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About the research
Embedding learning from formal training into sustained behavioural 
change in the workplace

Cheryle Barker, Bendigo Regional Institute of TAFE

Building the research capacity of the vocational education and training (VET) sector is a key concern 

for the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER). To assist with this objective, 

NCVER supports a community of practice scholarship program, whereby VET practitioners without 

research experience are given the opportunity to undertake their own research to address a 

workplace problem. Scholarship recipients are supported by a mentor, and NCVER publishes their 

research results.

Cheryle Barker participated in the 2009 community of practice program. Cheryle is an Education 

Research Officer at Bendigo Regional Institute of TAFE. With a focus on the health industry, Cheryle’s 

research explores which workplace practices help individuals to embed learning from training 

programs into their work practice.

Through a literature review and interviews with industry and trainers, the study identified a range 

of potential strategies to assist learners to integrate learning into the workplace. A pilot training 

program was conducted to test the effectiveness of these strategies. Learners’ pre-training 

benchmarks were established and feedback was sought immediately after the conclusion of training 

and again two months later. 

Key messages
•	 The delivery model, including the use of practical and interactive workshops, maximised students’ 

capacity to transfer their learning into their workplace.

•	 Transference could be enhanced by focusing attention on self-directed learning for students and 

ensuring that adequate support was provided to their trainers and workplace supervisors/coaches 

to carry out their roles in supporting sustained behavioural change.

•	 A clear understanding of the purpose, outcomes and model of delivery was vital for students. 

Understanding the purpose of the training program prior to beginning influenced learner 

motivation to participate and their openness to the learning experience.

•	 Coaching and mentoring have been strongly promoted as useful adjuncts to training but this 

research shows more work is needed to get people to engage in these activities.

 
 
Tom Karmel 
 
 
Managing Director
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Introduction
The health workforce currently receives significant scrutiny from governments, the media, health 

services and the general community about its size, distribution and effectiveness. In particular there 

has been a focus on skill shortages such as those reported by the Productivity Commission (2005), 

which also found that demand for health services will increase with an aging population and growing 

community expectations, while the available labour pool will shrink.

The industry is actively working through workforce development issues related to meeting increasing 

service provision demand within the context of an aging workforce, low uptake of health careers 

by young people and skill shortages. Plans to address these concerns include responding to the 

ever-changing training needs of staff as a consequence of new service delivery approaches, the 

realignment of health care roles and the development of new roles. Significant funds have been spent 

on the training and retraining of staff. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the industry is beginning to 

question the value of current delivery models and their effectiveness in meeting future workforce 

requirements, given the difficulty some training participants have in integrating learning from formal 

training into their current workplace and day-to-day practice. Consequently, further investigation 

is warranted to identify learning practices that assist the integration of formal learning into work 

practice. 

This paper is concerned with investigating learning approaches that embed learning from training 

programs into workplace practice for individuals in the health industry. The project aimed to identify:

•	 learning practices that maximise the transfer of learning from formal training to work practice

•	 factors that inhibit the transfer of learning from formal training to work practice.

A pilot training program was initiated in collaboration with a local health organisation. What this 

research was really interested in was examining how learning was transferred from this program 

into the workplace. The purpose of the program was to deliver innovative training for ‘planned 

activity groups’. Planned activity groups aim to provide the social, intellectual, physical and 

emotional stimulation which helps maintain living and social skills for older people who are physically 

independent, people with moderate to severe dementia, frail older people and people with disabilities. 

Planned activity groups focus on providing healthy living programs to maintain healthy lifestyles, while 

facilitating social support and interaction. These activities provide an opportunity for support and 

social interaction and are usually run by local government or non-profit community-based organisations.

The training program used a model of delivery based on an acknowledgment that participants should 

be provided with the opportunity to develop new skills and knowledge (learning) and be supported to 

embed and sustain this learning in their current workplace (behavioural change).

The expected outcomes of the pilot were:

•	 the achievement by the learner group of three nationally accredited units of competency, covering 

programming and group facilitation skills and knowledge

•	 the development, implementation and evaluation of an innovative project conducted by 

participants.

The research project focused on evaluating the pilot program in relation to its effectiveness in 

supporting the integration of learning into workplace practice.



8 	 Embedding learning from formal training into sustained behavioural change in the workplace

The research project
The first phase of the project was to identify a range of potential strategies for assisting learners to 

integrate learning into their day-to-day practice. This was achieved by both undertaking a literature 

review and discussions with industry and trainers. The effectiveness of these strategies was evaluated 

by establishing pre-training benchmarks and seeking feedback from learners immediately after the 

conclusion of the pilot training program and again two months later. The methodology adopted for the 

pilot program is described in the next chapter.

Relevant literature

Linking workplace pedagogy and formal training

Although it is relatively old, a significant amount of research has been undertaken to determine 

how learning takes place in the workplace. Workplace learning can be defined as learning usually 

undertaken on the job, including on-the-job training under ‘normal’ operational conditions and on-site 

training, which is conducted away from the work process, for example, in a training room (Australian 

National Training Authority 2003). Research focusing on workplace learning tends to highlight the 

type of workplace learning and the organisational factors conducive to workplace learning and not 

necessarily the teaching methods that support integration of formal learning into workplace practice. 

Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) identify the following components essential to the design of a 

learning program aimed at supporting the integration of learning into day-to-day work practice. 

•	 Authenticity: knowledge and learning are a product of the situation and activity within which it is 

produced. Learning needs to be embedded in everyday activities or set in the real world (rather 

than being independent of the situations in which learning will be used).

•	 Spiral process: learning is a progressive process involving multiple practices, reflection and 

feedback. 

•	 Articulation: learning involves conscious articulation of knowledge and learning.

•	 Social interaction: learning occurs through social interaction and collaboration. This includes 

modelling, coaching and support from others, as well as comparing performance with others. 

