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Abstract
Teaching approaches have been shown to be an important aspect of teaching in school
or higher education. Although differing approaches to teaching may play a role in the
outcome of professional trainings, they have not yet been further studied in this context.
It is first necessary to determine whether the existing approaches to teaching construct
can be transferred to the context of professional training and how approaches to
teaching can be operationalized for future studies. For a multi-perspective view, we
conducted 45 interviews with trainers, human resource development practitioners and
trainees. The interviews were analyzed by qualitative content analysis. Our results
show that the construct can be transferred to professional training. However, to apply
the approaches to teaching construct to professional training, some of the underlying
categories must be modified. Furthermore, we discuss the need to include new aspects,
such as the category of transfer. Implications for further research are presented,
including the development of a measurement instrument based on the results.
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Introduction

The role of the trainer within professional training is a significant factor impacting training
outcomes (Burke and Hutchins 2008; Baldwin et al. 2017), such as the transfer outcome,
i.e., the ability of trainees to apply what they have learned to their workplace setting.
However, the role of the trainer has been widely neglected in empirical studies. Several
authors have summarized important factors for transfer facilitation (Baldwin and Ford
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1988; Blume et al. 2010; Salas et al. 2012), such as trainee characteristics, training design
and work environment, but little attention has been given to the role of trainers and their
approaches to teaching. Differing approaches to teaching impact learner outcomes and
constitute an important part of the interaction between learner and instructor (e.g., Trigwell
et al. 1999; Trigwell and Prosser 2004; Braun and Hannover 2008; Rosário et al. 2014).
Therefore, the teaching approach may influence how trainers design and implement their
training and could thereby affect the transfer outcome of the training.

To date, approaches to teaching have been studied almost exclusively in the learning
settings of school or higher education. However, as the learning setting of professional
training is similar to that of classrooms, the trainers’ approaches to teaching may also
play an important role in the learning and transfer outcomes of trainees. To date, there
has been no measurement instrument to study the relationship between approaches to
teaching and training outcome in the context of professional training. Thus, the goal of
this study is to investigate whether the concept of approaches to teaching is applicable
to professional training and to identify and delineate necessary changes for the use and
operationalization of the construct in future research on training transfer.

We first introduce the concept of approaches to teaching as it was conceptualized in
the higher education context by Trigwell et al. in 1994 and present empirical evidence
for the relevance of approaches to teaching for instructional design and learning
outcomes. We then describe the professional training context and discuss its possible
differences from the higher education context to derive our research objectives.

Approaches to Teaching

Approaches to teaching were conceptualized by Trigwell et al. (1994) as combinations of
different intentions and strategies that correspond with five different approaches to
teaching (see Table 1). The model is based on a qualitative phenomenological study with
24 university teachers of chemistry and physics (Trigwell et al. 1994). Trigwell et al.
(1994) describe four different intentions to be understood in hierarchical order: informa-
tion transmission, concept acquisition, conceptual development and conceptual change.
While information transmission describes the aim to merely transmit information to the
students, concept acquisition aims for the students to acquire the concepts of the discipline
as well as the concepts’ relationships with one another, thus promoting a deeper under-
standing of the concepts. Conceptual development does not view students as passive
recipients of knowledge, but rather aims for the students to construct their own knowledge
and to develop it further within already existing conceptions of the discipline. Conceptual
change refers to students confronting and qualitatively changing their conceptions of a
phenomenon, and thus implies that the prior conceptions of the students are not consistent
with those of the discipline and thus need to be reconstructed and changed.

Strategies are divided into three different types: teacher-focused, student/teacher inter-
action and student-focused. A teacher-focused or transmissive strategy could be charac-
terized as being focused on the content, in which the teacher plays the role of an expert and
mostly uses transmissive methods through which the students passively receive the
content. In contrast, a student-focused or constructivist strategy could be characterized
as placing the learner in the center of the teaching process and the teacher in the role of a
learning guide, who uses constructivist methods and enables the students to participate
actively in the learning process. While teacher-focused and student-focused strategies
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place either teachers or students at the center of the learning setting, student/teacher
interaction describes strategies that include both teacher and students being (inter) active,
for example, the teacher asking questions to the students (Trigwell et al. 1994).

Combining different intentions and strategies leads to five different approaches to
teaching, from approach A to approach E (see Table 1). Based on this model, Trigwell
and Prosser (2004) developed the Approaches to Teaching Inventory (ATI), which has
been widely used within the context of higher education (e.g., Lindblom-Ylänne et al.
2006; Postareff et al. 2008; Fendler and Gläser-Zikuda 2013; Könings et al. 2014; Stes
and van Petegem 2014).

