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Another: 
Decision Making Topic #5

How do expert decision makers reliably make good decisions? They draw on knowledge from past situations and apply it to future decisions. This module focuses on four steps students can take to transfer knowledge from one situation to the next to aid in decision making.
This packet includes a curriculum guide, assignments, answer keys, teaching materials, and handouts; you may use all or part of these materials in your course. Green boxes in the curriculum guide indicate instructions for you and discussion questions you may use when presenting this material in class. Blue boxes indicate when to introduce assignments. Highlighted words and phrases are listed in the Vocabulary handout. Although we have included grading guidelines and examples for each of the four assignments, remember that these are best used as a guide for the thought process. Student answers may vary widely as they follow the decision-making process but should illustrate how they came to their conclusion. 

You can review the educational psychology behind concepts shared in this module in the Instructor’s Food for Thought. We highly recommend teachers keep this context in mind while teaching. 

	Packet Contents
This packet contains the following materials:
· Written 7-page curriculum
· Instructor’s Food for Thought 
· Handouts
· Activities
· Answer Keys and Grading Considerations
	Learning Outcomes
At the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Describe and use the four steps of transferring knowledge.
2. Compare and contrast a current problem with past experiences 




These materials are under Creative Commons license Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).
To cite this curriculum, use:  Esquivel, C., Murphrey, T. P., Richburg, A., & Leggette, H. R. (2023). Decision making: Transferring knowledge from one situation to another. https://scicomm.tamu.edu/home/projects/fueling-the-mind-feeding-the-world/course-materials-modules/
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[bookmark: _Toc116295502]Introduction
Have you ever wondered how some adults seem to always know what to do in a situation? There are times they must make a decision in a split second, and the consequences of their decision have a serious impact on other people. How do they do it? Real world decisions are made a variety of ways1. Knowledge and experience help with decision making. The more experience a person has in a variety of situations, the more knowledge they have to draw upon when making decisions. If that is true, how can a young person with a limited number of experiences be able to make decisions? According to decision making research2,3, you do not have to think like an expert to make decisions in new situations but rather learn to make decisions like an expert. Expert decision makers follow patterns.   
Using the assignments in this packet, you will practice evaluating issues, identifying goals, creating a plan of action, and mentally simulating the outcomes of that plan. You can use either of the two scenarios in Step 1 or create your own to practice following these four steps.   
 Take a look at the Recognition-Primed Decision (RPD) Model handout now. Refer back to it and track your progress through the module as you read about each step in the process. 

Throughout this lesson, you will see mentions of the RPD Model. This model is an example of how this process works. You can use it as an outline to see how you are progressing through the four steps.
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When an expert encounters a situation, the first thing they do is evaluate it. It is important to “size up” or assess the situation and look for important pieces of information. Expert decision makers decide if the situation is something typical, similar to ones they have seen before, or new. Their evaluation involves looking for cues. A cue is a signal, sign, or prompt that reminds them of a previous situation. Not all situations you encounter will be exactly like ones you have dealt with before. In most cases, situations will never be identical to a previous situation. However, experts search for cues in a situation that signal the issue has parts that are similar to situations they have seen before. If nothing about an event has been encountered before, an expert will reassess the situation and search deeper to seek out more information until a cue that does resemble a familiar situation is found.  
 
For the assignments in this document, choose between the two scenarios listed below or create your own. Keep the problem in mind as you continue through the knowledge transfer process. 


[bookmark: _Toc116295504]Scenario 1: Soggy Fries
For the past two years, you have helped cook in the FFA’s concession stand at school events. Your primary job at the concession stand has been cooking French fries. You know that to have the “perfect” fries depends on the fries, the fryer, the oil, the cooking temperature, the cooking time, and the holding environment when finished. Your knowledge and experience have helped you land a job as a cook at a local fast-food restaurant. While at your new job, the shift manager tells you and the other members of the team that there have been complaints about the quality of the French fries.  
· Does this problem at the restaurant resemble any problems you encountered at the FFA concession stand in the past?  
· Were there things you learned while working at the concession stand that could help your team with the current problem at the restaurant? 
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You volunteered as a helper at an after-school program for a year. As a program helper, you made sure the children were safe while playing on the playground, kept up with their backpacks and coats, helped distribute their snacks, and helped during parent pick-up. Before you began to volunteer, the program director required all volunteer helpers attend training on first aid, the basics of food handling, and handwashing/cleaning procedures. The training was to help ensure children were kept safe and healthy while attending the program. Recently, you were asked to babysit a group of small children a few hours every afternoon while their parents were out.  
· How is the babysitting job similar to your volunteer work at the afterschool program?  
· Were there things you learned at the afterschool program that would be helpful with the babysitting job?  
· If in the future you decide to have your own children, how might these two experiences while you are young be helpful? 
Think back to a difficult decision you made. What made it difficult? What went well, and what didn’t? Why did you choose that action? Describe the problem and its outcomes in Assignment 1.

For the problem you chose to solve, what cues are like that problem you have encountered before?
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The next step for an expert decision maker is to set goals that could be reasonably accomplished in the current situation. In the real world, sometimes these goals are based on rules that must be followed given the situation. No matter an issue’s foundation, once goals have been identified, expert decision makers select actions that they believe are appropriate to help reach each goal. It is important to remember for expert decision makers in training that not everything wished for or worked towards could be considered a goal. In order to select the appropriate action, we first have to know exactly what we are working towards, how much time we have, if the goal is reasonable, and then, how we know if we reached the goal or not. Our goals must be SMART.  
 