Further insight into the rationale and benefits associated with authentic activities is provided by 

Billett (1993, 1998). Billett suggests that an understanding of workplace learning can be enhanced 

by considering the sociocultural constructivist literature. A sociocultural perspective emphasises 

the influence of social and cultural factors on an individual’s construction of knowledge, in that 

knowledge is developed and influenced by interaction and relationships with other individuals in the 

workplace and the social/cultural practices within each. One of the key premises of this perspective 

is that the construction of knowledge in the workplace will be influenced by the specific workplace. 

Billet suggests that a precondition for learning is access by learners to authentic activity, defined 

as that based in the settings in which that knowledge and learning will be applied, that is, specific 

workplaces. For example, consider a student learning how to undertake intravenous therapy. An 

authentic activity would be where the learner observes and/or practises intravenous therapy within 

a health service with ‘real’ patients. In these circumstances the learner is guided by an expert 

and exposed to both the professional and organisational values associated with the learning task. 
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Non-authentic activities, such as classroom-based activities or simulated work environments, are 

suggested to be limited because of the different sociocultural factors that influence the development 

of knowledge. Even in a simulated work environment based in an educational setting, the goals may 

be sufficiently different to undermine the embedding or transference of learning into work practice. 

In an educational setting the goals may ultimately focus on passing assessments or demonstrating 

competency against learning elements in nationally accredited units of competency. 

On the other side of the ledger, the limitations of learning based on authentic activities are:

•	 the ability of the learner to develop conceptual understanding about their work practice

•	 the necessary learning resources not always being available in work situations.

The development of conceptual understanding is necessary for applying learning into new situations. 

Furthermore, knowledge developed in, or appropriate to, one setting or workplace may not be 

transferrable to other settings. This can also be a limitation in any learning program that involves 

the development of knowledge in only one context (such as the classroom). Other concerns relate 

to limited access in the workplace to authentic activities that take the learner from routine to more 

complex tasks, the reluctance of experts to give or share knowledge and limited access to expertise, 

and guidance being based on a process, whereby one person is describing rather than modelling or 

supporting the deliberate development of knowledge.

Billet (1993) suggests that guided learning by experts or mentors promotes conceptual knowledge 

development through reflection and dialogue, which makes the reasons for actions explicit. In 

addition to guided learning, practical experiences, relevance to work activities and ‘hands-on’ 

experience were key determinants in the acquisition and application of skills.

Billett (1993) also notes that this type of learning places greater responsibility on the learner to 

demonstrate initiative, seek feedback and regulate their own behaviour or knowledge development. 

Self-motivation is a key part of ensuring that learners demonstrate self-initiative, particularly in 

higher-order activity or more complex tasks.

Self-direction in learning is defined by Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) as the process by which a 

learner assumes primary responsibility for planning, implementing and evaluating the learning 

process. In this scenario the trainer or teacher plays a facilitator role. Brockett and Hiemstra also 

suggest that the second key component of this process is the learner’s preference or willingness to 

assume responsibility for learning. Learners, they argue, possess different degrees of preparedness 

to accept responsibility for their own learning. Brockett and Hiemstra’s (1991) Personal Responsibility 

Orientation Model also suggests that the optimal conditions for learning result from congruence 

between the learner’s level of self-direction and the requirements of the external learning process. 

For example, if a learner is predisposed towards a high level of self-directedness and the learning 

process actively facilitates self-direction, then there is a greater likelihood that learning will take 

place. Similarly, if a learner is predisposed to a low level of self-directedness, then success is more 

likely if the trainer assumes a more directive role. This model supports both greater attention to 

supporting learners to be self-directed and to setting up a learning situation that is congruent with 

both types of learner expectations. Consideration may need to be given to learning processes that 

support learners to be self-directed and demonstrate initiative, as well as those that embed learning 

from formal training programs into day-to-day work practice.

Billett (2000) proposes a model of workplace learning in which two of the key features are the 

ability to access more complex tasks and support and guidance from experts and other workers 



10 	 Embedding learning from formal training into sustained behavioural change in the workplace

in the workplace itself. One of the concerns with workplace learning is the unintended learning 

that can sometimes occur in the workplace because of the workplace culture and organisational 

factors. This may result in learning that does not necessarily encompass best practice. However, 

it is suggested that the quality of the knowledge gained is influenced by the quality of guidance 

received. The guidance offered needs to encourage the learner to explore options, to question and 

to build scenarios — as opposed to merely taking direction. This type of guidance is considered to 

overcome some of the shortcomings of workplace learning and assist in both reinforcing existing 

knowledge and constructing the new knowledge required in solving problems. The incorporation of 

this type of guidance and reflective practice is believed to also assist in transferring knowledge to 

new situations.

Ultimately Billett (2000) is arguing that individuals need access to work activities that display 

increasing levels of complexity and accountability, with guidance from experienced workers in the 

form of coaching and modelling and including assistance that focuses on transferring knowledge to 

new situations through reflective practice.

In the context of mentoring, Billett (1999) also suggests that providing an opportunity for the 

learner to appoint the mentor or person who will guide them will also have a positive influence on 

their learning, as the ability to influence the choice of mentor directly impacts upon the learner’s 

perception of the credibility of the expert.

Similar approaches to workplace learning are supported by the work of Fuller and Unwin (2003). These 

include involving the participant in a range of activities outside their normal work practices, such as 

secondment to other workplaces, with the learner being exposed to new challenges and perspectives. 

Secondly, they support the need to provide opportunities to reflect on practice. This can include one-

to-one approaches and/or multiple communities of practice. 

Although there are a range of significant differences between countries, such as culture, organisational 

structures, job roles and levels of education, there still appear to be some commonalities on what 

promotes learning and behaviour change in the workplace. A Norwegian study (Skule & Reichborn 2002) 

investigated the conditions characteristic of learning-conducive workplaces. The authors identify seven 

different factors that promote learning through work:

•	 high degree of exposure to demands from customers, management, colleagues and owners

•	 high degree of exposure to changes in technology, organisation and work methods

•	 managerial responsibility

•	 a significant amount of external professional contact

•	 good opportunities for feedback from work

•	 support and encouragement for learning from management

•	 high probability that skills are rewarded through interesting tasks, better career possibilities or 

better pay (Skule & Reichborn 2002, p.10).

