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INTRODUCTION

In the landscape of educational methodologies, few approaches
have generated as much discussion—and as much evidence—as
the Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching. Developed in
the 1960s by  Siegfried  Engelmann and his  colleagues  at  the
University of Oregon, this systematic, teacher-directed method
stands  in  stark  contrast  to  discovery-based  or  student-led
learning  models.  While  it  may  sound  rigid  at  first,  Direct
Instruction  (DI)  has  been  validated  by  decades  of  research,
including the famed Project Follow Through study, which found it
to  be  one  of  the  most  effective  ways  to  improve  student
outcomes in reading, math, and language. This article will explore
the  core  principles  of  Direct  Instruction,  its  practical
implementation, the evidence behind it,  and why it remains a
vital tool for educators today.
Whether  you  are  a  teacher  looking  to  refine  your  practice,  a
parent curious about classroom strategies, or an administrator
seeking  a  proven  framework,  understanding  the  Direct
Instruction  Approach  to  Teaching  can  help  you  make
informed  decisions.  Let’s  dive  into  what  makes  this  method

uniquely powerful,  how it  works in the classroom, and why it
continues to influence modern pedagogy.

WHAT IS THE DIRECT INSTRUCTION APPROACH TO
TEACHING?

The Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching is a carefully
structured, explicit method of instruction that focuses on clear,
step-by-step  presentation  of  material.  Unlike  constructivist
approaches, where students are expected to discover concepts
through exploration, DI places the teacher at the center of the
learning process. Lessons are scripted or systematically designed
to ensure that every student masters each skill before moving on
to the next.
Key features of DI include:

Explicit instruction: Teachers clearly state what students
will learn, demonstrate the skill, and provide guided
practice.
Sequential building: Skills are broken into small,
manageable steps, and each step is taught in order.
Frequent assessment: Students are regularly checked
for understanding, with immediate feedback and
correction.
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High expectations: The program is designed to bring all
students to mastery, regardless of prior knowledge.

Because  of  its  systematic  nature,  the  Direct  Instruction
Approach  to  Teaching  is  particularly  effective  for  teaching
foundational skills in reading, spelling, and arithmetic. However,
it  has  also  been adapted  for  higher-level  content  in  science,
social studies, and writing.

THE SEVEN CORE PRINCIPLES OF DIRECT
INSTRUCTION

To fully grasp the Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching, it
is helpful to understand the seven core principles that guide its
design  and  delivery.  These  principles  are  based  on  the
assumption that all students can learn if taught in a way that
minimizes confusion and maximizes practice.

1. Teach in Small Steps
Rather than presenting a large concept all  at once, DI breaks
content into discrete, manageable chunks. For example, when
teaching  a  new  phonics  rule,  the  teacher  first  introduces  the
letter  sound,  then  demonstrates  how  to  blend  it  with  other
sounds, then practices with a few words. This reduces cognitive
load and prevents frustration.

2. Provide Clear
Explanations and Models
In DI, the teacher does not assume that students can infer the
rule. Instead, they explicitly state what the student should do.
Modeling is a critical component: “Watch as I sound out this word.
Now you try.” This clarity is a hallmark of the Direct Instruction
Approach to Teaching.

3. Guided Practice with
Immediate Feedback
After  the  teacher  models  a  skill,  students  engage  in  guided
practice. The teacher corrects errors immediately, preventing the
formation  of  bad  habits.  This  is  often  done  through  choral
responses, partner work, or structured worksheets.

4. Check for Understanding
Frequently
DI uses frequent “checks” to ensure that every student is keeping
up.  Teachers  ask  specific  questions,  observe  responses,  and
reteach if needed. This formative assessment is woven into every
lesson.
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5. Ensure High Success
Rates
Research  shows  that  students  learn  best  when  they  are
successful  at  least  80% of  the time during initial  practice.  DI
programs  are  designed  to  achieve  this  by  pacing  instruction
appropriately and providing extra practice for difficult skills.

6. Provide Independent
Practice
Once students demonstrate mastery under guidance, they move
to independent practice. This helps solidify the skill and builds
fluency.  The  Direct  Instruction  Approach  to  Teaching  often
includes daily review activities to reinforce previous learning.

7. Maintain a Brisk Pace
DI lessons are deliberately fast-paced to keep students engaged
and to maximize instructional time. Transitions are minimized,
and the teacher maintains a lively, focused tone.

HOW DOES DIRECT INSTRUCTION WORK IN THE
CLASSROOM?

Implementing the Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching

requires  careful  planning  and  fidelity  to  the  program  design.  In
practice,  a  typical  DI  lesson might  look like this  for  a  first-grade
reading group:

Opening (2 minutes): Teacher states the objective:1.
“Today we will learn to read words with the ‘sh’ sound.”
Modeling (5 minutes): Teacher shows a card with “sh,”2.
says the sound, and demonstrates blending: “sh + ip =
ship.” Students repeat.
Guided Practice (10 minutes): Teacher presents new3.
words one by one. Students respond chorally. Teacher
corrects any errors immediately.
Independent Practice (8 minutes): Students complete a4.
worksheet with words like “shop,” “fish,” “rush.” Teacher
circulates and provides support.
Check for Mastery (3 minutes): Teacher calls on5.
individual students to read a word. If a student misses it,
the teacher provides a brief reteach.

