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Abstract: Threegroups of children with moderate or severe mental retardation and other handicaps at a 

special school and three groups of adults with moderate or severe mental retardation and Down syndrome at a 

residential facility were selected for introduction to common animals and their habits, of which they had little or 

no prior knowledge. All participants were assigned in six small groups of two or three pupils matched for their 

mental capacity. Two different puzzle games were used to introduce the names, eating habits and  habitats of 14 

common animals. All participants acquired the names, preferred foods and dwellings of the taught animals 

through engaging in structured exchanges on those animals within 2 to 6 training sessions. They all generalized 

this conversation skill to new situations: a) in front of the computer with photographs of these animals, b) in the 

presence of these living animals, c) with peers other than their training group, and maintained their newly 

acquired skills during follow-up probes conducted 3 to 7 months after teaching.  

Keywords-children and adults with mental retardation, environmental education, skill generalization, table 

games, teaching small groups.  

 

I. Introduction 
SterlingandCooper in 1992 made a systematic statement based on an Unesco text [1]  connecting 

environment with education and proposed three perspectives that characterize the identity of environmental 

education:a) Education through the environment  (the environment is a field o f learning, o f acquisition of 

knowledge and skills. In addition, the development of emotions, interest and values concerning the environment 

itself are cultivated), b)Education on the environment(it is the acquisition of knowledge of the functioning of 

environmental systems, necessary for decisions that society needs to make) and c)Education for the benefit of 

the environment(its goal is the promotion of values and attitudes which guide the adoption of environmentally  

sound behavior). Furthermore, Paul Hart [2] argues that the field of environmental education is socially critical 

and has important contributions to mainstream education since it can provide the means to transform important 

aspects of schooling.  

Although, environmental education is a field  of science that is already manifested in schools, usua lly as 

a simple environmental activ ity in the field of science or social studies, it has not yet been developed for 

children with mental retardation. It should not be missed that science curricula provide opportunities to students 

with special needs which cannot be found elsewhere. Scruggs and Mastropieri [3] claim that students with 

mental retardation are usually characterized by ineffective thought and reasoning and that high quality teaching 

of science can be specially equipped to help these students acquire these important mental processes. To better 

achieve this goal constructive methods are preferred by professional organizations and universities for the 

learning of sciences which employ among others models of research and questioning for the acquisition of 

knowledge [4]. Finally, Mastropieri and Scruggs [5] conducted a thorough review of the science education 

literature and found 66 reports on students with disabilities. These reports support teaching science to students 

with disabilit ies and are based on documented characteristics of those pupils.   

Pati andParimanik[6] found that with increasing severity of mental retardation social developmental 

also decreases. Furthermore, Indrabhushan, Amool, Akhtar [7] t ried to find the effects of severity of ment al 

retardation on social development, the possible correlat ion between the social quotient (SQ) and IQ and the 

relation between age and social development. This study showed that as the level of mental retardation increases 

social development decreases correspondingly. They also found a significant relationship 0.785 between IQ and 

SQ and that age does not have any effect on social development. 

More specifically, children with mental disabilities can acquire basic use of language but the finer 

elements of the ability to converse are not present as compared to their age cohorts [8]. Children with Down 

syndrome have specific language deficits compared to normal in the number o f different words, in the total 

number of words and in the mean length of utterance [9]. To amend these problems studies in teaching 

communicat ion, social skills and conversation have been effective in developing and strengthening socializat ion 

and in decreasing anti- social behavior in a large spectrum of populations  (pre-school children with problem 

behavior, children with mental retardation, with Down syndrome, with psychiatric problems and with autism), 
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in addition to many studies done that improved communicat ion skills after training  indiv iduals of all ages with 

mental retardation [10-24]. In all of these studies teaching was based on an objective evaluation of baseline 

levels of the targeted behavior. Although there were little changes in the levels of mental functioning, usually 

the levels of social skills functioning were improved through social skills training [25].  

Wilkins and Matson [26] claim that the most familiar basic elements of conversation are the following : 

conversational questions, personal statements, acknowledging and reinforcing comments, duration and delay of 

exchanges, eye contact, emotional voice tone and conversational context. Conversational questions are any 

questions addressed to another person to retrieve information from the other person. Effective communicat ion 

demands responses to conversational questions. Teaching questions has been shown to be one of the simplest, 

yet effective, mean for an individual to participate in a conversation [27]. For this reason many studies engaging 

individuals with special needs targeted teaching of conversational questions and  responses.  

