th e "same "  fraining 
showe d significan t  benefits . 

I n Studie s 3  an d 4 ,  w e wante d t o explor e wha t  effec t 
informin g subject s abou t  th e distinctio n betwee n ne w an d 
ol d ha d o n thei r  performance .  I n bot h o f  thes e studie s w e 
onl y conducte d th e "same "  trainin g condition .  I n Stud y 3 , 
on th e transfe r  task ,  hal f  th e subject s wer e tol d tha t  som e 
of  th e problem s tha t  the y wil l  se e wer e problem s tha t  the y 
sa w durin g trainin g an d tha t  som e woul d b e new .  Th e 
othe r  hal f  o f  th e subject s wer e no t  informed  abou t  th e 
natur e o f  th e problems .  Overall ,  subject s showe d tha t 
the y coul d discriminat e ol d from  new .  However ,  fo r 
subject s w h o di d no t  discriminate ,  informin g the m abou t 
th e problem s ha d n o significan t  effec t  o n reactio n times . 

I n Stud y 4 ,  o n th e transfe r  task ,  hal f  th e subject s wer e 
tol d tha t  som e o f  th e alphabe t  subtractio n problem s wil l 
be th e invers e o f  th e problem s the y sa w durin g trainin g 
and som e wil l  b e new .  Th e othe r  hal f  o f  th e subjects , 
onc e agai n wer e no t  informed  abou t  th e natur e o f  th e 
problems .  Onc e again ,  ther e wa s ver y littl e transfe r  i n 
thi s conditio n an d informin g the m abou t  th e problem s ha d 
no significan t  effec t  o n reactio n time .  However ,  whe n 
difference s i n erro r  rate s wer e investigated ,  th e informe d 
grou p ha d significantl y fewe r  error s o n th e invers e 
problems . 
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