These factors also have the potential to inform strategies that may be useful in a learning program 

that supports the integration and sustainability of learning from formal training into day-to-day work 

practices.
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Chappell and Hawke (2008) undertook a literature review designed to assist the VET system to 

understand how learning in the workplace can be encouraged and supported. 

One of the more important challenges in this area is for organisations to understand the significant 

conceptual gap that separates learning that takes place in the classroom/training room contexts and 

learning that occurs at work. 	 (Chappell & Hawke 2008, p.4) 

From the review four key factors were identified as influencing organisations’ learning environments, 

including:

•	 job structure (amount of change staff are exposed to and feedback received)

•	 work process (understanding an organisation’s strategic direction and exposure to different 

sections of the business) 

•	 social interaction (exposure to different work groups both within and outside the organisation)

•	 managerial (support and feedback from management, rewards). 

Effective teaching practice

A significant amount of research has also been undertaken in an attempt to define ‘effective’ teaching 

practice. In general, studies support a shift in teaching practice, whereby ‘good teaching is now 

understood to involve a process of facilitating learning rather than being the simple transmission 

of knowledge from teacher to learner’ (Smith & Blake 2005, p.2). The roles that teachers take to 

facilitate learning include:

•	 placing a strong emphasis on the workplace to provide a meaningful context for learning where 

problems are framed by the context of the workplace

•	 encouraging ‘hands-on’ and interactive approaches to learning activities to allow learners to apply 

and interact equally with the thinking and performing aspects of learning

•	 establishing learning outcomes that are clear in their intent to achieve ‘work-readiness’ for 

learners

•	 giving learners the opportunity to collaborate and negotiate in determining their learning and 

assessment processes

•	 understanding learners as ‘co-producers’ of new knowledge and skills

•	 recognising that the prior learning and life experiences of learners are valuable foundations for 

constructing new knowledge and skill sets (although they can also impose limitations)

•	 using flexible teaching approaches that address the different learning styles of students

•	 valuing the social interactions involved with learning in groups (Smith & Blake 2005, p.3).

Many of the characteristics of facilitative teaching may assist in the integration of learning into 

learners’ daily work practice, such as examining real issues that arise in the work contexts of training 

participants and encouraging self-reflection of current practice.

Summary

The focus of this research was on investigating different learning strategies for formal training that 

facilitate the integration of learning into the current workplaces of participants. In summary, a review 

of related research identified the key learning strategies that maximise the transference of knowledge 

and skills from the formal training to a work context. These include:
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•	 engagement in authentic activities

•	 guided learning by experts (such as mentors, workplace coaches), particularly in terms of providing 

feedback on performance

•	 strategies that support self-initiation, conscious thinking and reflection on practice by learners 

(rather than being told what to do, the learner is asked what they think and is guided by the 

expert; the guidance provided makes explicit the learning process and why things are done in a 

certain way)

•	 movement from simple to more complex tasks

•	 support and encouragement from management (including access to opportunities for learning).

Measuring behaviour change in the workplace

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2007) suggest four levels of evaluation as critical to determining the 

effectiveness of training programs. The four levels of the evaluation model essentially measure:

•	 reaction of student: what they thought and felt about the training 

•	 learning: the resulting increase in knowledge, skills or learning 

•	 behaviour: the extent of behaviour change/improvement and application of learning to practice

•	 results: the effects on the business or environment resulting from the trainee’s performance. 

It is the third level that appears relevant to the research topic — measuring the extent of applied 

learning. In this instance the data being sought will focus not only on whether applied learning on the 

job has occurred, but also on the factors or learning strategies that were viewed by the learners to 

assist this process. The third level of evaluation requires obtaining feedback from participants both 

immediately and between three and six months after the completion of formal training.

The key questions suggested by Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick for the third level — behavioural change 

evaluation — are:

•	 Did the participants put their learning into effect when back on the job? 

•	 Were the relevant skills and knowledge used? 

•	 Was there noticeable and measurable behaviour change in participants when back in their 

workplace? 

•	 Were the changes in behaviour and the new level of knowledge sustained? 

•	 Is the participant aware of their change in behaviour, knowledge, skill level? 

•	 Would the participant be able to transfer their learning to another person? 

•	 If behaviour change did occur, what factors in the learning strategy assisted?

•	 If the change did not occur, was it related to the delivery or workplace factors?

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2007) suggest that it is important to undertake first and second level 

evaluations to a build a clear ‘chain of evidence’. That is to say, it is important to clarify whether 

the learners were engaged in the training program and if they developed the relevant skills and 

knowledge prior to assessing whether an increase in capability was followed by behaviour change in 

the workplace.
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Methodology

Delivery model  

The approach adopted in the pilot training model was informed by the literature review and 

consultations with local industry.

The core aim of the pilot training model was for participants to learn about developing innovative 

activities by undertaking a project themselves. Basically a learning-from-action approach, the heart 

of the training program was the participants’ project activity, as opposed to the final product. 

The assumption underlying this learning program was that individuals continually learn from their 

experiences through reflection on their actions, which themselves have been informed by theory and 

prior learning. Consequently, it was important that numerous opportunities were provided in the pilot 

program that enabled participants to reflect on their practice. Processes that encourage reflection, 

for example, support from a mentor, are also key components of an approach that supports the 

integration of learning into work practice.

New skills and knowledge were introduced via workshops and self-paced workbooks. Participants 

attended four workshops led by two facilitators, with a view to embedding person-centred practices. 

The workshops were held three to four weeks apart to provide an opportunity to implement learning. 

Self-paced workbooks were provided to support learning, as was industry material designed to provide 

resources already familiar to training participants.

