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INTRODUCTION TO SRA DISTAR
MATH

In  the  landscape  of  educat ional
interventions,  few  programs  have
generated as much discussion, research,
and tangible  success  as  SRA DISTAR
Math.  Developed  in  the  1960s  by
Siegfried Engelmann and his colleagues
at the University of Illinois, DISTAR—an
acronym  for  Direct  Instruction  System
f o r  T e a c h i n g  A r i t h m e t i c  a n d

Reading—was  designed  to  address  a
fundamental  challenge  in  education:
how to  systematically  teach struggling
students  the  foundational  skills  they
need to succeed in mathematics. Today,
SRA  D ISTAR  Math  r e m a i n s  a
cornerstone of the Direct Instruction (DI)
model,  a  teaching  approach  built  on
expl icit ,  scr ipted,  and  careful ly
sequenced  instruction.  This  article
explores  the  history,  methodology,
components,  research  base,  and
practical  applications  of  SRA  DISTAR
Math,  offering  educators,  parents,  and
curriculum developers a comprehensive
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understanding of this powerful program.
At its heart, SRA DISTAR Math is more
than just a set of worksheets or lesson
plans. It is a meticulously crafted system
that  assumes  all  children  can  learn
mathematics  when instruction is  clear,
consistent,  and  designed  to  eliminate
ambiguity. The program is famous for its
use  of  choral  responses,  rapid  pacing,
and systematic error correction. While it
was  initially  developed  for  at-risk  and
special education students, its principles
have proven effective for a wide range of
learners.  As  we delve deeper  into  the
program,  you  will  discover  why  SRA
DISTAR  Math  has  earned  a  loyal
following  among  educators  who  see
firsthand  how  structured,  explicit
instruction  can  transform  a  student's
mathematical  understanding  from

confusion  to  confidence.

THE ORIGINS AND HISTORY OF
SRA DISTAR MATH

The story of SRA DISTAR Math begins
in the 1960s, a time when educational
researchers  were  searching  for
evidence-based  methods  to  close  the
achievement gap. Siegfried Engelmann,
a professor at the University of Oregon,
and  his  col league  Car l  Berei ter
conducted  pioneering  work  with
preschool  children  from disadvantaged
backgrounds.  They  observed  that
conventional teaching methods often left
these children behind, not because they
lacked  intell igence,  but  because
instruction was not designed to address
specific  gaps  in  their  foundational
knowledge.  This  observation  led
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Engelmann  to  develop  a  system  of
instruction that left nothing to chance.
The name DISTAR was originally used for
the  reading  program,  but  soon  a
mathematics component was developed
using  the  same  direct  instruction
principles. The materials were published
by Science Research Associates  (SRA),
hence  the  name  SRA DISTAR Math.
The program gained national  attention
when  it  was  included  in  the  Project
Follow Through evaluation, a large-scale
federal  study  that  compared  various
educational  approaches.  The  results
were  striking:  Direct  Instruction,
i nc lud ing  SRA  DISTAR  Math ,
consistently outperformed other models
on  measures  of  basic  skills,  problem-
solving, and self-esteem. This landmark
study  cemented  the  program's

reputation  as  one  of  the  most  effective
teaching methods ever developed.
Over the decades, the program has been
revised  and  updated.  Modern  editions,
sometimes  sold  under  the  name
Connecting Math Concepts, retain the
core  principles  of  Engelmann's  original
work  while  incorporating  contemporary
standards and refined lesson sequences.
Despite these changes, the essence of
SRA DISTAR Math remains the same: a
belief that mathematics can be taught to
all students through clear, precise, and
logical instruction.

CORE PRINCIPLES OF THE DISTAR
MATH METHOD

To understand why SRA DISTAR Math
works,  one  must  first  understand  the
theoretical  framework upon which it  is
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built.  Direct  Instruction  is  not  a  loose
collection  of  teaching  tips;  it  is  a
coherent  system  with  specific  design
principles.  These  principles  distinguish
SRA  DISTAR  Math  from  other  math
curricula and are key to its effectiveness.