We consider approaches to teaching to be a valuable concept to be further studied in
professional training. The concept is theoretically placed between the concept of
teachers’ beliefs and observable teaching action. Beliefs are mental representations,
e.g. on subjective theories on teaching and learning (Baumert and Kunter 2013).
Kember (1997) proposes that these subjective conceptions might influence approaches
to teaching. Braun and Hannover (2008) found that approaches to teaching in turn are
related to teaching action, with teachers adopting a constructivist approach using more
activating methods. However, research has shown that teaching beliefs are not consis-
tently in line with teaching actions (e.g., Murray and Macdonald 1997). Approaches to
teaching could constitute the missing link between beliefs on teaching and observable
teaching action and, thus, could be a better predictor of teaching action. The combina-
tion of intention and strategy provides the opportunity to study the different kinds of
actions trainers take during training and to simultaneously pursue the question of what
objectives trainers aim to achieve with their actions. The study of approaches to
teaching is thus more action-oriented, while including the underlying motivations of
the trainers for designing and conducting their training the way they do.

Relevance for Learning Outcomes and Instructional Design

In addition to the potential of the theoretical framework, further investigating ap-
proaches to teaching in the context of professional training appears very promising
because studies in the last two decades have shown evidence that the teaching approach
is significantly related to student learning outcomes and instructional design.

Table 1 Approaches to teaching

Intention Strategy

Teacher-focused Student/Teacher interaction Student-focused

Information transmission A

Concept acquisition B C

Conceptual development D

Conceptual change E

Reprinted by permission from Springer Nature: Springer Nature, Higher Education, Qualitative differences in
approaches to teaching first year university science, Trigwell et al., Copyright (1994)
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Fendler and Brauer (2013) studied the relationship of approaches to teaching to three
components of teaching as rated by students: learning support, appropriate use of
methods and goal orientation. They found that students’ positive evaluation of teaching
methods correlated positively with a student-focused approach and negatively with a
teacher-focused approach. The same results were found for the quality of learning
support. However, they found no correlation between goal orientation and any of the
teaching approaches.

The only study that has examined approaches to teaching in the context of profes-
sional training was conducted by Hochholdinger and Keller (2015), who demonstrated
that a constructivist approach is positively correlated with positive emotional reactions
and evaluations by trainees. Furthermore, trainers with a constructivist approach used
more activating methods.

With respect to students’ learning outcomes, a constructivist approach was related to
more significant increases in competence as perceived by students (Braun and
Hannover 2008) and to a deep learning approach (Trigwell et al. 1999; Trigwell and
Prosser 2004; Rosário et al. 2014) as opposed to a surface approach. Uiboleht et al.
(2018, 2019) explored in their qualitative multi-case study the effects of consonant and
dissonant approaches to teaching. Consonant approaches to teaching imply the sys-
tematic use of either a teacher-focused or student-focused approach. A dissonant
approach would include using elements from both approaches. They found that a
consonant student-oriented approach was related to a positive perception of the
teaching-learning environment while a dissonant approach was related to perceiving
the teaching-learning environment as hindering (Uiboleht et al. 2019). Similarly,
students’ learning outcomes and approaches to learning were to some degree higher
compared to a dissonant approach, although the relationship between a dissonant
approach and a lower quality of learning outcomes and approaches to teaching did
not emerge systematically throughout the data (Uiboleht et al. 2018).

Transferring the Concept to Professional Training

Approaches to teaching have been conceptualized in the higher education context.
This concept origin is reflected in the descriptions of the different approaches using
phrases such as “transmitting to the students information about the discipline” or
“gain disciplinary knowledge”. Additionally, if we look at the items of the ATI
(Trigwell and Prosser 2004), they include items with a strong reference to higher
education, such as “I structure this subject to help students to pass the formal
assessment items.”

Professional training refers to planned and systematic activities that facilitate the
acquisition of knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Salas et al. 2012) that relate to the work
life of trainees. Laker and Powell (2011) differentiate between so called hard-skill
trainings and soft-skill trainings. Hard-skill trainings have a technical focus, e.g.,
trainings on law or software, and soft-skill trainings have a more intra- or interpersonal
focus, e.g., trainings on communication or leadership. Professional training has two
main outcome goals. The first goal is to promote learning in the sense of acquiring new
knowledge and behavior (Salas et al. 2012). The second goal is to promote transfer,
which means trainees are able to transfer the new knowledge and behavior into their
workplace and eventually improve their job performance.
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Although the didactical settings of training and higher education might be similar,
from lectures to seminars to blended learning settings or the use of e-learning, the
primary goals are different. Courses in higher education pursue the education of an
individual on a specific theme within the studied subject, mostly followed by some sort
of formal assessment. Professional training has a stronger focus on training than on
education, and the primary goal is to enable the trainee to transfer his or her knowledge
to the workplace.

Therefore, we argue that before applying the concept of approaches to teaching to
the context of professional training, there is the need to first investigate whether the
model can be transferred and whether it needs context-specific modifications.

Research Objectives

Our literature review suggested that the approaches to teaching model is a promising
construct to be further researched in the context of professional training. Therefore, we
aimed to investigate whether the approaches to teaching model as conceptualized in
theory is applicable in the field of professional training and to determine whether any
context-specific modification is necessary. Additionally, we explored how the individ-
ual aspects of intentions and strategies can be described in context-specific ways to
operationalize the construct in future studies.