A range of strategies was utilised to support the process of embedding learning and sustaining 

participant behaviour change in their current workplace. These included the requirement for 

participants to develop, implement and evaluate an innovative activity/program. In addition, the 

participant’s line manager or another appropriate staff member would act as a workplace coach, 

who would support and encourage the participant in their project. It was envisaged they would also, 

in collaboration with the participant, provide progress reports to the training provider. The training 

provider was responsible for providing support to workplace coaches to ensure clarification of their 

role, tips for assisting learners to integrate learning into practice and strategies for supporting 

change in work practice. Key to the success of the model was the support and commitment of 

employers, since the central component of the training program involved participants developing and 

implementing a new activity in the workplace and being linked to an appropriate staff member.

Another key strategy for embedding learning in workplace practice was the role of the facilitator as 

a mentor. Given that each participant may have different needs, the mentoring role would include 

being a teacher, guide, motivator, coach, advisor, sponsor, role model, referral agent and door opener. 

The mentoring relationship may have included:

•	 planning activity: guidance, goal setting

•	 supporting reflection about project experiences: sounding board

•	 reviewing project progress: critical friend

•	 offering alternative solutions to issues encountered: options for problem-solving

•	 responding to questions about project activity: knowledge development

•	 offering advice on key resources: expand network and open doors.
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Participants were also required to keep a self-reflective journal, which it was expected would be 

encouraged and supported by supervisors and management. The journal entries provided participants 

with the opportunity to reflect on and improve their current work practices.

Critical reflection would focus on what had been learned from implementing a project and offer the 

opportunity to reflect upon the changes participants would continue to make in the workplace in 

relation to:

•	 group facilitation

•	 person-centred approaches

•	 innovative ideas for programs based on health promotion philosophy

•	 individual outcomes.

A buddy system was also to be established between learners to encourage further collaboration, 

cross-fertilisation of ideas and team learning. Contact between learners and each of their supports 

(workplace coaches, buddies and facilitators) was expected to occur at least once between 

workshops.

Nineteen planned activity group staff participated in the pilot training program. The training program 

was mapped to the following national accredited units from the Community Services Training Package 

(CHC08):

•	 CHCGROUP403D: Plan and conduct group activities

•	 CHCICS405C: Facilitate groups for individual outcomes

•	 CHCRH402A: Undertake leisure and health programming.

The group consisted of 17 females and two males between the ages of 20 and 61 years. The length 

of employment with their current employer was greatly varied. Six participants had been working in 

their current occupation for less than 12 months, seven between one and ten years and five staff for 

ten years or more. The remaining participant worked in the home and in the community services area 

but was interested in, and being encouraged by their manager, to consider employment in the near 

future in planned activity groups.

Pre- and immediate post-training self-assessments were undertaken by training participants, with 

all participants completing the pre-training self-assessment ratings. Thirteen participants completed 

the post-training self-assessments conducted immediately after the conclusion of training. The self-

assessment process involved participants rating their performance against key learning areas on a 

scale of one to ten, where one equals low levels of performance and ten equals outstanding levels of 

performance. The following are the nine key learning areas, based on learning outcomes in the three 

nationally accredited units of competency:

1.	 Identify leisure and health needs of clients/groups

2.	 Facilitate a group planning process

3.	 Prepare an activity/program plan

4.	 Resource issues for activity/programs

5.	 Deliver activity/program

6.	 Facilitate and manage group process
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7.	 Manage conflict within groups

8.	 Evaluate activity/program

9.	 Involve clients in the planning, implementation and evaluation of activity/program.

Self-assessment ratings were also conducted two months after the formal training program had been 

completed against the same nine key learning areas. In addition to the subsequent self-assessment 

rating, training participants were interviewed face to face for feedback on the different components 

of the training program, at a time and location of their choice. This feedback was used to provide 

evidence of the effectiveness of the different strategies for assisting the integration of learning 

into the participants’ workplace. Thirteen participants participated in the follow-up interviews 

and a transcript of the interview was returned to participants for validation. Four of the training 

participants chose not to participate in the interviews and two were on leave at the time interviews 

were conducted. As the post-training ratings collected immediately upon the completion of training 

were returned anonymously, the 13 remaining training participants who agreed to being interviewed 

may or may not have completed the previous ratings. 

Ethical considerations

It was important to note the reluctance of some training participants to admit that they had not 

implemented the learning from training programs. This may be due to their not wanting to ‘look 

bad’ or to suggest that their employer’s investment in their training was not of significant value. To 

counteract this factor, it was important to stress to participants that the evaluation was measuring 

the effectiveness of the program and not their individual performance. Ensuring and reassuring the 

participants in the interviews that their responses would remain anonymous was also critical.

As such the researcher attended the first workshop to both introduce herself and reinforce the 

purpose of the evaluation project. Participants were provided with relevant written information, 

including the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of the study and how anonymity would be 

maintained.1 They were also informed that they could withdraw from the research process at any 

time. This decision would remain confidential to the interviewer. 

The researcher also attended the final workshop to reintroduce the purpose of the evaluation and 

the post-training evaluation interviews. Prior to the post-training interview, participants were 

again provided with written details of the purpose of the evaluation and the voluntary nature of 

participation, and anonymity was again confirmed. In the follow-up interview the researcher left the 

interview room while the participant completed the self-assessment rating form. 

The employers of learning participants were also contacted and asked to provide permission for staff 

to participate in post-training interviews. 

1	 Anonymity was reinforced by informing participants that, apart from the researcher, no other individual, including 
their employer, would be informed of who did or did not participate in the research interviews or have access to their 
individual information.
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Findings

Motivational factors for engaging in the learning process

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2006) suggest that one of the conditions necessary for behavioural change 

is a motivation to change. Learning participants stated that their main motivation for attending 

training was because their supervisor or manager encouraged them to do so (nine out of the 13 

interviewees). The second most significant reason offered was to improve work performance by being 

exposed to different planned activity group activities and being able to network with other planned 

activity group workers. Four interviewees were new to the role and thought it would be beneficial to 

learn more about the types of activities delivered in other planned activity groups. Although a few 

interviewees were reluctant at first, comments like ‘Always keen to be involved in further training’, 

‘Enriches what we do with our clients’ and ‘Great networking opportunities’ highlight the positive 

attitude that a vast majority approached the training with. 