Moreover, teaching conversation in small groups simulates the natural conditions of conversation and 

is expected to be more effective and to generalize better to other conditions. Many studies had as their goal to 

teach children with disabilit ies in groups, to acquire the ability to exchange while they participate in group 

activities. [11,28,23]. There is a plethora of studies as well that used peers with better abilities to help less able 

children to socialize and converse [28-36]. Other studies investigated the ways teachers can assist children with 

delays in socialization and acquire conversational skills [37, 38].  

The present study was an attempt to apply education through the environment [39] by teaching 

questions and responses on common animals. Using more able peers in small groups  of children and adults with 

moderate or severe mental retardation this study targeted the skills of observing the environment and acquiring 

knowledge. The participants of the present study had no expres sed knowledge of the targeted animals and their 

caregivers have never observed them to talk to each other, although they had some basic language and they 

enrolled together for many years at their corresponding placements. The expectation was that with increased 

knowledge of the environment values and attitudes will follow, which will allow our participants a) to describe, 

interpret and to some degree predict functions, relat ions and interactions of the natural environment, and b) to 

develop social skills, specifically conversational skills, thus, to socialize. Specifically, this study taught three 

questions: a) What is this? b) What does it eat? c) Where does it live?, as well as, the responses to those 

questions with the  help of two table games of puzzle pairs of animals and their preferred food or their dwelling.  

 

II. Method 
2.1. Participants 

The participants in the study were eight children 9-16 years old with moderate or severe mental 

retardation and other handicaps in a special primary school and eight adu lts 22-36 years old with moderate or 

severe mental retardation and Down syndrome in a residential facility. All children and adults were selected 

because they had some speech which allowed them to engage in simple conversations but caregivers reported 

that they have never seen them converse. All participants were evaluated before the onset of the study using the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales for Children (WISC- III) and were assigned in six groups according to their mental 

scores. Participants were assigned to six groups according to their scores, four groups of three participants 

(Stelios 31-Mina 31-Kleanthis 66*, Gregory 44-Manos 38-Ninos 45*, Giorgos 58-Alekos 34-Vicky 53, Gogo 

35-Christos 34-Stathis 35) and two groups of 2 part icipants (Vaggelis 49*-Kostas 42*, Chrisostomos 34-Sakis 

30). The number following each name represents the General Intelligent Quotient of each participant. The 

asterisk shows scores of only the verbal scales of the WISC III fo r 4 participants with mobility problems (brain  

injury or cerebral palsy), who could not be scored on the Practical Scales of the WISC III. The groups consisted 

of participants of similar ab ility, with one peer in each group being the more able, in order to assist the rest in 

the group.  

 
2.2. Setting 

 All experimental sessions took place at the two placements : the one a day special primary school, and 

the other a closed residential facility. In each of those placements a quite room was allocated where each group 

took turns to meet and talk fo r the whole durat ion of this intervention.  

 

2.3. Materials and Procedure 

Two simple table games available in the local market containing puzzle pairs of 14 common animals 

along with their preferred food or their common habitat were used as the training stimuli for conversational 

exchanges in the present study. The other independent variables planned for this study were the verbal models 

and the corrections of errors by the experimenter, the verbal praise for good conversational behavior and the 

final tangible reward for good participation (balloons).  

During all experimental conditions each group was brought into the designated room and seated in 

around a table with a video camera facing the group of participants. The experimenter turned on the camera, 



Teaching through the Environment Children and Adults with Moderate or Severe Mental Retardation  

DOI: 10.9790/7388-06127083                              www.iosrjournals.org                                                 72 | Page 

placed the puzzle pieces of a table game on the table and gave the instruction “Talk about what you see!” Each 

session lasted approximately 15 minutes. 

During baseline four puzzle p ieces of a table game were available and the direction to talk was given to 

each group. The experimenter did  not interact in anyway with participants , waited for 15 minutes and then 

turned off the camera.  

  During training eight sets of puzzle p ieces were p laced sequentially on the table and again the 

direction to talk was given. In itially the experimenter provided models of all questions and answers,  but as 

training proceeded she provided models of appropriate exchanges only when members of the group could not 

respond. For the whole duration of training verbal praise for appropriate exchanges was given, as well as, a  final 

reward to each subject for good participation.Training lasted from 2 to 6 sessions, depending on the learning rate 

of each group. The questions were taught in the following order: “What is this?”, “What does it eat?” and 

“Where does it live?”   