Method

Based on our research objectives, the second of which is explorative in nature, we
chose a qualitative approach to our research question by conducting semistructured
interviews. It was important for us to study more than only what the trainers themselves
said about intentions and strategies in training. To capture all aspects of approaches to
teaching in professional training, we integrated multiple perspectives into our study by
including both the trainees of professional trainings and the human resource develop-
ment (HRD) practitioners responsible in companies for developing concepts for train-
ings and selecting trainers. While HRD practitioners have an expert outside view,
trainees, as participants of professional training, can contribute their inside view that
might complement the perspectives of the training professionals. Therefore, every
group brings their own kind of expert knowledge regarding training as well as
regarding possible approaches to teaching during a training session. Hence, our data
do not exclusively reflect the approaches to teaching expressed by individual trainers
but represent multi-perspective perceptions of what kind of approaches to teaching
exist in professional training and how these intentions and strategies can be further
described within this context. In the following section, we describe our study design
and provide information on our sample. We then introduce the method we used for data
analysis and describe the process for developing our category system.

Study Design and Sample

We used a semistructured interview guideline that was part of a larger research project
on the professional competence of trainers, their career paths, and their ways of
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acquiring the necessary qualifications and competencies for working as a trainer.
Sociodemographic data were collected using a separate questionnaire for each group
asking for age and job experience. The study was conducted in Germany.

The results presented here mainly refer to the answers to the following interview
questions: “What is an ideal trainer for you?”, “What is a nonideal trainer for you?”,
“What is an ideal training for you?”, and “What is a nonideal training for you?”.
Following the principle of openness in qualitative research, we decided to ask broad
open questions instead of specific questions, e.g., asking specifically about strategies.
Although the interviewers had the interview guideline, each interview was conducted in
a way that allowed the interviewer to flexibly follow his or her interview partner to
develop a natural conversation regarding these topics, while still focusing on the main
themes included in the interview guideline. Consequently, aspects referring to the
theme of approaches to teaching could come up in different parts of the interview.
Therefore, the entire interview texts were included in the analysis.

All interviewers received interviewer training. Some interviews were conducted
face-to-face, but most were conducted by telephone. The subjects were contacted
through trainer networks, professional networks, and educational institutions, which
distributed our request via newsletter. Interview lengths differed among the different
groups due to the varying number of additional group-specific questions. Interviews
with trainers had an average duration of 39 min; interviews with HRD practitioners,
22 min; and interviews with trainees, 10 min.

We interviewed 23 trainers, 12 trainees and 10 HRD practitioners (N = 45). Of the 23
trainers, 13 were soft-skill trainers (e.g., conducting leadership or time management
trainings), 4 were hard-skill trainers (e.g., conducting trainings on law or management
themes), and 6 offered both types of trainings. On average, the trainers were 34.7 years
old and had 16.2 years of work experience as trainers (see Table 2). The majority
(60.9%) indicated that their main profession was being a trainer. The other trainers were
either working as trainers outside of their main occupation (26.1%) or not regularly
(4.3%). The data for two participants are missing. Approximately one-third (34.8%)
have a university degree related to education or psychology. The trainees were
34.7 years old on average. The mean age of the HRD practitioners was 38.7 years,
and their mean length of service in human resource development was 11.2 years. The
gender ratio was balanced in all three groups (see Table 3). The sociodemographic
figures underline the range of variance in the sample, which allowed us to capture a
broad perspective on approaches to teaching.

Data Analysis and Development of the Category System

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed by qualitative content analysis (Mayring
2014) using the software MAXQDA 12. Qualitative content analysis is a qualitative
analysis tool that allows for the identification of specific content from within a broad
qualitative dataset and the structuring and summarizing of the content. In line with our
research objectives, we combined a deductive and inductive approach by using nominal
deductive category assignment and inductive category formation (Mayring 2014). Both
approaches will be further described below.

The basic structure of our category system was deductively drawn from the conceptual-
ization of approaches to teaching by Trigwell et al. (1994) to investigate whether the
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conceptualization is applicable to professional training. The twomain categories of intention
and strategy were used, along with the according subcategories of the model (see Table 1).

To be open to possible context-specific modifications, we used an inductive ap-
proach and included emerging categories into the system. Hence, we subsequently
added the intention category transfer and the strategy category transfer-facilitating,
which were inductively deduced as an emergent theme from the material. While coding
the material within the project team, we found statements in the text that referred to the
definition of intentions that could not be distinctly allocated to one of the subcategories
by Trigwell et al. (1994). The statements were discussed and eventually identified as
forming a new subcategory labeled transfer under the category of intention. Simulta-
neously, we found statements referring to strategies that were explicitly used to
facilitate transfer or could be implicitly related to facilitating transfer based on what
we know from the literature on training transfer (e.g., Burke and Hutchins 2007;
Grossman and Salas 2011; Salas et al. 2012). The two categories were added to the
overall category system. The structure of the final category system with its main
categories and corresponding category definitions is shown in Table 4.