Learning

According to the Kirkpatrick evaluation model, learning needs to occur before behavioural change is 

likely (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick 2006). Learning is assessed by measuring skills and knowledge levels 

prior to and immediately after the completion of training. Figure 1 provides an indication from a 

participant’s perspective of the increase in knowledge and skills or learning as a result of participating 

in the pilot training program. 

Figure 1	 Training participants’ pre- and immediately post-formal training self-rating against nine key 	
learning outcomes  

The data indicate that training participants assessed their level of skills as between the sixth and 

seventh categories (just above average) prior to participating in the training program. Based on 

training participants’ self-assessment, learning was achieved against all of the nine key learning 

areas. The learning area with only minimal change was the ability to manage conflict within 
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groups. Furthermore, 18 of the 19 learners were assessed as competent against the three nationally 

recognised units of competency that training was mapped to.

In addition to the acquisition of knowledge and skills, learning includes the confidence and 

commitment or willingness to apply the new skills and knowledge in the workplace.

Figure 2	 Interviewees’ rating of the impact of participating in the training program and their 		
confidence to apply new skills in the workplace 

Ten of the 13 respondents indicated a positive change in their level of confidence to apply new skills 

in their workplace. Two interviewees stated that their no change rating was based on having recently 

completed accredited training or an accreditation/compliance audit, which meant their confidence 

and skill levels had already improved and had resulted in change in their behaviour in the workplace. 

Another interviewee who stated there was no change was a team leader who suggested she had the 

skills and knowledge prior to undertaking this training and therefore her behaviour had not changed. 

However, she had observed an increase in the confidence levels of the staff she supervised who had 

attended the training.

Data indicate that training participants were eager to implement some change within the workplace 

upon completing the formal training. This is an important consideration in measuring the impact of 

personal motivation and preparedness to integrate learning into day-to-day practice.

Behavioural change and the impact of training

The data suggest that the impact of the training program on interviewees’ performance in the 

workplace was less by comparison with the increase in their confidence to apply new skills and 

knowledge. Again, similar comments were made by those staff who recorded a rating of no change as 

for figure 2 data. Another interviewee stated there was currently no change as the current planned 

activity group program had already been determined. They did envisage significant change in how 

activities were planned in the future, in terms of greater consultation and planning with clients.
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Figure 3	 Interviewees’ rating of how eager they were to change their behaviour on the job once 		
	 training had completed 

	  

For these data there was only one participant who did not respond.

Figure 4	 Interviewees’ rating of the impact of participating in the training program and their overall 
performance in the workplace in relation to planning, implementing and evaluating group 
activities 

b
b

For these data there was only one participant who did not respond.

Figure 5 provides, from a training participant’s perspective, a measure of the transfer of knowledge 

and skills to the training participant’s job. 

According to the training participants, behavioural change in the workplace was achieved in all nine 

key skill and knowledge areas. The most significant change occurred in the ability to involve clients 

in the planning, implementation and evaluation of activity/program (key learning area 9), followed 

by the ability to facilitate a group planning process (key learning area 6) and the ability to evaluate 

activity/program (key learning area 8).
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Figure 5	 Training participants’ pre- and post-formal training self-rating against nine key learning 
outcomes 

Examples of integrating learning into practice

A vast majority of the examples of integrating learning into practice provided by learners related to 

involving clients in the planning of activities and promoting more choice and independence for clients. 

In addition, six of the examples provided were the new activities staff were required to implement as 

part of the assessment task/project. 

Two interviewees expressed some difficulty in integrating learning into work practice because of 

timing or because of not currently working in a planned activity group program, while a third stated 

that the: ‘PAG has been running for a long time and they [the clients] are all happy with what they 

are doing so why change it’.

Areas not implemented in current workplace

Ten of the interviewees stated that they could not think of any examples of areas of learning they 

were not implementing in the workplace. Comments from the remaining three participants indicated 

that the reasons for not implementing new ideas or learning from the training program were generally 

related to limited resources, workloads and different agency policies and procedures, particularly in 

relation to client care plans, which acted as a barrier to initiating change.

Two interviewees stated that this question was not applicable to them, either because they did 

not currently work in a planned activity group or they were a team leader who had recently been 

employed to instigate change prior to participating in the training program.

The vast majority of participants (ten of the 11) who responded expected to do ‘things’ differently 

in the future. This is an important consideration in assessing personal motivational factors supporting 

sustained behavioural change. Comments from participants including ‘Now will try new and bolder 

activities and try to think outside the box’, ‘Always have to improve’ and ‘I think things have to 

change’ highlight the general theme of wanting to continue to perform differently.

One interviewee from a rural planned activity group stated that access to opportunities and budget 

limitations impacted upon their ability to apply learning. Another interviewee stated that there would 
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be no change because they believed the clients were ‘happy’ with how the program was currently 

running.

Figure 6	 Interviewees’ expectations of doing things differently in the future 

Feedback on what factors contributed to embedding learning in the 
workplace

As previously explained, one condition for behaviour change is a desire to change. The second 

condition is that the person needs to know what to do and how to do it (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick 

2006). The training program can influence this by creating a positive and well-constructed learning 

environment.