After termination of train ing, all participants were taught in individual sessions to recognize new 

animals and to ask for their eating and living habits. Each student required a different number (1 to 5) of 

approximately 15-minute-sessions depending on the practice they needed to acquire the name, the preferred  

food and habitat of the new animals. With the termination of the indiv idual training sessions both initial and new 

animals were incorporated for all six groups in the subsequent phases of the study.  

During init ial and subsequent (follow-up) p robes no corrections, verbal models or praise were provided 

and only the final reward for good participation was available. After the initial probe was conducted in all 

groups, sessions were interrupted for one month at the institution and for five months at the special school. The 

subsequent probes were conducted in the following manner. The second follow-up probe was done a month 

after the first follow-up probe at the institution and three months after the first follow-up probe at the special 

school. These follow-up probes were conducted to evaluate the level of maintenance of the taught skills. Some 

of the children at the special school (Ninos, Gregory, Mina, Kleanthis, Kostas) had no opportunity to participate 

in another group during the subsequent probes, because problems with their health caused them to be absent 

from these sessions. The remaining children were tested for generalization during some follow ups in groups 

consisting of peers other than their training group. 

Two generalization measures followed: the first measure was conducted with the use of pictures of the 

taught animals on a computer screen and the second measure was exposure to six different living animals 

familiar from their train ing. During all generalizat ion probes no verbal models, corrections, praise or final 

reward for good participation were provided. During the first generalization measure each group of participants 

was brought and seated in front of a computer which by pressing the return button projected novel photographs 

of all the animals presented during the previous phases of the experiment with the direction to talk. During the 

second generalization probe each group of participants were brought outside their facilit ies where the 

experimenter had brought some alive animals (a rabbit, a lamb, a goat, a cat, a dog and a duck), and once again 

the direction to talk was given. During the third generalizat ion measure all three groups of adult participants 

were brought outdoors, they were presented with the real an imals and their exchanges were recorded.  

 

2.4. Experimental design 

A within-subject quasi-experimental withdrawal design across conditions of baseline, teaching, probes 

and generalization measures through sixteen subjects was used to show the acquisition of the abilit y to converse 

on common animals and its generalization.  

 
2.5. Dependent variables and measurements  

Individual data were collected on each participant’s exchanges. The dependent measures were the 

mean number of unprompted exchanges,the mean number of prompted exchanges and the mean number of non-

contextual exchanges between participants per presented stimulus, per session. The presented stimuli were either 

the animal puzzle pairs, or the animal photographs on a computer screen, or the living animals themselv es.   

As unprompted exchanges were counted any completely independent exchanges (words, phrases or 

sentences), that were audible, comprehensible, and contextual, that is, they referred directly to the proceeding 

exchange of another peer. Prompted exchanges were any exchanges that were in any way assisted by the 

experimenter. Non-contextual exchanges were any audible and comprehensible exchanges that were unrelated  to 

the conversation topic. Data collection lasted eleven months for the children at the special school and eight 

months for the adults in the residential facility.  

 
2.6. Inter-observer agreement  

All sessions were recorded on video and were scored by the experimenter and one other trained 

observer. Inter-observer agreement was scored on all exchanges and was calculated as the number of 



Teaching through the Environment Children and Adults with Moderate or Severe Mental Retardation  

DOI: 10.9790/7388-06127083                              www.iosrjournals.org                                                 73 | Page 

agreements, minus the number of disagreements over the total number of exchanges. The mean inter-observer 

agreement was found 93%. 

 
2.7. Social validity measures 

 Two social valid ity measures were conducted in order to verify the improvements and increases in 

conversational ability reported below. One group of 5 regular education second-grade teachers and another of 10 

primary special-education teachers were assembled and shown in random order video excerpts of baseline and 

end of treatment performances from each of the six groups of participants.  

 

III. Results 
The results are presented in individual graphs for each participant, with the graphs of the members of 

each group presented together on a page, in order for the dynamics of their participation in the conversations in 

their group to be apparent. In all graphs the abscissa refers to consecutive sessions, while the ordinate to mean 

number of exchanges per presented stimulus. Unprompted exchanges are represented by the open circles, 

prompted exchanges by the closed circles and non-contextual exchanges by the closed triangles. The vertical 

lines show changes in experimental conditions from baseline to training, to initial probe, subsequent probes and 

generalization measures. Arrow 1 represents subsequent probes with training -group peers, while Arrow 2 

represents subsequent probes with peers from other groups. The names of the participants have been changed to 

conceal their identity. 
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 1 (Kostas and Vaggelis). 