Similarly, we used an inductive approach to develop subcategories to describe, for
example, how the category “constructivist strategies” can be operationalized in profes-
sional training. Categories were only differentiated into further subcategories when
clearly discriminable subthemes could be identified. The subcategories were developed
from the material in an inductive, iterative process within the research team and were
formed by clustering all codings of similar content into a new category. During the

Table 2 Age, job experience, and training experience

M SD Min Max

Age (in years)

Trainers 45.7 7.9 28 56

HRD practitioners 38.7 9.3 28 56

Trainees 34.7 10.3 24 54

Job experience (in years)

Trainers 16.2 8.4 1 28

HRD practitioners 11.2 8.2 3 27

Number of trainings attended by trainees 18.3 10.6 5 45

Table 3 Gender distribution
m f

n % n %

Trainers 13 56.5 10 43.5

HRD practitioners 6 60.0 4 40.0

Trainees 6 50.0 6 50.0

Total 25 55.6 20 44.4
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research process, the category names and the structure of the subcategory system were
constantly evaluated and modified when necessary. The five intention categories were
not divided into further subcategories because no distinct subthemes evolved during the
analysis. However, all strategy categories could be divided into two to six specific

Table 4 Category system

Category Definition Examples

Intention Provides justification for the use of a
strategy or describes what kind of goal
is to be achieved during training

Information
transmission

Teacher-oriented intention, pursuing the
dissemination of knowledge

“when I want to impart knowledge,” “to
be able to pass on the knowledge to
others,” “the expertise he wants to
convey”

Concept acquisition Teacher-oriented intention, pursuing not
only the transmission of knowledge
but also the understanding of the
knowledge on a deeper level

“to activate the need to really understand
something,” “to explain something in
such a way that it is understandable to
others”

Conceptual
development

Learner-oriented intention, pursuing
knowledge that is accumulated by the
learner in a self-directed learning pro-
cess initiated by the learner

“learners find solutions by themselves,”
“learners should have the opportunity
to acquire knowledge by themselves”

Conceptual change Learner-oriented intentions, pursuing the
learner’s incorporation of the imparted
knowledge in a deeper process of
change that goes beyond the
knowledge imparted in the training

“development of personality,” “change of
behavior”

Transfer Learner-oriented intention, pursuing the
facilitation and enabling the transfer of
the acquired knowledge into (working)
practice

“to work sustainably so that it is really
transferable to practice,” “to secure
learning transfer”

Strategy The means by which the training is
designed and conducted, including the
methods

Transmissive Strategy that is teacher-oriented and fo-
cuses on imparting knowledge from a
teacher-centric viewpoint

“Power Point presentations,” “I give
input”, “not caring about the learners’
reactions,” “I am the expert,” “little to
no learner activation”

Interactive Strategy that is based on an interaction
between the trainer and the learner

“work interactively with the class,”
“talking with the learners in the class
about things”

Constructivist Strategy that is learner-oriented and fo-
cuses on providing learning opportu-
nities in which the learner can
self-directedly construct knowledge.

“to adjust to the learners needs,”
“roleplaying,” “to try things out,” “I
become a learning guide,” “phases of
self-reflection,” “you should give the
learners room to acquire knowledge
by themselves”

Transfer-facilitating Strategy that facilitates or enables the
transfer of the acquired knowledge
into (working) practice

“to create measurements for transfer,”
“reflection on their own practice,”
“opportunities for exercises within the
training,” “to give good feedback”
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Table 5 Intention: Frequency of reported intention categories

