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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to compare computer-assisted instruction to
teacher-directed instruction for teaching elementary geographic place name vocabulary.
During instruction, students were taught to use drill and practice strategies via the two
methodologies to identify and label geographic place names on a world map. The
importance of fundamental geographic knowledge to student academic achievement
success stems from geographic education research in the 20™ Century (Fuson, 1999;
Saveland, 1980; Smith, 1986).

The quasi-experimental research design (Campbell & Stanley, 1963) of pretest,
treatment, and posttest was employed in this study since the students were in pre-
assigned classrooms. Two classrooms received instruction for leaming to identify and
label 50 world places, and a third class was the control group. Overall data analysis
revealed significant difference between the two methods of instruction when compared
to each other, and to the control group. Gains in pretest to posttest scores were greater
from computer-assisted instruction. Both methods used highly organized procedures,
extensive content coverage, and consistent monitoring of student progress which
appeared to influence the increase in pretest to posttest scores. These characteristics of
teacher-directed instruction have been found to contribute to improved student
academic achievement (Chall, 2000; Izumi & Coburn, 2001).

The most fundamental knowledge is the recall of facts, naming vocabulary, and
repeating specific pieces of information. When using geographic skills to gain a spatial

perspective on human and physical characteristics of the world, maps, computers, and



multimedia equipment are only a few of the tools used by students to gather information
(Audet & Ludwig, 2000; May, 2001).

Place knowledge is a vital part of students learning of social studies content,
particularly geographic concepts and perceptions, that can help them to become more
conscious of the world around them, prepare to enter a global workplace, and become
responsible citizens. This study has reported the highly significant academic success of
fourth grade students learning geographic place name vocabulary through drill, whether
a teacher or a computer provides the instruction. The success of computer-assisted
instruction in this study directly relates to the computer program used, Click and Learn

Software© (Reynolds, 2002).
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

This study compared computer-assisted instruction and teacher-directed
instruction of elementary geographic place name vocabulary. Place name vocabulary
refers to terms used to identify natural or geopolitical features on Earth’s surface (Fuson,
1966, Smith, 1986). The importance of geographic place name vocabulary to student
academic achievement success stems from geographic education research in the 20™
Century (Clark, 1969; Fuson, 1961; Saveland, 1980). As yet no specific instructional
strategy is recommended over the other for increasing geographical knowledge (Borman
& Schneider, 1998). “Research in all aspects of teaching and learning geography is

urgently needed” (Gregg, 2001).

Justification

The importance of this study is based on research that indicates the effectiveness
of teacher-directed instruction for improving student learning of content concepts (Ellis
& Fouts, 1997, Izumi & Coburn, 2001). Past studies focus on the success of various
teacher-directed instructional strategies, such a mnemonic devices, drill, and practice, for
increasing student geographic knowledge of place name vocabulary (Bednarz, 1995;
Smith, 1986, Wright, 1995). This study considers whether or not computer-assisted
instruction, in comparison to teacher-directed instruction, will be a successful method for
improving student geographic knowledge of place name vocabulary.

The geographic place name vocabulary was the content delivered via the

computer to individual students. The computer acted as a tutor instructing students to



identify and locate 50 world places on a world map through a drill and practice on-line
computer program. The same factual place name content was delivered during instruction
from the teacher. Both instructional methodologies were highly organized, content-
specific, and set within specific time limits.

In general, improving academic achievement depends on whether or not students
learn the basic knowledge required for integrating and connecting new information and
skills that will form a foundation for future learning (Crabtree, 1992; Fredericks, 2000).
“Principals and teachers have always been motivated to ensure student success; they need
better methods and materials, not just consequences for failure” (Slavin, 2000-2001,
p. 2). Educators may be required to redefine valid methods of classroom instruction
when preparing students to be responsible and active citizens meeting the demands of a
global society of the 21st Century (Geography Education Standards Project [GESP],
1994; Kellough, Jarolimek, Parker, Martorella, Tompkins, & Hoskisson, 1996; National
Council for the Social Studies [NCSS], 1994).

A Foundation of Learning

An adequate knowledge base is required for individuals to be successful citizens,
therefore curriculum and instruction must be adapted according to the level of
information to be learned. Individual disciplines within social studies emphasize which
specific curricular content is taught at each grade level to diverse populations for
knowledge construction (Kemp, Morrison, & Ross, 1994; NCSS, 1994). Social studies
instruction reflects the commitment of educators to teach students how to build concepts,
values. perspectives, and skills from foundational knowledge (Marker & Mehlinger,

1992). For instance, a social studies teacher may want students to remember basic facts

(8]



pertaining to the American Revolution during one lesson, to comprehend the problems
surrounding immigration adaptation in a later unit, and to evaluate the pros and cons of a
democratic society in a third case (Eggen & Kauchak, 1996). This sequence of
instructional strategies from recall through analysis to evaluation demonstrates balanced
and natural progression of thinking for integrating prior knowledge and other cognitive
levels. “The process of testing, refining, and reformulating knowledge is called knowing”
(Riner, 2000, p. 35). Social studies, in general, are best taught through meaningful and
challenging learning experiences that promote active learning within an integrative
curmniculum.