Fig. 1 shows the results of Kostas and Vaggelis (Group 1). During baseline both children made n o 

exchanges. Kostas during his three training sessions made around 1 prompted contextual exchange per puzzle 

pair, while his unprompted exchanges descended from a level of 2 to a level of 1 on the third train ing session. 

During the initial probe he reached a level of more than 4 unprompted exchanges. During the two subsequent 

probes with his group he had around 1 unprompted exchange, while he exchanged non -contextually at a level 

less than 1. During generalization at the computer he reached a level of 2 unp rompted exchanges per animal 

picture, while during generalization with the animals he reached at a level 4.5 unprompted exchanges. During 

his two training sessions Vaggelis had an average level of more than 2 unprompted exchanges and less than 1 

prompted exchange. During the initial probe he increased to more than 6 unprompted exchanges, while his 

prompted and non contextual exchanges were close to 0. During subsequent probes after five and seven months 

Vaggelis made more than 4 unprompted exchanges with both his and other groups, while in the final subsequent 

probe with his group he dropped to 2 unprompted exchanges. During the generalizat ion at the computer 

Vaggelis resumed to 4 unprompted exchanges per animal picture, while during the generalization with the 

animals themselves he reached the level of more than 9 unprompted exchanges. 
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges  per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 2 (Stelios, Kleanthis and Mina). 

Fig. 2 shows the results of Stelios, Kleanthis and Mina (Group 2). These three children made no 

exchange during baseline. During his four training sessions Stelios had an average of more than 2 unprompted 

exchanges in the first three sess ions, while during the fourth session he reached more than 3. His non - 

contextual exchanges changed similarly, from a near 0 level to a level o f 1. At the same time, h is prompted 

exchanges reached 0.5 during the first three sessions and dropped to almost 0 during the fourth training session. 

During the init ial probe he made an average of more than 4 unprompted and more than 4 non -contextual 

exchanges. During the subsequent probes both with his and other groups he maintained a level of 4 unprompted 

exchanges, while in the last subsequent probe with his group he dropped to 2. His non -contextual exchanges 

remained around 0.5 during the first two subsequent probes, while they dropped to 0 during the last subsequent 

probe. During the generalizat ion at the computer he made around 1 exchange per picture, while during the 

generalization with the animals he made more than 2 unprompted exchanges. Kleanthis during his three training 

sessions had less than 2 prompted and 2 unprompted exchanges, while during his in itial p robe he reached a level 

of 3, which he maintained during the two subsequent probes and the generalization at the computer, while he 

reached a high level of 7 unprompted exchanges in the presence of the real animals. Mina in her six train ing 

sessions showed an overall ascending trend in her unprompted exchanges form a level o f 1 to a level almost 3.5, 

while at the same time her prompted contextual exchanges showed a descending trend from a level of 1.5 to a 

level almost 0. During her initial and subsequent probes she maintained a level between 2.5 and 1.5 unprompted 

exchanges per. Mina had a level 0.5 unprompted exchanges during generalizat ion at the computer, but she 

returned to 3 exchanges during generalizat ion with the animals.  
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 3 (Gregory, Manos and Ninos).  

Fig. 3 shows the results ofGregory, Manos and Ninos (Group 3). Again, during baseline all three 

children made no exchanges. During Gregory’s five train ing sessions he had around 2 unprompted exchanges, 

less than 2 prompted exchanges and a descending trend from 1 to almost 0 non - contextual exchanges. During 

his initial probe he reached a high level of 8 unprompted exchanges, while during his four subsequent probes 

with his group he made between 1 and 5 unprompted exchanges. Gregory participated only in the generalizat ion 

at the computer where he made an average of more than 1 unprompted exchange  per animal picture. Manos in 

his three training sessions reached a level of more than 1 unprompted exchange. During his initial and his five 

subsequent probes he made between 2 and 6 unprompted exchanges and he stabilized h is performance to around 

4 unprompted exchanges during the computer and animal generalization probes. Ninos was absent from some 

sessions and had only two training sessions with an average of 0.5 unprompted exchanges and between 1 and 2 

prompted exchanges. During his in itial and his firs t subsequent probe he had a level of 2 unprompted exchanges, 

while in his second subsequent probe he dropped to a level of 0.5. During generalization at the computer he 

reached a level of 2, while during generalization with animals he topped at 4 unprompted exchanges.    
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 4 (Alekos, Giorgos and Vicky).  