Total Trainers Practitioners Trainees

n % n % n % n %

Information transmission 71 30.6 51 29.7 12 27.9 8 47.1

Concept acquisition 32 13.8 24 14.0 5 11.6 3 17.6

Conceptual development 28 12.1 20 11.6 4 9.3 4 23.5

Conceptual change 26 11.2 19 11.0 7 16.3 0 0.0

Transfer 75 32.3 58 33.7 15 34.9 2 11.8

Total 232 100.0 172 100.0 43 100.0 17 100.0

Table 6 Strategy: Frequencies of main categories and their subcategories

Total Trainers Practitioners Trainees

n % n % n % n %

Transmissive 366 31.2 230 19.6 72 6.1 64 5.5

Transmissive methods 158 43.2 103 44.8 26 36.1 29 45.3

Imparting knowledge 95 26.0 54 23.5 23 31.9 18 28.1

Negative learner-orientation 57 15.6 34 14.8 15 20.8 8 12.5

Trainer takes center stage as an expert 36 9.8 29 12.6 6 8.3 1 1.6

No activating methods 20 5.5 10 4.3 2 2.8 8 12.5

Interactive 106 9.0 65 61.3 16 15.1 25 23.6

Interactive methods 83 78.3 52 80.0 9 56.3 22 88.0

Interactive teaching action 23 21.7 13 12.3 7 43.8 3 12.0

Constructivist 459 39.2 327 71.2 77 16.8 55 12.0

Constructivist methods 168 36.6 112 34.3 26 33.8 30 54.5

Learner-orientation 165 35.9 120 36.7 33 42.9 12 21.8

Active learning 53 11.5 36 11.0 9 11.7 8 14.5

Trainer as learning guide 28 6.1 23 7.0 4 5.2 1 1.8

Self-reflection 23 5.0 21 6.4 2 2.6 0 0.0

Independently develop and acquire knowledge and
solutions

22 4.8 15 4.6 3 3.9 4 7.3

Transfer-facilitating 241 20.6 184 76.3 25 10.4 32 13.3

Transfer-enabling methods 86 35.7 62 33.7 10 40.0 14 43.8

Practical implementation and application 56 23.2 40 21.7 10 40.0 6 18.8

Promote connections to the learners’ working
practice

55 22.8 50 27.2 1 4.0 4 12.5

Enable transfer 24 10.0 19 10.3 3 12.0 2 6.3

Feedback 20 8.3 13 7.1 1 4.0 6 18.8

Total 1172 100.0 806 100.0 190 100.0 176 100.0
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subcategories. The final category system is shown in Tables 5 and 6. A detailed
description of each subcategory and its definition is described later in the results.

The interviews were analyzed for all words or phrases that could be identified to
provide information about intentions or strategies. The statements were then allocated
to the corresponding subcategories. Coding units ranged from single words to whole
paragraphs. If the content of a statement was connected to several categories or
subcategories, multiple codings were possible. Phrases that were too broad or unspe-
cific in their meaning were not coded. For example, “I want them to profit from the
training”, refers to a general intention but is too unspecific to be allocated to a concrete
category with reference to our research question. Other examples include “we worked
with various methods” or “learners were activated,” which refer to some kind of
strategy but are phrased too broadly to be allocated to any specific category.

To assure the quality of the category system and coding procedures, the research
team discussed categories and coding continuously during the coding process until
no more necessary changes emerged from the material. All interviews were then
coded by a main coder. To assess intercoder reliability, approximately 50% of the
interviews (12 trainers, 5 HRD practitioners, 6 trainees), selected according to the
highest number of codings, were coded by two more coders. For the strategy
category, coders allocated phrases within a category to a subcategory. For the
intention category, coders allocated phrases to the main categories. Cohen’s Kappa
(Cohen 1960), which considers the number of categories coded, was separately
calculated for all three coder pairs (AB, BC, AC). The average of all Kappa values
per category was between .77 and .84 (M = .81). These values can be interpreted as
acceptable when considering the low frequency of some categories and the high
level of abstraction of other categories.

Results

The purpose of the analysis was to investigate whether the existing theoretical model
(Trigwell et al. 1994) can be used to describe approaches to teaching in the field of
professional training or whether the model must first be adjusted. Furthermore, we
wanted to gain a deeper understanding of how each category can be described and
defined for professional training to be able to operationalize the construct in future
studies.

The final analysis counted 1404 codings across all interviews, 1172 (83.5%) belong-
ing to strategies and 232 (16.5%) belonging to intentions. Of all codings, 978 (69.7%)
were found in interviews with trainers, 233 (16.6%) were found in interviews with HRD
practitioners, and 193 (13.7%) were found in interviews with trainees. Although the
frequency of the categories differed significantly by group, the ordinal rankings of the
categories by each group were similar across the groups and with the aggregate ordinal
ranking by all groups. An overview of all categories and subcategories, as well as their
frequencies per group and across all interviews, is shown in Tables 5 and 6.

We first present our results on the intention category, followed by those on the strategy
category. The descriptions of the categories depict the intentions and strategies that
comprise the different approaches to teaching and how they are set in the training context.
At the end of the results section, we present an analysis on overlapping categories.
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Intention

Intention includes statements that provide justification for the use of a strategy and
statements that more generally describe what kind of goal should be achieved during
training. All codings were allocated to one of the following five categories (see
Table 5).

Statements referring to the category information transmission describe the aim of the
trainers to impart knowledge during the training, which can be understood as a basic
transfer of knowledge from one person to another without an anticipated higher level of
understanding from the learner.

Concept acquisition consists of statements describing the aim of the trainers to
explain the subject matter such that learners will not only receive knowledge but
also truly understand it and make connections between different types of
information.

The next category marks the transition from transmissive intentions to more con-
structive intentions. Conceptual development refers to statements describing the aim to
provide learners with the opportunity to autonomously acquire knowledge and to find
and develop solutions by themselves.

The category conceptual change mainly contains statements that refer to a deeper
process of change, e.g., a change in behavior or an initiative toward self-development,
that goes beyond the “pure” content of the training. This category was mainly found
when interview partners were discussing the context of soft-skill trainings.