Content and facilitation

One of the most significant themes emerging from participant feedback was related to the 

opportunity to exchange ideas, share resources and network (nine of 13 interviewees commented on 

the value of this process). One interviewee stated that the sharing of ideas and hearing about other 

workers’ approaches had motivated them to try different ways of working in their own workplace. The 

following comment by one participant highlights the thoughts of a majority of interviewees:

The larger groups have many varied resources — close to different activities and venues. Then I realised 

the wonderful resources that we have at ... [their PAG] ... Our own transport and facility; great 

volunteers; terrific clients ... I have learnt that we must make the most of the resources we have, to 

ensure the wellbeing of everyone who comes to PAG, whether client, volunteer or staff member by 

talking with, listening to and getting to know each other. Ultimately whether your PAG is large or small 

we are all wanting the same safe, happy, active environment for our members, volunteers and staff.

The value of sharing ideas and resources was further supported by the feedback on the requirement in 

the last workshop for participants to present the projects they had implemented in their workplace. The 

focus on providing positive feedback to each other and suggesting improvements or different ways of 

doing things enhanced participant learning, generated further ‘possibilities’ for new approaches in their 

own planned activity groups and further contributed to embedding learning in workplace practice. 
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Another significant theme (highlighted by six of 13 interviewees) was the influence of the first 

workshop, in terms of learning and behavioural change. During this session a simulated work 

environment was set up. Training participants became the planned activity group clients, with 

trainers playing the role of PAG staff. In this scenario the staff did everything for the clients, such 

as making decisions about what activities the clients wanted to engage in and even making morning 

tea for them. This session simulated a common approach in planned activity groups, one which 

promotes dependence in clients. A second simulated work environment was set up in a later session; 

in this session clients were offered a range of choices and were actively involved in making decisions 

about activities. They were also encouraged to take responsibility for themselves (even to the 

extent of making their own morning tea). The second session highlighted a culture of promoting the 

independence and involvement of clients, which, it was believed, would result in a more positive and 

healthy approach to their lifestyles. Many interviewees stated that immediately after the first training 

session they had sought to change their practice in the workplace to reflect this more strength-

focused and empowering philosophy. Only one participant stated that the first workshop was a ‘total 

waste of time’ and they did not learn anything from attending the session. The following comment by 

one interviewee highlights the feedback from a majority of interviewees:

	 That’s what stuck with me all the way through, the involvement and keeping clients informed.

Confusion and a lack of understanding about the aim of the overall training program was also a 

significant theme and commented on by seven participants. The following two comments, ‘I didn’t 

know what we were in for’ and ‘Flying by the seat of your pants’, highlight the general theme that 

many of the interviewees were provided with limited information about the nature and content of the 

program and felt confused or lost. 

Participants stated this was a barrier to learning and applying new knowledge and skills to their current 

work practice. The confusion for some resulted in negative feelings and a lack of confidence about 

what was expected of them. Some participants stated that it was not until the final workshop that they 

felt they fully understood the overall purpose of the training. Other interviewees who missed a session 

stated it was hard to catch up because people were unsure about what was going on or how each 

workshop fitted into the overall program. There was a strong message that ‘setting the scene’ earlier 

in the program would have established a more positive and less confusing learning environment. This 

would have supported an understanding of what each workshop was building towards. 

This lack of understanding about the overall purpose and nature of the training program appeared also 

to have had an impact upon the participants’ understanding of the requirements of certain activities 

(and in particular what was expected in relation to the assessment task or implementing activities in 

the workplace). Many participants stated that more detailed explanation of the specific activities they 

were required to undertake, or the distribution of participant workbooks at the start as opposed to 

the end of the training program, would have assisted in their learning (particularly those who had not 

attended training in recent years). 

Workplace coach

Because of the difficulties in accessing appropriate workplace coaches (in-house), external workplace 

coaches were arranged. In some instances, the workplace supervisor was not appropriate as they had 

limited experience in planned activity group programs. In other instances workloads and leave being 

taken during the implementation of the training program resulted in a lack of access to in-house 

workplace coaches. Coaches from a similar planned activity group program were linked to students 

wherever possible (such as rural with rural). Learning participants were provided with the contact 
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details for their coach and asked to make the initial contact to discuss suitable times and methods 

of communication. The induction of coaches by the training provider was via a brief verbal and email 

explanation. Phone or email contact was suggested as the type of contact that might suit the different 

parties. Students were responsible for negotiating how often contact would be made.

The majority of learning participants did not contact the allocated workplace coach (11 of the 

13 respondents). However, a majority perceived the idea as potentially valuable, particularly for 

support and in being able to tap into someone else’s ideas, knowledge and experience. The two 

most significant barriers cited were a lack of understanding about the purpose of the coach and the 

practical issues in contacting them. Practical issues related to both workload issues for learners and 

difficulty in contacting the workplace coach due to their availability. One interviewee stated that 

she did not contact her workplace coach because ‘sometimes I do not feel comfortable ringing up a 

stranger’. Another interviewee stated that when they contacted the coach, the coach asked them, 

‘can you tell me what you are ringing about?’ For another learner there was a potential conflict of 

interest, given the pre-existing working relationship with the allocated coach. This was viewed as a 

potential barrier to establishing an open, honest and productive coaching relationship. 

Interviewees nevertheless acknowledged the value of this strategy for both supporting learning 

and implementing workplace projects/activities. The following suggestions for improving the 

implementation of the workplace coach approach were provided by participants:

•	 greater clarity in relation to the purpose of the workplace coaching learning strategy

•	 more structure to support conversations and reflection on practice

•	 the opportunity for learning participants to be involved in the selection of coaches, including 

ensuring their appropriateness

•	 the opportunity for training participants to be introduced to the coach rather than having to ring 

up ‘cold’.

Facilitator mentoring

The contact by trainers between workshops was variable, ranging from no contact, one or two 

contacts and regular contact. It was acknowledged that there were some practical difficulties 

associated with facilitators being able to contact training participants, given the nature of the 

planned activity group programs and staff availability. A recurring negative theme related to being 

contacted by trainers during the evening. This was viewed as inappropriate and an intrusion in 

training participants’ personal lives, as highlighted by the following comment: ‘I just wanted to get 

off the phone as I was tired ... had already had a busy day ... just dishing up dinner’.

