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Comprehension Is the
Control

On safety-critical work, onboarding proves attendance, not understanding —
and the gap falls hardest on workers in their first weeks and those who do not
read English as a first language.
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A new hire clicks the acknowledgment at the bottom of the safety module. The record now
reads “trained.” Whether that worker understood the section on lockout/tagout — in a language
they actually read well — is a different question, and it is usually the one nobody measured. On a
production floor, that gap is not a compliance nuance. It is the distance between a signature and
an incident.
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Theriskiest daysarethefirst ones

Workers are most likely to be hurt in their first weeks on a new job. Research on job tenure and injury —
including work from the Institute for Work and Health and injury data reported through the Bureau of Labor
Statistics — consistently finds that risk is highest when a worker is new: unfamiliar with the equipment, the
hazards, and the routines, and often young or new to the language of the workplace. That is the exact window
onboarding exists to protect, and the exact window a comprehension gap does the most damage. The first
cost is human. Turnover, incident rates, and liability follow.

“Trained” isnot “understood”

Most onboarding measures completion and acknowledgment: a click, a signature, sometimes a quiz a
motivated guesser can pass by elimination. Regulators have been clearer on this than most employers —
OSHA has stated plainly that training must be presented “in a manner and language” employees can
understand, and standards such as Hazard Communication (29 CFR 1910.1200) require training workers
actually comprehend. The bar in the rulebook is comprehension. The bar in practice is too often mere delivery.

A trandated safety module that no one understands is the same failure as the
original — now in a second language.
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What most programs actually measure

Donald Kirkpatrick’s four levels of training evaluation are the standard lens, and they expose the gap plainly.
Most onboarding lives at Levels 1 and 2 — did they show up, did they pass the quiz — and never reaches the
levels that matter on a factory floor (Figure 1).

Level What it measures Typical method In most onboarding?
1 - Reaction Did they like it? Sign-off, smile sheet Yes

2 - Learning Did they retain it? End-of-module quiz Sometimes

3 - Behavior Do they act on it on the floor? Observation, follow-up Rarely

4 - Results Fewer incidents, less turnover? Outcome data, cohorts Almost never

Figure 1. The measurement gap. The levels that predict safety outcomes (3 and 4) are the ones onboarding almost never
measures. What gets recorded is attendance; what matters is behavior. (Framework: Kirkpatrick's four levels of training
evaluation.)

Thelanguage gap is a safety gap

A large share of the manufacturing and production workforce speaks Spanish as a first language or has limited
English proficiency, a pattern visible in Census and American Community Survey data. Safety material written
at a high reading level, in English only, systematically under-serves the workers already at the highest risk.
Health-literacy and plain-language research is blunt about the mechanism: comprehension collapses when the
material outruns the reader, regardless of how complete or well-intentioned the content is. Translation alone
does not fix it — reading level, cultural framing, and the format of the check all decide whether understanding
actually occurs.

Treat comprehension as a measurable control

If comprehension is what stands between training and incident, it should be engineered and measured like any
other control, not assumed. In practice that means four commitments, and a loop that does not let a worker
onto the floor until understanding is demonstrated (Figure 2):

" Adaptive. Adjust to the learner instead of marching everyone through identical slides at an identical
pace.

- In-language and to reading level. Deliver in the worker’s stronger language and at a level they can
actually process — Spanish-first where the workforce is Spanish-speaking.

- Multimodal. Use speech and visuals so the check does not quietly become a literacy test, which is its
own source of missed comprehension.

"  Verified, not assumed. Ask questions that discriminate understanding from guessing, re-teach where
a worker misses, and record comprehension — not merely completion.
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Miss - re-teach, then re-check — no pass without understanding

Figure 2. Comprehension as a gate, not a formality. Content is delivered in the worker’s language, understanding is checked
and scored, and a miss routes back to re-teaching. No one reaches the floor on a signature alone.

If you can’t measureit, you can’t claim it

The honest test of any change to onboarding is outcomes, not satisfaction. Build the measurement in from the
first day: a comparison-cohort design that sets the new approach against business-as-usual and compares
what actually matters — comprehension scores, early-incident rates, and early separation. In Kirkpatrick’s
terms, Levels 3 and 4, behavior and results, are the ones worth defending, and the only ones that survive a
skeptical reviewer.

A pilot that reports “ 94% satisfaction” and no outcome data has measured the
wrong thing.

Comprehension is not a soft outcome

On safety-critical work, understanding is the control that sits between the training and the incident — and today
most programs neither verify it nor measure it, least of all for the workers who need it most. Verifying that a
worker understood, in their own language, and proving the result with real measurement, is a small change in
method and a large change in what the training is actually worth. The signature was never the point. Whether
the person walked onto the floor knowing what would keep them safe always was.
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