The inductively added intention category transfer comprises all statements that
contain the goal of enabling and facilitating transfer into working practice.

Strategy

Strategy includes all statements that describe how the training is conducted and which
actions the trainer takes during a training, including his or her methods. The codings
were assigned to the following categories (see Table 6).

Transmissive Strategies

Transmissive strategy is trainer-oriented and focuses on transmitting or imparting
knowledge. In this type of teaching, the learners take on a passive role. All codings
of this category were assigned to one of the five following subcategories.

Transmissive methods are concrete methods through which the trainer imparts
knowledge, such as lecturing, explaining or using media tools such as flipcharts and
Power Point presentations.

Imparting knowledge comprises all general statements regarding transmitting
knowledge, theory or content to learners that do not mention a concrete method.

Negative learner-orientation includes all statements describing the trainer as not
being responsive to the learners’ needs. The trainer conducts his or her training the way
it was originally planned, even when the needs of the learners demand adjustment.

Trainer takes center stage as an expert includes statements that underline the role of
the trainer as an expert with the ability to disseminate expert knowledge. The trainer,
not the learner, is at the center of the training.
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No activating methods includes all statements that describe the learners as passive or
as not activated. The trainer uses no activating methods.

Interactive Strategies

Interactive strategies are focused on trainers and learners and comprise every statement
referring to a strategy that is based on an interaction between the trainer and the learner.
Two subcategories were identified in the codings.

Interactive methods are concrete methods in which the trainer and the learners are
equally involved. Such methods are mostly based on a dialectic format and include
classroom discussions, open questions to the classroom and giving feedback to the
learners.

Interactive teaching action refers to general statements that describe strategies based
on an interaction between trainer and learner in which both parties are equally, actively
involved, and do not mention a concrete method.

Constructivist Strategies

Constructivist strategies are learner-oriented and focus on providing learning opportu-
nities in which the learner self-directedly constructs knowledge. This category can be
described by the following six subcategories.

Constructivist methods refer to all concrete methods or methodological settings
where learners are engaged with themselves or with other learners and which provide
opportunities to acquire knowledge autonomously and to find and develop solutions by
themselves. These methods can include exercises, individual or group work, role-play
scenarios, project work, video feedback, discussion between learners, and feedback
between learners.

Learner-orientation refers to all strategies that are based on the reactions or
characteristics of learners or on needs directly mentioned by the learners. The
trainer is sensitive to the learners’ needs and may even actively ask them about
their needs. He or she is flexible in adapting the order of the content or even
adapting the content itself to the learners’ needs if necessary. The training is in
accordance with the learners’ needs, and the learners are therefore placed at the
center of the training.

The active learning category includes statements that do not refer to concrete
methods but instead describe general constructivist strategies such as providing oppor-
tunities for learners to gain practical experience and to utilize or apply what they
learned in the training.

The trainer as learning guide category includes statements that describe the active
role of the trainer during the training as being supportive within the learning process
and acting as a learning guide.

The self-reflection category comprises statements that describe the opportunity for
self-reflection or for reflecting on lesson content at a meta-level.

The independently develop and acquire knowledge and solutions category
includes statements that describe ways in which learners work independently
during the training to acquire knowledge autonomously and find solutions by
themselves.
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Transfer-Facilitating Strategies

Transfer-facilitating strategies are learner-oriented and refer to all strategies that enable
transfer of the acquired knowledge and competencies into the working practice of the
learners. This category can be further described using the following five subcategories.
The subcategories are in line with what we know about transfer-facilitating methods
from training research (e.g., Burke and Hutchins 2007; Grossman and Salas 2011; Salas
et al. 2012).

Transfer-enabling methods are concrete methods that provide the opportunity for
learners to obtain practical experience and to utilize or apply what they learned in the
training. Examples of such methods include exercises, role-play activities, video
feedback, games and/or case studies.

Practical implementation and application comprises all general statements that
describe providing learners with the opportunity to obtain practical experience and to
utilize or apply what they learned in the training, and do not name a concrete method.

Promote connections to the learners’ working practice includes all statements that
describe the trainer connecting the contents of the training with the working practice or
the work environment using examples or exercises that are as similar as possible to real
situations.

Enable transfer are general statements conveying that learners should be provided
with the opportunities for transfer or for applying the learned knowledge to the learners’
working practice.

Feedback refers to all statements in which the learners are provided with feedback
either by the trainer or by other learners. Feedback, unlike, e.g., role play, is not a
method in itself but either refers to a behavior or activity of the trainee or is part of a
method, e.g., feedback after a role-play exercise. Thus, we created a separate category
for transfer, as the literature on training research shows feedback to be an important tool
to facilitate transfer (e.g., Burke and Hutchins 2007; Grossman and Salas 2011; Salas
et al. 2012).