Some participants stated they were only contacted briefly to check how they were going. For 

others who were contacted more regularly, there was much more positive feedback about the 

value of facilitator mentoring. Generally the usefulness of mentoring was related to the mentor 

clarifying any difficulties the participant was having, being supported and encouraged to keep on 

track. In particular, feedback indicated that the mentoring by facilitators encouraged or motivated 

participants to apply their learning in the workplace, as they were asked to reflect on their progress 

and learning in relation to implementing a new activity at work. One learner indicated that they 

felt it was positive to touch base in between workshops, as they often left the workshops feeling 

passionate, but this would begin to drop off. Contact with the trainers assisted in maintaining the 

momentum. 
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Feedback from participants who were either not contacted or who only had brief contact further 

confirmed the value of facilitator mentoring in supporting learning and the integration of learning 

into work practice. Respondents suggested it would have been useful as they needed more support, 

particularly in terms of clarifying what was required for the assessment task (which was planning, 

implementing and evaluating a new activity at work). It might also have assisted them to be better 

prepared for each workshop and encouraged them to think about the content or learning in between 

workshops. 

Buddy system

The buddy system was proposed as a strategy for supporting the integration of learning into day-

to-day work practice by exposing individuals to others outside their organisation. Ten of the 13 

respondents stated that they did not make contact with their ‘buddy’ outside the workshop. Three of 

this cohort stated they were not aware of the buddy system or having been allocated a ‘buddy’. The 

two most significant reasons for not contacting a buddy were a lack of clarity of the purpose and work 

demands. As one participant stated: ‘I never contacted the other [buddy] because we didn’t know 

what direction we were heading in’.

For the three participants who did contact their buddy, there was a positive impact upon their 

learning. This process was viewed as having provided an opportunity to find out more about the 

different roles of planned activity group staff and share ideas. 

Project/assessment

All training participants interviewed stated that the requirement to plan, implement and evaluate 

a new activity in their planned activity group had had a positive impact on embedding learning into 

their work practice, even though for many there was a lack of clarity about the specific requirements 

of the task. Several participants stated that it provided them with the opportunity and motivation 

to pilot an idea they had previously considered but not acted upon. Interviewees claimed that these 

activities were easy to implement as they were related to their core job responsibilities. However, it 

was also suggested that implementing a new project in the workplace also required people to ‘think 

outside the square’ and ‘made you think and reflect on what you were doing’. Participants suggested 

that greater clarity and more specific examples of assessment requirements would have assisted in 

their implementing a new project in their workplace. Many of the participants stated that the project 

they had planned, implemented and evaluated would also be used on an ongoing basis (supporting 

sustained behavioural change in the workplace).

Workplace factors

The third condition for behaviour change is that the person must work in the right climate (Kirkpatrick 

& Kirkpatrick 2006). This condition refers to the level of encouragement and support for change by 

the learner’s immediate supervisor and within the general workplace. All but one interviewee had 

the opportunity within their workplace to apply new skills and knowledge (via the implementation of 

a project) and the additional resources required to undertake the new project. The learner who did 

not work in a planned activity group was unable to implement an activity at the time of interview. For 

the majority of interviewees the nature of the project or new planned activity group activity meant 

resource requirements were within the normal budget limits. In two instances additional resources 

were necessary and supported by management.
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Nine of the 13 interviewees stated that both their immediate supervisors and management were 

supportive and encouraging in relation to implementing a new activity in their work group. As one 

interviewee stated, the support from their immediate supervisor, management and colleagues was 

very encouraging and ‘makes a huge difference’. The difference related to their motivation and 

ability to try new and different approaches in the workplace, based on promoting greater choice for 

the wellbeing of clients.

One respondent claimed that the lack of support from colleagues initially inhibited the 

implementation of learning in the workplace. ‘Some staff have the attitude of why change something 

if it works rather than doing it for better outcomes.’ The interviewee explained that their colleagues 

may not have fully understood what was required until the project was actually implemented. 

‘Changing their [staff] mindset was difficult ... It has taken a few months to gain support or for them 

to understand and apply the new way of doing things with confidence.’

Three interviewees stated there was no or minimal interaction with their supervisors or management 

in relation to the project. Management was not aware of their project nor did the training participant 

request any additional resources for implementing an activity. In two instances the project 

implemented was not a new activity but one that had previously been planned and thus did not result 

in significant change.

Overall, having the support and access to opportunities within the workplace to implement the 

project was important and assisted the application of new skills and knowledge. As one interviewee 

stated, the project had ‘given us a little push to do it’ and changes would continue to occur in the 

future. The following comment by another participant also highlights the increase in confidence and 

the desire expressed by many to continue to implement change in their workplace:

I seem to have a bit more confidence ... I seem to speak up for myself a bit more ... I would not have 

dreamt of doing anything like that in the past [ask for more resources and apply for additional funding] 

... We would never think of doing something out of the ordinary ... More confident with working with 

other workers and volunteers and talking to them about how they work with clients ... More confident 

about putting submissions together ... I really got a lot out of it and it was really worth going to.

Summary

The two most common suggestions from participants for facilitating and sustaining behavioural change 

in the workplace were:

•	 greater clarity about the overall training program, what was happening week by week and the 

assessment task/work project requirements

•	 provision of more detailed information about the purpose of the workplace coach strategy, to 

facilitate a greater confidence in learning participants for making contact with their coach, and 

the development of proformas to provide a structure to the focus of discussions between learners 

and workplace coaches.
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Conclusions
Findings from this study are congruent with the literature review. Feedback from learners support 

that the experience of undertaking a project, complemented by being exposed to theory, having an 

opportunity to receive feedback, and reflecting on the outcomes of the work are necessary conditions 

for learning and integrating that learning into work practice.

The comments and opinions of the interviewees support the following key findings:

•	 Learning occurred across all nine key learning outcomes.