This structure ensures that time is used efficiently and that every
student receives the instruction they need. One of the strengths
of  the  Direct  Instruction  Approach  to  Teaching  is  its
replicability;  teachers  can follow a detailed script  or  teaching
guide, which reduces variability and ensures consistency across
classrooms.

EVIDENCE SUPPORTING DIRECT INSTRUCTION

Perhaps  the  most  compelling  argument  for  the  Direct
Instruction Approach to Teaching is its robust research base.



4

4 Direct Instruction Approach To Teaching 2022-08-02

The Project Follow Through study, conducted from 1968 to 1977,
is  the  largest  educational  experiment  ever  undertaken.  It
compared nine different instructional models across thousands of
students  from  low-income  communities.  Direct  Instruction
outperformed all other approaches in basic skills, cognitive skills,
and even affective outcomes such as self-esteem.
More  recent  meta-analyses  have  confirmed  these  findings.  A
2014 review by Stockard et al. found that DI produced significant
positive  effects  on  achievement,  with  effect  sizes  ranging  from
moderate  to  large  across  subjects.  The  method  has  been
particularly  effective  for  students  from  disadvantaged
backgrounds,  those  with  learning  disabilities,  and  English
language  learners.
Critics  sometimes  argue  that  DI  is  too  rigid  or  stifles  creativity.
However,  advocates  point  out  that  creativity  flourishes  when
foundational  skills  are automatic.  Once a student can decode
words  fluently,  they  can  engage  more  deeply  with  literature.
Similarly, automaticity in arithmetic frees up mental resources for
problem-solving.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT DIRECT
INSTRUCTION

Despite  its  proven  track  record,  the  Direct  Instruction
Approach to Teaching is often misunderstood. Let’s address a
few common myths:

Myth: DI is just “drill and kill.” While DI does include
practice, it is carefully designed to be efficient and

engaging. The pace and variety of activities keep students
actively participating.
Myth: DI is only for struggling students. DI has been
shown to benefit all students, including gifted learners,
when used as a core program. The high expectations built
into DI challenge every student.
Myth: DI kills teacher creativity. In reality, teachers
adapt the script to their students’ needs. The detailed
guide frees them from wondering what to teach next,
allowing them to focus on delivery and student
engagement.
Myth: DI is outdated. On the contrary, many modern
reading programs (such as those based on the Science of
Reading) incorporate explicit, systematic instruction—a
direct descendant of DI principles.

IMPLEMENTING DIRECT INSTRUCTION: TIPS FOR
EDUCATORS

If  you  are  considering  adopting  the  Direct  Instruction
Approach to Teaching in your classroom or school, here are
some practical steps:

Start with a proven program: Published DI curricula,
such as Reading Mastery, Connecting Math Concepts, and
Corrective Reading, have been field-tested and refined over
decades.
Train thoroughly: DI requires consistent implementation.
Teachers should receive training on script delivery, error
correction, and pacing.
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Use grouping strategically: DI works best when students
are placed in homogeneous groups based on skill level.
This allows the teacher to target instruction precisely.
Monitor progress regularly: Use mastery tests to ensure
that students are solid before moving on. Reteach as
needed.
Combine with other approaches: While DI is powerful
for foundational skills, it can and should be complemented
with other activities such as read-alouds, discussions, and
independent reading to foster a love of learning.

Remember that fidelity does not mean robotic delivery. Effective
DI teachers use their voice, body language, and enthusiasm to
keep students engaged. The script is a scaffold, not a prison.

DIRECT INSTRUCTION IN THE MODERN CLASSROOM

In an era of  personalized learning and technology, one might
wonder if the Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching still
has a place. The answer is a resounding yes. In fact, many digital
learning  platforms  employ  direct  instruction  principles  by
breaking content into small steps, providing immediate feedback,
and guiding students  through explicit  sequences.  The difference
is that in a classroom setting,  the human teacher can adjust
pacing,  offer  encouragement,  and  build  relationships  that  no

algorithm  can  replicate.
Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for clear,
structured  instruction  when  students  were  learning  remotely.
Teachers who used DI principles found that their students were
better able to stay on track because the lessons were predictable
and focused. The Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching
adapts well to various settings—whole group, small group, one-
on-one, and even online.

CONCLUSION

The Direct Instruction Approach to Teaching is not merely a
relic  of  20th-century  education;  it  is  a  living,  evidence-based
methodology that continues to help millions of students achieve
academic success.  Its  emphasis  on clear  presentation,  guided
practice, and mastery learning makes it especially powerful for
teaching foundational skills. While no single approach works for
every situation, the decades of research behind DI make it an
indispensable tool in any educator’s toolkit.
For  teachers  and  administrators  seeking  to  improve  student
outcomes, especially for those who are most at risk, the Direct
Instruction Approach to Teaching offers a clear road map. By
implementing  its  principles  with  fidelity  and  creativity,  we  can
ensure that every student has the opportunity to build the skills
they need to flourish in school and beyond.