Overlapping of Categories

When coding interview material, it is possible that a sentence or phrase could contain
aspects that refer to different categories. Thereby, the codings of two categories can
overlap. By analyzing the occurrence of such overlaps, possible connections between
categories can be identified. While most categories had 26 or fewer statements that
overlapped with other categories, the transfer-facilitating strategy category (N = 241)
overlapped 175 times (72.6%) with the constructivist strategy category. The most
overlaps were found between constructivist methods and transfer-enabling methods
(n = 84) and between practical implementation and application and active learning
(n = 47).

Discussion

The goals of our study were to investigate whether the approaches to teaching construct
described by Trigwell et al. (1994) could be applied in the context of professional
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training or whether the construct would need adaptation and to analyze how best to
describe individual theoretical categories for the future operationalization of the con-
struct. Thus, we conducted 45 semistructured interviews with trainers, HRD practi-
tioners and trainees to produce a multi-perspective view on their perceptions of
approaches to teaching in trainings. Our results were analyzed with qualitative content
analysis (Mayring 2014). Following our research objectives, we first discuss our
findings on the overall concept of approaches to teaching in the professional context
and then discuss our findings on intentions and strategies. We then discuss the
limitations of our study and present our final conclusions and outlook for future studies.

Approaches to Teaching in Professional Training

All intention and strategy dimensions described by Trigwell et al. (1994) were identi-
fied in the interview material. We can therefore conclude that the theoretical model and
its basic structure can indeed be used to describe approaches to teaching in a profes-
sional training setting. However, we found the additional transfer intention category
and the additional transfer-facilitating strategy category. In our view, these additions
reflect a major difference between the higher education and professional training
contexts. The primary goal of professional training is the transfer of knowledge and
behavior to the workplace. Finding the intention of transfer and the related transfer-
facilitating strategies in our interview material is thus in coherence with the nature of
the professional training context. In future studies, it should be investigated whether the
transfer-related categories should be included into the overall theoretical model of
approaches to teaching in professional training. From a theoretical point of view, the
addition of these categories would be consistent with a wide body of research
highlighting the importance of transfer as an intention in the training context and the
corresponding transfer-facilitating methods (e.g., Baldwin and Ford 1988; Burke and
Hutchins 2008; Blume et al. 2010; Salas et al. 2012).

Trainer interviews had approximately four times more codings than HRD practi-
tioner or trainee interviews. This finding could be explained by the different interview
lengths for each group and by the differences in group size (10/12 vs. 23) or by the fact
that the trainers are most engaged with the subject matter on an everyday basis and thus
actively reflect on intentions and strategies while planning and conducting trainings.
Although the frequencies of the categories are given, they should be interpreted with
caution. However, the frequency of a category within the data might provide an
indication of tendency on the perceived importance of a category to our interview
partners. The ordinal ranking of the categories was similar among the groups and with
the total ranking as well. Of note, some of the transmissive strategy codings are
statements regarding negative examples of how not to conduct a training and therefore
might present a bias in the interpretation of the number of codings for this category.

Intentions and Strategies in Professional Training

Regarding our second research objective, the descriptions of the categories and sub-
categories provide detailed insight into how each facet of these approaches to teaching
can be described in the training setting. Apart from the addition of the transfer category,
the intention category reflects the description proposed by Trigwell et al. (1994).
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However, the interview material added a new perspective on the category of conceptual
change. The category description by Trigwell et al. (1994) refers to students changing
their conception of a phenomenon within the studied discipline, thus having an
epistemological focus. In our interviews, the statements relating to conceptual change
mainly described trainees changing their behavior or taking further steps in their
personal self-development. Therefore, we would broaden the definition of conceptual
change for the professional training context. In addition to the epistemological-focused
conceptual change, we would include a person-focused conceptual change. As training
facilitates not only knowledge but also skills and attitudes (Salas et al. 2012), this
extension of the definition reflects the aims of professional training.

Besides the addition of the transfer-facilitating category, the strategy category
reflects the main structure proposed by Trigwell et al. (1994) but provides a much
more detailed description of how transmissive strategies or constructivist strategies are
implemented in the professional training setting. The subcategories of transfer-
facilitating strategy reflect what we know about transfer-facilitating methods from the
training literature (e.g., Burke and Hutchins 2007; Grossman and Salas 2011; Salas
et al. 2012). The transmissive strategy and constructivist strategy subcategories follow
descriptions that can be found in teacher-oriented and student-oriented approaches in
the literature (e.g., Kember 1997; Trigwell et al. 1994; Kember and Kwan 2002), but
our subcategories are much more detailed and specific.

