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Errorless Learning for People with Memory Problems

Why use Errorless Learning?  Many people with amnesia are able to learn skills fairly well, even when they have trouble learning information.  This table shows the difference between these two kinds of learning.

	Skill Learning
	Information Learning

	How
	What

	Ability

Action

Movement

Procedural

Preserved in amnesia
	Knowledge

Experience

Stimulation (see and hear)

Declarative

Lost in amnesia


Because there are differences in learning abilities, people with amnesia often remember their own mistakes (which are their own actions) better than they remember the corrections to their mistakes (which is usually information they hear from someone else).  You may have noticed that the amnesic person you work with remembers mistakes (or questions) and repeats them many times, but doesn’t remember the correction or (or the answer), even though you have said it many times.

Errorless learning is a way to get someone to learn something by saying or doing it, rather than by telling or showing.  The person is not given the opportunity to make a mistake, so there are no mistakes to be remembered.

How Can I Teach Errorless Learning?  Here are some Do’s and Don’ts for Errorless Learning:

Do involve the person in doing and repeating.

Do give information and cues freely.

Do train the skill or information frequently and repeatedly.

Do train the skill or information in the context where it will be used.

Do encourage the use of reminders and compensations, such as lists, instructions, diaries, signs etc.

Don’t encourage guessing.

Don’t use trial and error learning or expect the person to figure out how to do something alone.

Don’t give the person a chance to make a mistake.  If you are cuing and the person does not act or answer right away, give more of a cue until you get the right response.

Teaching Skills Through Errorless Learning.  Try to teach skills in the same setting and with the same materials that the person will be expected to use to carry out the activity.  Show each step of the skill and have the person repeat it right away.  Let the person get the “feel” of the activity, even by guiding their hands on the materials or tools when necessary.

To train sequencing, use written instructions, drawings, the physical layout of the activity, or even rhymes and songs when possible; let the person rely on these aides as long as they need to.  As you go through the activity with the person, encourage the use of these compensations.  Give as much of a cue as is necessary to go on to the next step.  Knowing how much of a cue to give, how much information to teach at once, and how often to repeat it is a bit of an art and comes with experience.  Cues can range from very specific to hints.

· Specific Directions:  “Now get the rice from the shelf.”

· General Directions:  “You’ll need the rice.”

· Reminders:  “Rice.” (or pointing at the shelf)

· Questions:  “What do you need now?”

· Hints:  “Next…?” (or a gesture)

Teaching Information Through Errorless Learning.  Some information can be taught by turning it into an action, such as something the person says.  Since the person learns slowly, it is important to choose information to teach that will be important for a while.  For example, if it takes 30 repetitions to train for a simple piece of information, it is not practical to train the person to know the date since the process will need to be repeated every day.  It is better to train the person to use a calendar-watch or a wall calendar (with the previous day crossed off).  It is generally not practical to teach the name of some one they will meet only once, but makes sense to teach the name of a new roommate or neighbor who will be around for awhile.

Train on information by giving the person all the information.  Then give the information again but leave off the very last part and have the person complete it.  Repeating the information together, in chorus, can also be effective.  Gradually increase the amount of information left off as long as the person continues to remember it correctly.  When the person has learned it, wait for a short while (usually less than a minute) and practice it again giving as many cues as necessary.  Repeat the practice, as needed, until the information is fully learned again.  Wait awhile and learn it again.  As long as it is remembered you can keep increasing the time between reviews.  Here is an example of how this might work.

Teacher (T):  I am going to teach you your phone number.  I will teach you to say “My phone number is 671-1369. ” You finish what I say.  My phone number is 671-136 ni…..?

Student (S):  9

T:  Good.  My phone number is 671-136…?

S:  9  

T:  Good.  My phone number is 671-13…?

S:  69

T:  Good.  My phone number is 671-1

S:  369

T:  Good.  My phone number is 671-

S:  um….

T:  1 th….?

S:  1369

T:  Good.  My phone number is 67…?

S:  1-1369

T:  Good.  My phone number is 6…?

S:  71-1369

T:  Good.  My phone number is …?

S:  671-1369

T:  Very Good.  What is your phone number?  My pho…?

S:  My phone number is 671-1369.

T:  Very good.  It’s a lovely day today, isn’t it?  What do you like to do on a day like this?

S:  I like to walk my dog in the park.

T:  That sounds nice.  I’d like to check something you were learning a moment ago.  What is your phone number?

S:  My phone number is, um…

T:  6…

S:  671-1269

T:  Very good.  What is your phone number?

S:  My phone number is 671-1269.

Training Generalization:  When the person remembers the information reliably, begin training for use in the context where it is needed.  In the above example, the person can be asked, “How can I reach you?”  or asked to fill out a form that includes name and phone number, or asked to dial home on a real phone.

How Do I Cope with Repeated Questions?  Some people with amnesia repeat the same question many times a day and this is very wearing on caregivers.  Sometimes this can be improved by training the person to answer their own questions.  For example:

Person with amnesia (P):  (for the 5th time)  What time are we leaving?

Caregiver (C):  3 o’clock.  Now you say, “What time are we leaving?  3 o’clock.”

P:  What time are we leaving?  3 o’clock.

C:  Good.  What time are we leaving?

P:  3 o’clock.

(five minutes later)  P:  What time are we leaving?  3 o’clock.  Oh, 3 o’clock.  OK.

Tedd Judd  Ph.D.

Neuropsychologist

1