Direct Instruction
and Scripted
Lessons
The most visible feature of SRA DISTAR
Math is its use of scripted lessons. The
teacher  does  not  need  to  invent
explanations  or  activities  on  the  spot.
Instead,  the  program  provides  a
carefully  worded  script  that  presents

mathematical  concepts  in  the  most
logical  and unambiguous way possible.
This  scripting  is  not  meant  to  stifle
teacher  creativity  but  to  ensure  that
every  student,  regardless  of  the
teacher's  experience  level,  receives
instruction  that  is  precise  and  aligned
with  the  program's  learning  sequence.
Every word in the script has been tested
and  refined  to  minimize  confusion  and
maximize  understanding.

Sequential and
Cumulative
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Learning
Another core principle is the sequential
and cumulative nature of the content. In
SRA DISTAR Math, skills are not taught
in  isolation  and  then  abandoned.
Instead, new concepts are built directly
on  previously  mastered  skills.  The
program uses a technique called "strand
mapping,"  where  different  strands  of
mathematics  (such  as  counting,
operations,  and  measurement)  are
woven  toge the r  i n  a  ca re fu l l y
coordinated  way.  This  means  students
constantly review and apply what they
have  learned,  moving  from  simple  to
complex in small, manageable steps. For
example, a student will not be asked to
subtract  two-digit  numbers  until  they

have  demonstrated  mastery  o f
subtraction facts,  place value,  and the
concept of regrouping.

Frequent
Assessment and
Feedback
Assessment in SRA DISTAR Math is not
a separate event that happens only at
the end of a unit. Instead, assessment is
embedded in every lesson. The teacher
checks for understanding through choral
responses,  individual  turns,  and  daily
workbook  exercises.  When  a  student
makes an error,  the program provides
specific correction procedures that guide
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the  teacher  through  a  step-by-step
process  to  reteach  the  concept
immediately.  This  real-time  feedback
l o o p  e n s u r e s  t h a t  s m a l l
misunderstandings do not snowball into
major  gaps.  The  focus  is  on  mastery:
students do not move on until they can
perform the skill correctly and fluently.

KEY COMPONENTS OF THE SRA
DISTAR MATH PROGRAM

Understanding  the  components  of  a
typical SRA DISTAR Math lesson helps
explain why the program is so effective.
The  materials  are  designed  to  be
comprehensive,  leaving  no  stone
unturned in the quest for mathematical
proficiency.

Lesson Structure
and Pacing
A typical lesson in SRA DISTAR Math
lasts between 30 and 45 minutes and is
divided  into  several  segments.  The
lesson begins with a short warm-up or
review  of  previous  material.  Then  the
teacher  introduces  the  new  concept
using  a  scripted  presentation.  Next,
students practice the new skill under the
teacher's  guidance,  often  using  choral
responses  where  the  whole  class
answers  together.  Finally,  students
complete a short independent workbook
exerc i se  to  demonst ra te  the i r
understanding. The pacing is fast, which
keeps students engaged and minimizes
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off-task  behavior.  Every  minute  of  the
lesson  is  purposeful.

Teacher-Student
Interaction
Interaction  in  an  SRA  DISTAR  Math
classroom  is  highly  structured  and
purposeful.  The teacher asks questions
in  a  specific  format,  and  students  are
expected  to  respond  in  unison.  This
choral responding technique has several
advantages: it maximizes the number of
responses each student makes, it allows
the teacher to hear immediately who is
correct  and  who  is  struggling,  and  it
creates a supportive environment where
all students participate. The teacher also
uses "signals" (such as a hand drop or a

tap  on  the  board)  to  indicate  when
students  should  respond.  This  reduces
confusion  and  ensures  that  every
student  is  actively  engaged.

Manipulatives
and Visual Aids
While SRA DISTAR Math is primarily a
direct  instruction  program,  it  does
incorporate  the  use  of  hands-on
materials.  Early  lessons  use  counting
chips ,  number  l ines ,  and  other
manipulatives to make abstract concepts
concrete.  The  program  also  uses
specially  designed visual  aids,  such as
the "Distar Number Track," which helps
students  understand  the  sequence  of
numbers and the concepts of "more" and
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"less." These materials are not used in a
free-form  exploratory  way,  however.
They are used in a structured manner
that  is  directly  tied  to  the  lesson
objective.