Fig. 4 shows the results of Alekos, Giorgos  and Vicky (Group 4). During the first session of baseline 

Giorgos exchanged with Alekos once after viewing a card of an animal, but they made no exchanges in the four 

remain ing baseline sessions. Vicky made no exchanges during baseline. During training al l three adults made 

between 1.5 and 3.5 unprompted exchanges. During the initial p robe they all maintained a level between 2 and 3 

unprompted exchanges. During the four subsequent probes, they all reached between 2 and 4 unprompted 

exchanges, slightly higher than in training and initial probe conditions. During the generalization probes that 

followed Giorgos showed a continuous increase in unprompted exchanges, from 5 at the computer, to 12 with 

animals with his group, to 15 with animals and all three groups of adults present. Alekos remained steady at 3 

unprompted exchanges during generalization at the computer, while he peaked with 7 unprompted exchanges 

during contact with animals with his group and with all three g roups present. Vicky maintained her leve l of 2 

exchanges during generalization at the computer, she made litt le more than 2 during generalization with 

animals, while during generalization with animals and all adults present she peaked at 9 unprompted exchanges 

per viewed an imal.   
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 5 (Christos,Gogo and Stathis).  

 Fig. 5 shows the results of Christos, Gogo and Stathis (Group 5). A ll adults in this group made no 

exchanges during baseline. During the three training sessions Christos and Stathis reached 2 unprompted 

exchanges, while Gogo made around 1. At the same time, they all showed a descending trend from near 1 to 

almost 0 prompted. During the in itial probe both Gogo and Stathis showed further increases in unprompted 

exchanges to 4 and more than 2, respectively, while Christos showed a small decrease to around 1. In the three 

subsequent probes Gogo maintained her level of performance between 2 and 5 unprompted exchanges, so did 

Stathis (around 2), while Christos’ performance remained overall stable (around 2.5). During the generalizat ion 

probes that followed all adults continued to improve in their performance, with Gogo having a mean of 5 

unprompted exchanges at the computer, 4 per an imal with her group and around 4 per animal and all adults 

together. Stathis made an average of 3 unprompted exchanges during computer generalizat ion, 4 per animal and 

his group and 8 exchanges per animal and all adults together. Christos showed a small decrease to an average of 

more than 1 unprompted exchange during generalization at the computer, while he increased to 6 during animals 

and his group and an average of 3.5 during animals and all adults together. 
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Figure Caption 

The mean number of unprompted, prompted and non-contextual exchanges per stimulus across 

consecutive sessions for participants in Group 6 (Sakis and Chrisostomos).  

Fig. 6 shows the results of Sakis and Chrisostomos (Group 6). During baseline both adults made no 

exchanges. During the five train ing sessions Chrisostomos showed a steady increase in the mean number of 

unprompted exchanges from the level 1.5 to that of 3, while Sakis reached around a level of 2. During the initial 

probe Chrisostomos showed an increase to 3.5 unprompted exchanges, while Sakis maintained his training level 

of around 2 exchanges. During the subsequent probes Chrisostomos made between 2 and 3.5 unprompted 

exchanges, while Sakis ranged between 0.5 and 4. During the generalization at the computer and with real 

animals with his group Chrisostomos had an average of 1 unprompted exchange, while he reached a level of 3 

unprompted exchanges during generalizat ion with animals and all groups.  Sakis participated only in the 

generalization at the computer where he reached an average level of more than 1 unprompted exchange per 

animal picture.   

 

3.1. Results of social validity measures  

 In general, both groups of evaluators affirmed the below reported improvements in the participants’ 

ability to converse. The five regular education secondary school teachers found that 5 out of 6 groups of 

participants (Groups 1,2,3,4 &5) discussed more after train ing and only one evaluator judged that one of the 

groups participated equally before and after training (Group 6). All those evaluators judged these improvements 

as large for 3 of the 6 groups (Groups 2,3 & 5) and for the remaining three groups (Groups 1,6 & 4) 80% of 

them (4 out of 5 evaluators) reported large improvements while one evaluator reported moderate improvements 

for these groups. 