Research has found the existence of several levels of knowledge (Anderson &
Krathwohl, 2001). The most basic level of knowledge is considered to be recall of facts,
naming vocabulary, and specific pieces of information. Anderson and Krathwohl (2001)
consider the development of factual knowledge as an act of knowing discrete, isolated
elements of information, which includes learning vocabulary and specific content details.
For instance, people receive information about their world through a variety of rapid and
mass communication devices, whether from satellite, digital, audio, or other newly
innovative sources, yet find it difficult to locate specific places on a map (Fuson, 1966;
GESP, 1994). Identification of geographical locations is a fundamental skill, such as a
multiplication fact is to math. Research provides a solid argument for a foundation of
learning with a base of information consisting of specific facts, details, vocabulary, and
symbols from all disciplines (GESP, 1994; NCSS, 1994; Saveland, 1980).

The social studies curriculum, by its integrative nature, is based on multiple

subject disciplines and promotes the use of a variety of materials and instructional



strategies to develop student self-motivation (Irvin, Lunstrum, Lynch-Brown, & Shepard,
1995). Geographic education, as one of the social studies disciplines, emphasizes the
importance of increasing student knowledge by understanding that all environments and
people are interconnected within a variety of spatial contexts (GESP, 1994; Gregg &
Leinhardt, 1993). Improved student academic achievement in geographic knowledge has
long been a goal of educators and society in general (Fuson, 1966; Bednarz & Petersen,
1993; Walberg, 1997).

In 1994, national and state social studies curricular standards were initiated and
eventually published for several disciplines to identify what students should learn, why
they should learn it, and when they should learn it (GESP, 1994; NCSS. 1994).
Specifically, social studies and geography standards established guidelines for student
learning at all grade levels. National social studies standards were built around ten themes
(NCSS, 1994). At the national level, six key elements contain the eighteen geographic
standards (GESP, 1994).

Ultimately, questions arise concerning what geographic knowledge, skills, and
perspectives students should learn, as well as how and when they are learning them
(Bednarz, 1996). It has been assumed that geographic content and skills are incorporated
into social studies curriculum at all grade levels (Farris. 2001; Gregg & Leinhardt. 1993).
That, however, does not appear to be the case. Social studies curriculum changes from
grade level to grade level and topics taught in one grade level may not be taught at that
grade level in another state (Martorella & Beal, 2002). Gaps could occur in the assumed
common knowledge base of all United States citizens since curriculum within the social

studies disciplines at each grade level is autonomous from state to state, and has been



based on nonequivalent state standards developed to suit individual state expectations and
requirements (Bednarz, 1998; Chapin & Messick, 2002). National curricular standards
attempt to point out a common knowledge base that should be taught and learned at each
grade level, but are considered voluntary by individual states which wrote their own
versions of standards (Bednarz, 1998; GESP, 1994; NCSS. 1994).

The importance of a common knowledge base for all citizens becomes clearer
when considering knowledge as the foundation of all social studies instruction ( Kellough,
et. al., 1996). And in a typical social studies curriculum, whatever the grade level or the
content topic, geography is considered the discipline for providing individuals with
specific knowledge, such as absolute or relative location and characteristics of countries,
regions, and other points, and skills, such as questioning, collecting, organizing, and
evaluating data from maps (Dueck, 1976). Geographical concepts show the relationships
between physical characteristics and human behaviors as well as their interaction with
each other (GESP, 1994; Parker, 2001). “Geography is composed of three interrelated
and inseparable components: subject matter, skills, and perspectives” (Keiper, 1999,
p. 22). Central to increasing an individual’s basic geographic knowledge is a sense of
place (Salter, 1995).

The importance of geographic knowledge, skills, and perspectives is stressed. in a

comprehensive assessment of geographic research, Rediscovering Geography: New

Relevance for Science and Society (1997), for educating citizens living in a global

society. Societal expectations for the future can be achieved by strengthening
geographical knowledge, education, and proficiency (Rediscovering Geography

Committee, 1997). Various tools are used when developing geographic skills to gain a



spatial perspective on human and physical characteristics of the world. Maps and
technology are included in the extensive list of geographic tools (Audet & Ludwig, 2001;
GESP, 1994; Walsh, 1988).

Traditionally, maps have been a source of information for geographers (Gregg,
1997). If United States citizens are to be considered geographically literate, they must
learn to obtain information from maps (GESP, 1994). Map reading, map interpreting,
and making a map inference are the processes for retrieving map data (Gregg, 1994).
Map reading occurs as a person identifies a point, line, area, or other specific data from a
map. Map interpretation results when a person identifies spatial relationships between
two or more pieces of map data to pinpoint patterns, which, in turn, become meaningful
data. Map inferencing occurs when a person surmises relationships between two or more
pieces of map data that are not specifically labeled on the map, but provide an avenue for
drawing conclusions and allowing transference using prior knowledge (Gregg, 1997).

Geography, as a discipline, contributes a unique combination of concepts, skills,
and perspectives to the common base of knowledge assumed that all educated citizens
need to have to be considered geographically literate (Gregg, & Leinhardt, 1993;
Grosvenor, 1995). While it is in the best interest of society to promote and expand
geographic instruction in the classroom, it is important to consider what tools are used
during instruction to build a strong foundation in geographic knowledge and skills.
Instruction in geographic knowledge increases student attention to contemporary issues
and provides an avenue for integrating content and skills linked with other disciplines

(Rediscovering Geography Committee, 1997).