THE DISTAR MATH CURRICULUM:
WHAT STUDENTS LEARN

The  scope  of  SRA  DISTAR  Math  is
broad, covering all  the essential  topics
that students need to be successful in
e lementary  mathemat ics .  The
curriculum is typically divided into levels,
each building upon the previous one.

Number

Recognition and
Counting
In the earliest levels, students learn to
count objects, rote count from 1 to 100,
and  recognize  numerals.  But  SRA
DISTAR  Math  goes  beyond  simple
memorization.  Students  also  learn  to
understand  the  relationships  between
numbers:  which  numbers  are  larger,
what "one more" means, and how to put
numbers  in  order.  The  program  uses
systematic  activities  to  ensure  that
students develop a deep understanding
of number sense, not just the ability to
recite numbers by rote.
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Basic Operations
Once students have a solid foundation in
number sense, the program moves into
basic  operations:  addition,  subtraction,
multiplication,  and  division.  The
instruction  is  highly  systematic.  For
addition,  students  first  learn  to  "touch
count"  (point  to  each  object  as  they
count)  and  then move to  counting  on
from  a  known  number.  Subtraction  is
taught as a "count back" strategy. The
program  expl ic i t ly  teaches  the
relationship  between  addition  and
subtraction, so students understand that
t h e y  a r e  r e l a t e d  o p e r a t i o n s .
Multiplication and division are introduced
later,  again  using  concrete  strategies
before moving to abstract facts.

Problem-Solving
Skills
One common misconception about SRA
DISTAR Math  is  that  it  only  teaches
rote skills. In reality, the program places
a  strong  emphasis  on  problem-solving
and reasoning. However, the approach is
different  from  some  other  curricula.
Instead  of  presenting  students  with
open-ended  problems  that  require
creative invention, SRA DISTAR Math
teaches  specific  problem-solving
strategies  directly.  Students  learn  to
identify  the key information in  a word
problem, choose the correct operation,
and execute  the  procedure.  They  also
learn to check their work for accuracy.
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This explicit approach to problem-solving
has  been  shown  to  be  particularly
effective  for  students  who  struggle  with
traditional discovery-based methods.

THE RESEARCH BASE BEHIND
SRA DISTAR MATH

The effectiveness of SRA DISTAR Math
is not merely anecdotal; it is supported
by  decades  of  research.  The  most
famous  study  is  the  aforementioned
Project Follow Through, which compared
nine different educational models across
thousands  of  students  in  low-income
communities.  The  Direct  Instruction
model,  which  included  SRA  DISTAR
Math,  produced  the  highest  scores  in
basic  skills,  problem-solving,  and  even
measures  of  self-esteem.  The  results
were  so  compelling  that  many  school

districts adopted the program as a core
intervention for struggling students.
Subsequent  research  has  continued  to
confirm these findings. Meta-analyses by
John  Hattie,  Robert  Slavin,  and  others
have  consistently  ranked  Direct
Instruction  among  the  most  effective
teaching  strategies  for  improving
student  achievement.  Studies  have
shown  that  s tudents  who  learn
mathematics  through  SRA  DISTAR
Math  make  greater  gains  than  their
peers  who  use  other  programs,
particularly  in  the  elementary  grades.
The program has also been shown to be
effective  for  students  with  learning
disabilities,  English  language  learners,
and  students  from  economical ly
disadvantaged  backgrounds.
Critics  sometimes  argue  that  the
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research on SRA DISTAR Math is dated
or  that  it  focuses  too  narrowly  on
standardized  test  scores.  However,
proponents point out that the program's
design is grounded in a deep analysis of
how  learning  works—specifically,  the
importance  of  clear  explanations,
sufficient  practice,  and  corrective
feedback. These principles are supported
by  modern  cognitive  science,  which
confirms  that  direct  instruction  is  often
more  efficient  and  effective  than
discovery  learning  for  teaching
foundational  skil ls.

SRA DISTAR MATH IN MODERN
CLASSROOMS

W h i l e  SRA  D ISTAR  Math  w a s
developed  in  a  different  era,  it  remains
relevant  in  today's  classrooms.  Many
schools  use  it  as  a  Tier  2  or  Tier  3
intervention  within  a  Response  to
Intervention  (RTI)  framework.  Because
the  p rogram  i s  so  exp l i c i t  and
systematic, it is ideal for students who
need extra support to catch up with their
peers. General education teachers also