•	 Integration of learning into behavioural change in the workplace occurred across all nine key 

learning outcomes.

•	 The most significant areas of learning and behavioural change related to promoting client choice, 

group facilitation and evaluation. 

•	 Feedback from a majority of interviewees suggested support for the model of delivery. However, 

the establishment of the workplace coach and buddy system appeared to have been presented as 

‘optional extras’ rather than core components of the training program.

Key features supporting sustained change workplace practice convert

Findings from this study validated the following key features of a good-practice approach to 

supporting sustained change in work practice:

Learning process

•	 Clarity of purpose

•	 Networking and sharing of ideas 

and knowledge

•	 Practical and interactive learning

Learning and  

practice outcomes

Training strategies for reflective 

practice

•	 Facilitators as mentors

•	 Workplace coaches

Workplace factors

•	 Access to support

•	 Access to resources and 

opportunity to implement project

Personal motivation

•	 Choice in a project

•	 Implementing workplace-based 

project
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Learning process

In terms of the learning process, the factors identified by learners as supporting their learning 

and the integration of their learning into work practice was the opportunity to network and share 

knowledge and ideas and the practical and interactive focus of learning. It is also clear that more 

information about the purpose, outcomes and model of delivery needed to be provided to participants 

at the outset of the training program. This is consistent with one of the principles of adult learning 

developed by Malcolm Knowles. He suggests that adults need to know why they should learn or how 

it will benefit them before investing time in a learning process or training program. The responsibility 

lies with the trainer to ensure that learners know the purpose of training as early as possible 

(Atherton 2009). Understanding the purpose of the training program will also impact upon a learner’s 

motivation to participate in and be open to the learning experience. 

Training strategies for reflective practice

Billett (2000) identified a range of strategies for supporting the integration of learning into work 

practice, including those that provide learners with guidance and promote reflective practice. 

These included linking workers to a workplace coach, mentor and/or other experienced colleagues. 

Workplace coaches and facilitators as mentors were supported by learners as valuable in assisting to 

embed learning into day-to-day practice. Feedback in relation to the usefulness of the buddy system 

was less conclusive.

Findings indicate that the workplace coach, facilitators as mentors and buddy system were not fully 

implemented by the training team or embraced by the learners. This leads us to consider what factors 

led to key components of the model being presented as optional as opposed to a core part of the 

delivery approach. The competing demands of training staff and workload issues and/or the lack of 

attention to the understanding and skill level of trainers required to deliver the training effectively 

may have been contributing factors. Smith, Wakefield and Robertson (2002) suggest there has been 

limited attention given to the skill levels required of training staff to support flexible workplace 

learning and behavioural change in the workplace. This may have been the case in this pilot, where 

support for the implementation of the model might have been greater had more attention been 

directed to supporting training staff to focus on self-directed learning, mentoring and coaching skills, 

and the other skills necessary for implementing flexible workplace delivery training programs. If 

this component of the model had been stronger, it is possible that the integration of learning into 

work practice would have been more robustly supported, ultimately providing a better return on 

investment. 

It is acknowledged that learners identified competing demands of workloads and the lack of clarity 

of purpose as impinging upon their ability to access workplace coaches as a key learning strategy. 

The effectiveness of workplace coaching would have been enhanced if training participants had been 

provided with clearer details of the purpose and the expected outcomes of the workplace coaching 

learning strategy. Workplace coaching also needs to be presented as a core part of the training 

program. More structure in the form of guidelines and proformas to assist the focus of discussions 

would also facilitate increased use of this learning strategy and promote greater reflection and 

integration of learning into practice. Proformas should include a list of questions that focus on the 

topics covered in each of the workshops and key areas of critical reflection.

In addition to the external factors identified above, the difficulties or reluctance of some learners to 

access the range of strategies that supported reflective practice may be attributed to their reluctance 
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to be self-directed in the learning process. This is particularly relevant in relation to workplace coach 

support, where the learner was required to initiate and manage the contact. Greater attention may 

have been necessary to assist learners (particularly in the earlier stages of the training program) to 

develop their ability and motivation to be self-directed and to develop instructional processes that 

were more congruent with individual preferences to be self-directed.

Workplace factors

Access to support, resources and the opportunity to implement projects in the learning participants’ 

workplaces were critical to facilitating behavioural change in the workplace. Smith, Wakefield and 

Robertson (2002, p.8) suggest that one of the essential components of a flexible, workplace-based 

training program is a workplace characterised by skilled staff who can support the development and 

management of self-directed learning (associated with this type of delivery model). This pilot could 

have been strengthened by greater attention being given to the partnership arrangement between 

the training provider and the employer. The involvement of employers prior to and during a training 

program is likely to facilitate a consistently supportive learning environment and greater commitment 

from the employer. Workplace support and preparedness may have been enhanced by refining the 

skills of staff within the organisation to support the development and management of self-directed 

learning. 

Personal motivation

The opportunity to choose a project to plan, implement and evaluate in the work environments 

of learners was consistently viewed as a positive component of the training program. Learners 

identified as being important to both maintaining their motivation and integrating learning into 

practice the need for more information, with specific examples and templates on the requirements 

of the workplace project/assessment task. These should be provided at the beginning of the training 

program 

Summary

In conclusion, the research was able to clearly identify a range of potential strategies for supporting 

the integration of learning into the workplace that were consistent with previous research. Feedback 

from training participants supported the key components of this delivery model, including practical 

and interactive workshops, and strategies for interaction and reflective practice (facilitators 

as mentors, workplace coaches and discussions with colleagues in similar roles). However, the 

effectiveness of the delivery model in supporting learning and behavioural change in the workplace 

could have been enhanced if greater attention had been given to learners’ capacity to be engaged 

in self-directed learning, the skills of trainers to implement flexible workplace delivery training 

programs and the engagement of and support for workplace supervisors/workplace coaches to carry 

out their role in supporting sustained behavioural change.
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