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Computerized Cognitive Retraining

Cognitive retraining refers to those programs and practices used to teach individuals who have sustained head injuries to perform mental activities they have been unable to do since the injury.  Exactly how re-learning occurs is not known at this time but it is assumed that: a) connections between various nerve cells are strengthened through use and/or b) undamaged parts of the brain learn to perform those functions previously performed by the damaged parts.  In any event, it is clear that repeated practice is usually required to both learn and re-learn specific mental skills.  Cognitive retraining may utilize any task that is encountered in educational settings or even in daily life to increase the abilities of an individual who has sustained a head injury.  Computers are particularly effective in cognitive retraining because they:

· Are incredibly patient and will present the same tasks thousands of times without becoming frustrated or bored

· Can present tasks at exactly the same rate each time

· Don’t criticize or ridicule clients

· Are very popular in the general public at this time

· Are required for many employment settings

· Allow disabled clients to interact with their non-disabled peers

· Do not charge by the hour like most rehabilitation professionals so clients can use them for extended periods of time after the initial investment

In general, computerized cognitive retraining is most useful in remediating deficits in the following areas:

· Attention, concentration, impulsivity and distractibility

· Memory and learning (visual and verbal)

· Reasoning and problem solving

· Visual perception (tracking, organization, sequencing, etc.)

· Academic skills (arithmetic, reading, etc.)

Selecting Appropriate Software

Program content

· Length of program

· Number and variety of programs per disk

· Level of difficulty

· Subject 

· Scoring 

· Reinforcement

Program graphics and sound

· Size and amount of information on the screen

· Age level

· Noise level (e.g. music, gun sounds, etc.)

Program response/equipment requirements

· Special equipment required (e.g. joystick, paddles etc.)

· Required speed of user response

· Input requirements (how to enter data)

User friendliness

· Error routines

· Ease in changing programs to meet special needs

· Amount of skill required for use

Excerpts from an article by Judith A. Falconer, Ph.D.
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