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Ab stract 

Th is study compared the utility of c omputer as si ted instruc

tion with more conv entional interper sonal tuition for teaching word 

recognition skills  to mentally retarded adults . A second aspect of the 

research was to eval uate acquis ition , retent ion , and transfer of 

learn ing us ing two c ommon methods of instruction ;  the se were error less 

discrimination ( word-focus only) and paired as soc iate learning (picture

word focus) . Recognition of words was se lec t ed as the exp erimental task 

on the basis that th is was a practical academic area that trad itionally 

involves large amounts of teaching time , primarily with in th e realm of 

drill and practice procedures . 

The samp le c ompr ised 5 2  subj ects who were drawn f rom three speci�l 

education fac il ities in Palmerston North , New Zealand ( a  Special School, 

and two Vocat iona l Training Centres) . Subj e cts were screened initial ly 

on tests of visual p erc eption and letter discrimination to ensure that 
they posses sed requi site ski lls to benefit f rom partic ipation in train

ing . Pre-testing was carried out to determ ine whether subj ects were ab le 

to r eca l l  or recogn i z e  any of the words to be taught . All subj ect s enter

ing the exper iment knew two or less of 16 words selected for inclus ion 

in the training programmes . 

Subj ects wer e  randomly ass igned to c omputer as sisted instruction 

or individual tuiti on groups with 26  per son s  plac ed in each group . Within 

each group , sub j ec t s  were again randomly al located to receive error less 

d iscrimination or p aired assoc iate modes of instruction . This 2 X 2 

clas sification resu lted in 13 subj ects bein g  placed in each subgroup . 

Two modules each containing eigh t words wer e used for train ing . Both the 

ind ividual instruct ion and computer groups were given a total of 10 

tra ining sess ions , or five sessions for each of the two module s .  

A mod ified m icr ocomputer was interfaced with a sound-on-s l id e  

proj ector t o  provide both audio and visual instruction . Parallel teach ing 

programmes were developed for administration by computer or ind ividual 

tui t ion .  The f i r s t  programme (errorless discr imination) required subj ects 

to select target words from a s eries o f  inc reasingly comp lex word d iscri

minations with no p icture cues provid ed .  A s econd teach ing method ( paired 

associate learning) involved the pair ing of p ictures and words . Sub j ects 

were ins truct ed to select target words f rom a list of printed items that 

mat ched referent photographs . Thirteen senior special educat ion students 

(Teacher s  Col lege Graduates )  carr ied out the individual training wh ile 
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the exper imenter supervised the computer b ased programmes .  

Progress in training was assessed by compar ing pre- and post-test 

performance on Wor d  Recognition (verbal lab elling) , Word Identif ication 

( pointing on cue) , and P icture-Word Matching . Tr ansfer of learning was 

evaluated us ing situational tests requiring that subj ects match pr inted 

words with real l i f e  ob j ects . Tests of retention were conducted four 

weeks after comp letion of training . A repeated measure s design was used 

with counterb alanc ing to control for po ssible con founding effects of list 

order (Modules) . 

The f indings revealed that b oth computer as sisted instruction and 

interpersona l  tuit ion resulted in very similar learning outcomes with 

regard to acqui sition , retent ion , and tran s fer of learning . No rel iable 

dif ferences were f ound b etween the two groups or modes o f  instruction 

in terms of training method . It was advanced that some common features 
- .t:  _ _  ..,.,...._ .... _'"" ....... A .: - ..... �-,,�+-;",., fo n U.L. !"'.l.VO.Lc.a..u.u..u."'-� ..L..&.&.��.L_.._._....__ ... ,-•o• active participatio�i sPlf-p��ing, over-

learning , and immed iate feedback) may have accounted for these equal 

gains in pe r formanc e .  

In respect to the question o f  the potential ut ility of micro

pro cessor technolo gy in special education , th is res earch po int s to th e 

e f f icacy of computer ass isted instruction for drill and tutorial practic e .  

Specif ically , the computer prov ides a h igh ly structured learning exper

ience that h as th e potential to ass ist retarded learners in organising 

input material s . Evidence from th is study sugge sts that computer related 

learning environments give the adult learner cons iderab ly more control 

of the teach ing s ituation , and provide con s istent reinforcement that is 

not so readily administer ed through conventional forms of instruction . 

Final ly , it was proposed that the relatively impersonal ,  though highly 

interactive , nature o f  the computer may avoid the triggering o f  percep

tions of failure that can impede per formance of handicapped learners . 
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