The interactive strategy category was the category with the lowest number of
codings within the strategy category. For previous versions of the category system,
the research team discussed whether some of the subcategories of the constructivist
strategy category should or could also be allocated to the interactive strategy category.
Although the interaction category as a middle category between transmissive and
constructivist makes sense on a theoretical and conceptual basis, we found it difficult
to unambiguously allocate some of the strategy subcategories to interactive or con-
structivist strategies based on our interview material. For example, the learner-oriented
strategy category was assigned as a constructivist strategy category based on theoretical
assumptions. However, it could also have been assigned to the interactive strategy
category because some learner-oriented strategies also have interactive characteristics,
such as actively asking learners about their needs or discussing with them the themes
that should be covered during the training. From a methodological and a theoretical
point of view, we finally chose to allocate it to the constructivist category, although
arguments could be made for alternative solutions. This decision illustrates one of the
challenges that lie at the heart of working with interview materials.

Regarding our long-term research goal of operationalizing approaches to teaching,
we do not recommend operationalizing interactive strategies as an independent part of a
scale because we do not expect them to be clearly discriminable from constructivist
strategies. This conclusion was drawn from our results and is further supported by the
documentation of the ATI development (Trigwell and Prosser 2004; Prosser and
Trigwell 2006), in which the subscale interaction could not clearly be distinguished
statistically from the constructivist subscale and thus was not included in the final
version of the ATI.

The transfer-facilitating strategy category showed a high overlap with the construc-
tivist strategy category. This overlap highlights the close relationship between the two
categories. Both include the use of similar methods and an action-related or practice-
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related approach. Additionally, both have very similar category definitions, although
they have different emphases. This similarity raises the question of whether construc-
tivist strategies and transfer-facilitating strategies are independent from one another or
whether transfer-facilitating strategies are instead a subset of constructivist strategies in
professional training. In our current study, we formed a new category, parallel to the
intention of transfer. Our explorative study can only provide a first indication for the
emergence of the transfer theme. The relationship between transfer-facilitating strate-
gies and constructivist strategies needs to be examined closely in future studies to
decide whether the theme of transfer is an immanent part of constructivist strategies in
professional training or if it is merely closely connected to them. When trying to
operationalize these aspects of teaching approaches for future research, we would
expect a substantive contentwise overlap between constructivist strategy and transfer-
facilitating strategy and a high correlation between both constructs.

Limitations

When conducting qualitative research, onemust consider whether a deductive or inductive
approach is appropriate for answering a research question. By building our category
system within the framework of an already existing theory, there is the risk of reproducing
theoretical structures. To minimize this risk, we used different strategies to achieve
theoretical blindness. We worked in a research team where decisions and definitions were
continually discussed and reevaluated. Though using a category system based on an
existing theory, we remained open to the discovery of new phenomena, e.g., the newly
identified categories regarding transfer. Additionally, the subcategories were developed in
an explorative manner to be as open as possible within the analysis process.

Another potential point of criticism is that the analysis was conducted on interview
material that was producedwithin a thematically wider study and that we used very open
questions, following the principle of openness. Consequently, the questions were not
drafted to animate the interview partners to explicitly describe intentions and strategies.
This could have led to the smaller number of intention codings compared to the number
of strategy codings, as intentions are of a more implicit nature than directly observable
strategies. Furthermore, the narrow interview length of the trainee interviews needs to be
critically assessed. Trainees can not be expected to reflect as intensely on trainings as
interviewed trainers would do. Even so, interviewing techniques should be improved in
future studies, e.g. by specifically activating memories on training experiences and more
in depth interview questions when designing the interview guideline.

We conducted most interviews by telephone and only some face-to-face. Although
Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) found no significant difference between the two interview
modes, there could still have been effects on interviewer-interviewee interaction,
communication patterns or interview length (Irvine et al. 2013). Despite these limita-
tions, the interview material was extensive and provided a comprehensive foundation
for analysis, as observed in the results of our study.

Conclusion and Outlook

To summarize, we can conclude that the concept of teaching approaches is applicable in
the context of professional training. However, it should be modified by adding the
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aspect of transfer to the model. Additionally, possible context-specific differences in
some of the category and subcategory descriptions should be considered. The detailed
portrayals of the categories extend beyond the existing descriptions and definitions of
approaches to teaching and thus provide a deeper understanding of transmissive and
constructivist approaches to teaching. Our sample focuses on trainings within the field
of professional training. Although we presume that our results and implications could
be transferred to other sectors of adult education, such as trainings that are not job
related, this hypothesis should be investigated in additional studies.

To understand the role of different approaches to teaching in professional training,
studies should examine which kinds of intentions and strategies promote the best
learning and transfer outcome. However, to study approaches to teaching in profes-
sional training, a valid and reliable measurement scale is needed. The most commonly
used instrument to measure approaches is the ATI (Trigwell and Prosser 2004). The
instrument was designed within the higher education context, with items referring to
the specifics of this context, e.g., “In this subject, I only provide the students with the
information they will need to pass the formal assessments”. Hence, it cannot necessar-
ily be transferred one-to-one to the context of professional training. To study ap-
proaches to teaching in professional training, a new measurement scale would need
to be developed. The results of our analysis will provide a foundation for the
operationalization of approaches to teaching in professional training and for the
development of such a measurement scale.
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