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The article “Does This Stuff Work? A Review of Technology Used to Teach” by J.D. Fletcher opens by listing three areas to which we apply computer technology in education.  The first is technology instruction that is aimed at helping students achieve the computer literacy needed to compete in the job market.  The second is using computers to assist with administrative duties associated with running a school, and the last is using computer technology as another method for teaching.  It is the successes of this third task that the article attempts to address.


The author compares the benefits of computer assisted learning with those found to exist with one-on-one tutoring.  According to research cited in the article, the success of one-on-one tutoring comes primarily from the following two aspects of tutoring:  the number of interactions a tutor can have with a student and the individualized instruction a tutor can offer.  Both of these qualities can be found in computer-based instruction.  Where interactivity is concerned, studies have shown that the average number of questions by a teacher in a classroom hour is three.  In contrast one study found students using technology-based instruction in reading and math were each answering an average of eight to ten questions per minutes.  It is also noted in the article that computer based instruction allows students to progress at their own pace and thus offers individualized instruction.  The author hypothesizes that this will allow students to reach instructional objectives sooner and that few students will be left behind by the fast pace of the classroom.

The author then goes on to summarize the savings in cost and time that using technology for instruction can bring.  By averaging various studies, Fletcher estimates that using computers for instruction will reduce the time it takes students to reach learning objectives by thirty percent.  Fletcher acknowledges that it is difficult to estimate how much money K12 schools could save through use of instructional technology.  However, he does apply the thirty percent reduction in instructional time to the U.S. military and figures that this alone would save the government approximately $700 million each year.  Research further suggests that this times savings does not alter the effectiveness of instruction; rather it produces equivalent or superior students achievement.


I was astounded at some of the statistics presented in this article.  For example, the author states that using computer-based instruction suggests the effect of raising students at the 50th percentile to the 65th percentile.  He also claims that one intelligent tutoring system called SHERLOCK suggests a possible improvement from the 50th percentile to the 85th percentile.  These numbers seem almost too good to be true though the author assures the reader that he is not basing these numbers on one or two studies but on a meta-analysis of many students.  Perhaps I am too skeptical, but I would like to see these findings replicated by someone else.

I also noticed an emphasis on research involving military training.  From what little I know of military instruction techniques, I believe they rely heavily on a behaviorist model of instruction.  Some of the other information presented on interactivity and technology also seemed to lean toward behaviorist research.  I would like to see a similar article exploring how teaching theory and style might affect the results.


Finally, I was disappointed in one aspect of the article.  In the introduction Fletcher states, “It should be emphasized, though, that computer technology used to teach does not exclude humans from the teaching-learning process.  Properly applied, it forms the basis for a partnership between humans and technology in which each does what each does best.”  I was interested in this statement, but it was never addressed in the bulk of the article.  No mention was made of effective instructional practices or how a teacher’s input or methods either enhanced the use of technology or hindered it.  From what I have seen as a practicing teacher, it is not just the use of technology that matters; how the teacher utilizes technology makes a big difference in student learning.
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