SMART goals are4: 
1. Specific: What do you want to accomplish? 
2. Measurable: How do you know if the goal is complete? 
3. Achievable: Do you have enough resources to meet your goal? 
4. Relevant: Does your goal actually help solve the problem? 
5. Time-based: When will you start and stop an action, and how long will it take? 
 
Let’s consider this goal: I want to make good grades.  
 
This goal creates more questions than provides information to develop a set of appropriate alternatives. Questions such as: 
· What does it mean to be a “good grade”? All A’s? A’s and B’s? Not failing?  
· Which classes? History? Calculus? All the courses you’re taking? 
· When do you want these good grades? On certain assignments in a certain course? For these six weeks? This year? All four years of high school?  
· If you want all A’s in all your class this year, you’re working, and involved in extracurricular activities, is that possible?  
 
A SMART goal would look something like this: I want my final course grade in all the courses I am taking this year to be an A.  
To see more examples of SMART goals, visit https://www.developgoodhabits.com/smart-goals-students/. One example provided by the authors is “I will complete all of my assignments this year at least one day before they’re due to avoid rushing through any work. To do this, I will list all of my assignments in order of their due date and work through them accordingly. I will spend 30 minutes every Sunday night determining which projects need attention during the week ahead.”

Work through a few of these examples with your students to understand how each example is Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-based. 



This goal provides you with the information needed to develop a plan of action. You know which courses you are taking this year, you want an A, and based on the desire for the highest grade in all classes, you can identify the ones you’re taking that might require more of your time and attention. This assignment allows you to think about how much or if you can work your part-time job. Can you be as involved with certain school activities as you planned? The SMART goal tells you when the actions start, at the beginning of the school year, and how long you have to complete it, until the final course grade at the end of the school year. The SMART goal also gives you a means to determine if you met your goal, an A as the final grade in every course. 

What is the goal you want to achieve for the problem you are solving? Make a SMART goal in Assignment 2.
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Once the goal has been identified, decision makers think through the different actions, effort, and resources required to reach the mark they set as success. Having SMART goals does not guarantee that evaluating alternatives and creating a plan of action will be easy. At times, decision makers might feel they are unable to make a plan of action because the alternatives do not seem like they lead to a “perfect” result they identified in their SMART goal.  
This desire to reach perfect outcomes and consider only the alternatives that produce the ideal outcomes can cause a decision maker to stall and not put any plan into action. In some cases, this hesitation could have serious consequences by causing the problem at hand to get worse or missing great, but not perfect, opportunities. At other times, the decision maker realizes that they do not have any alternatives to choose from because the goal they are striving for is not possible. Research tells us that expert decision makers realize that these situations can exist and, as things change, SMART goals need to be revised. The “best” alternatives, in those situations, are the ones that lead to a result that is “good enough” given the circumstances. In high stress, high pressure situations in the real world, like ones where a person’s life is in danger, expert decision-makers often decide to choose actions that simply satisfy the situation at hand instead of ones considered the “ideal” action2.  

Once the expert decision has their list of alternatives or paths that help reach their SMART goal, they really put their mind to work. One key to success for expert decision makers is their use of mental simulations. Mental simulation is when decision makers act out, in their imagination, the effect of the action plans they have developed. They construct scenarios in their mind and think through all the different parts. They simulate in their mind the steps to be taken, the potential outcomes, the problems they will likely encounter along the way, and a plan for how they will handle these problems when they arise. They ask themselves “will this work?”. If the answer is yes, they implement the course of action they developed. If the answer is maybe, they think through ways the plan of action could be modified to make it work. If the answer is no, they start the process over and look for different cues or seek out more information to better understand the situation. This might require developing different alternatives and simulating the new alternatives in the scenario. This process continues until they develop the plan of action that they believe will work.

Draw or write out a plan of action that will help you achieve the SMART goal(s) you set for yourself in Assignment 3. 
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After the expert decision maker has found and implemented their action plan, they keep track of the results. They practice reflection by asking themselves questions like: 
· What worked out well? 
· What didn’t work out so well? 
· What things would I have changed if I could? 
· What do I know now that I wish I had known then? 

This type of activity gives expert decision makers more information to add to their knowledge bank. This knowledge might be very useful the next time they are faced with a problem. They know what actions worked. These decision makers know that every experience is beneficial, even the unsuccessful ones. They learn what pitfalls to avoid in case a similar situation comes up again in the future.   

For the steps you created in your plan of action, what could be the outcomes? What problems might you encounter, and how can you solve those problems? Based on these outcomes, will your plan of action work? Note your answers in Assignment 4. 
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Expert decision makers draw on their past experiences and knowledge to help them develop action plans to achieve the results they desire. Even if someone has limited experience, they can use the same patterns expert decision makers use when faced with new situations. Expert decision makers evaluate situations for cues that remind them of a problem they have seen before, set SMART goals, develop action plans to reach their goals, and reflect on their action plan’s outcomes. This reflection helps them to build better action plans in the future. They keep track of the outcomes of their decisions and make adjustments. These experts also understand that decision making is a dynamic process. They know things change and sometimes these changes are outside of their control. Decisions do not happen in isolation but rather are influenced by everything and everyone that surrounds them. 
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