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PROGRAMMED LEARNING IN MEDICAL EDUCATION
"Body Fluid Metabcolism", by Wolff and

Crowder (Baltimore, Williams and Wilkins Co.)
is the first of the new branched-programme
,medical texts to become available in this
country, though several linear programmes have
been distributed by drug companies.
An inexpensive introduction to programmed

learning has been published by the University
of Birmingham as a supplement to the February,
1964, issue of Educational Review. Linear
programmes are based on the stimulus-response
learning theory of Skinner (1954), embodying
a logical sequence of small steps in presentation
with immediate verification of the answers and
active responses at his own speed on the part
of the student. The material is presented in a
sequence of sentences each with a word or
phrase missing; the student writes this in and,
before going on verifies the correctness of the
answer by uncovering the printed word or
phrase alongside, previously masked by a card.
This method is tedious for the more able
students. The essential feature seems to be the
organization of the material into short steps, for
students have been found to learn just as well,
and more quickly, when presented with a linear
programme with the answers filled in (Barlow,
1960). An evaluation of the relative merits of
a programme and of a text in radiology (Cheris
and Cheris, 1964) showed that students achieved

more using the programme but took much
longer to work through the material. The
authors suggest that the conciseness and con-
tinuity of a text might be combined with the
active student participation and self-testing re-
quired by a programme. If it were not for the
immense amount of time and labour involved,
authors -might write linear programmes first and
make them into textbooks after allowing their
students to work through them.
Branched programmes are much more

sophisticated and apparently attempt to simu-
late a tutor-student reaction (Allender, 1964).
On each page the student is presented with a
paragraph of information, followed by a
multiple-choice question testing his understand-
ing of what he has read: each of the answers,
of which only one is correct, refers him to a
different subsequent page. If he selects an in-
correct answer he is told why he is wrong and
told to go back and select another; selection
of a correct answer leads him to further in-
formation and questions. This presentation
can be made challenging and rewarding to the
student. A further step is to present each page
as a frame of micro-film in a teaching machine,
as has been done in Newcastle for instruction
in Electrocardiography (Owen, Hall and Waller,
1964).

REFERENCES
ALLENDER, J. S. (1964): The Programming of Instructional Materials for Medical Education, J. med. Educ., 39,

346.
BARLow, J. A. (1960): ln 'Teaching Machines and Programmed Learning'. N.E.A., Washington.
CHERIS, D. N., and CHERIS, B. H. (1964): Programmed Instruction versus a Textual Presentation of Radiology,

J. med. Educ., 39, 311.
OWEN, S. G., HALL, R., and WALLER, I. B. (1964): Use of a Teaching Machine in Medical Education; Pre-

liminary Experience with a Programme in Electrocardiography, Postgrad. med. J., 40, 59.
SKINNER, B. F. (1954): The Science of Learning and the Art of Teaching, Harvard Educ. Rev., 24, 86.

London August, 1964

copyright.
 on M

ay 17, 2023 by guest. P
rotected by

http://pm
j.bm

j.com
/

P
ostgrad M

ed J: first published as 10.1136/pgm
j.40.466.447 on 1 A

ugust 1964. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://pmj.bmj.com/