 The 10 primary school special education teachers found that 5 out of 6 groups of participants (Groups 

1,2,3,4 &5) discussed more after training and only one evaluator judged that one of the gro ups participated 

equally before and after training (Group 6). All those evaluators judged these improvements as large for Group 

2, 90% of them for Group 1, 70% for Group 3, 50, 40 and 30% for Groups 4, 5 and 6, respectively.    

 

IV. Conclusion 
The goal of the present intervention was on the one hand to help children and adults study the 

environment in order to acquire knowledge about animals and their habits, and on the other hand, to develop 

social skills necessary for maintaining conversation. The participants knew little about the taught animals and 

they were not observed to exchange among them although they had the ability to talk, as it was also evident in 

the initial baseline sessions. This study taught exchanges in the form of questions and answers relating to 

animals with the aim of the acquisition of the ability to discuss on common animals. Specifically, the 

participants were taught three questions “What is this?”, “What does it eat?” and “Where does it live?”, and the 

answers to these questions for each animal with the help of two table games depicting animals with their 

preferred food and natural habitat. The focus was on the skills of listening to peers, of asking and of answering 

questions about animals. These goals were expected to help the participants broaden their knowledge of the 

natural environment and strengthen their interpersonal relat ions.  

The results showed that school children and adults with moderate or severe mental retardation can 

acquire basic knowledge of the environment, that is, they can obtain knowledge of common animals and their 

habits and apply this knowledge in conversations among them. For most participants through training sessions 

unprompted exchanges increased while prompted exchanges decreased. Furthermore, the results sho wed that all 

participants were able to use this newly acquired knowledge either in class or when they were brought in direct 

contact with these animals during the generalization phases of this intervention. The research literature also 

reports that the training persons with severe disabilities in conversational skills, such as to begin an interaction 

and to take turns, generalize in opportunities for conversation, in conversation partners and in different settings 

from those in which t rain ing occurred [29].  

The participants of the present study, after being taught to make generalized questions, were able to 

generalize these conversational skills to different animals from those taught, to children and adults from other 

groups, to pictures of animals on a computer screen and to liv ing animals. Actually, all participants, children and 

adults, achieved their highest levels of independent exchanges during initial, subsequent or generalizat ion 

probes. The effect of the intervention (conversational exchanges) continued to increase during the follow-up 

probes and the different generalizat ion conditions. The increased number of exchanges among participants 

during the generalization conditions in the present study can be possibly explained by the fact that stimuli whic h  

approach those in the natural environment are more interesting and more rein forcing than those further removed 

from it. These results emphasize the importance of the transition from the materials used in class for teaching 

about the environment to the stimuli present in the natural environment, which most of the times are 

multid imensional and placed in their enriched natural context and thus more interesting and reinforcing.  
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 It is of practical importance that the reported learning and generalization was achieved through a very 

brief and simple intervention. The present intervention which combined teaching in small groups, individual 

teaching, table games, support from the investigator and the more able peers, achieved learning, maintenance 

and generalization of the taught skills with maximum economy, that is, with relatively very few train ing and 

individual sessions (2 to 6 and 1 to 5, respectively, depending on the participant). Recent literature [40] indicates 

that the good effects produced by this intervention in knowledge about the environment and socialization in  

small groups could be equally achieved in whole class group settings. In their study Newman and Kaefer 

compared vocabulary instruction in whole class groups and insmall group configurations. What they found is 

that all children gained significantly in word knowledge, concepts and categories regardless of whether they 

were in s mall or whole groups.  

The application of the present intervention in groups of persons with a variety of disabilities is 

expected to be equally or more effective, if thought is given in adapting the above procedures to the special 

needs of each kind of disability. Special teachers of children and adults with disabilit ies can easily apply a very 

simple intervention such as the present to facilitate the task of teaching important aspects of the environment to 

their students and can help as well in their socialization.  The present study was designed as a naturalistic 

teaching intervention that provided the opportunity for peers to communicate among themselves in their every-

day placements (a special school and a residential facility), thus, helping them to socialize more effect ively. Th is 

intervention attempted to address an important problem facing child ren with disabilities and specially those with 

severe handicaps in developing friendships [41].  The results are in agreement with the research literature which 

shows that teaching social skills represents a dynamically effect ive approach for a successful socializat ion of 

handicapped children [42]. Furthermore, these results provide evidence for developing applications in 

environmental education for ch ild ren with mental retardation and possibly for other disabilities. 

 

This research was co-financed by the EU-European Social Fund (75%) and the Greek Min istry of Development-

GSRT (03ED) (25%). 
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