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Using Direct Instruction
John A. Zahorik and William J. Kritek ]

Uﬁiversity of Wisconsin-Milwaukee

The history of education is in many ways the history of innovations
concerning teaching practices. Many teachirg innovations have come and

gon2 over the past several decades.- A current teaching innovation that
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teachers are being urged to employ is diréct instruction.

Direct instruction differs from mast other teachind innovatiﬁﬁs in
that it is research baseq. It emerged from process-product studies
conducted by Soar (1573); Stallings and Kaskowitz (1974); Brophy and /
Evertson (1974); Fisher, Filby, Marliave, Cahen, Dishaw, Moore, and

Berliner (i978); Good and Grouws (1975); and others. Although variations

g«ist in the definition of direct instrﬂction, the definition by

) N
Rosenshine (1979) is generally accepted. According to\Rosenshine cirect
instruction refers to:

academically focused, teacher-directed classrooms using sequenced
and structured materials. It refers to teaching activities where
goals are clear to students, time allotted for ipstruction is . 3

sufficient and continuous,gppverage of content is extensive, the

performance of students isfibnitored, questions are at a low
cognitive level so that students can produce many correct
responses, and feedback to students is immediate and academically

- oriented. (p. 38)
This constellation of behaviors has been found to correlaté positively,
and often significantly, with student achievement gains in reading and :
mathematics at the elementary school level. More recently, t?e efficacy .
of direct instruction has been reinforced by experimental studies
(Anderson, Evertson, & Brophy, 1979; Stallings, Cory, Fairweather, &

Needels, 1978; Cood & Grouws, 1979).  ‘PERMISSION TO REPHODUGE THIS A o oF ZDUCATION
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY £bUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

CENTER (ERIC) .
John_A. Zahorik /This document has been Teproduced as

V) roceved from tho person or organization
otiginating it. |
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3 reproduction qualty.
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Being faced with achievement problems in basic skills, many urban
elementary teachers and school districts have turned to direct
instruction as a possible solution. A question that arises, now fhat
this phenomenon has progressed from a research finding to an employed
teaching practice, is how is diféct instruction being used and why is it
being used the way that it is? The purpose of this paper is to present a
report on an investigatioh of the use of direct instruction.

Data Collection

Twelve elemeﬁtary schools that had implemented direct instruction *
participated in the study on a volunteer basis. The schools were part of
a prdject designed to increase achievement of students in reading and
mathematics. The schools were located in lower SES areas and had
experienggd low achievement for several yearsv‘ At the time data were
collected~the schools héd been using direct instruction as well és

+results from school effects research (Edmonds, 1979; Brookover & Lezotte,
;,1977) for-one yéar. ’

Several types of inservice training in the use of direct instruction
were provided for teachers during the year preceding implementation and
throughout the implementatiqn period. All project schools were given
direct instruction and sphool effects literature and were required to
submit a plan detailiqg how they were going to apply it. Also, all
schools participated in project;wide inservice in which direct
instruction techniques were expléined and demonstrated. Additfonaﬂ
inservice training varied among the 12 schools. Some schools madé(L
extensive use of resource personnel from thé central office staff and

AN .
from various universities, some schools received training related to
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special curriculum programs based on direct instrucEion such as "ECRI
reading" {(Reid, 1980) and "Missquri Math" (Good & Grouws, 1979) which l
\were instituted during fhis time period, and some schools had teachers
who completed university courses on direct instruction.

Data collection consisted of observing and interviewing 23 teachers
and interviéwing 12 principals from the 12 participating schools. In
each schooltthe principal was asked to identify the two teachers wno were
the most proficient users of dirqcf instruction.‘ This. process resulted

AN

in 23 teachers; one teacher chose not to participate in’the study. OF

-

the 23 ‘teachers, 19 were women and 4 were men, 14 taught grades 1-3 and 9
taught grades 4-6, and all had at least 7.years of teaching._experience.

The teachers were observed teaching a reading lesson and a
mathematics lesson. Each teacher was observed‘}or a half-day although
some obserQations were‘longer. Observations were made by a team of
observers. An observation guide consisting of 21 elements of direct
instruction was used. During observations the observers made field notes
related to the elements and tentatively ratéd the frequency of use of
each element on a five-point‘scalef Frequ%pcy of use of an element was
Jjudged according to the maximum use that could reasonably have been
expected. Folf;wing observations, the team met to discuss and compare ) ,'
observations and to arrive at a final rating for each element for each ,Y

teacher. This procedure was practiced in a trainimg program using

videotaped classrooms and live classrooms. Observer intrajudge and

e — B R —

————

interjudge agreements on tentative rafihgs were all over 80 percent.

The 21 direqt instruction elements that were used for observation

purposes were: (a) lively pace, (b) teacher controlled activities,

35S
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(c) monitoring, (d) narrow questions, (e) academic feedback, (f) learning
organized aroﬁnd teacher questions, (g) lecturing, (h) short directions
_and transitions, (i) féviewing, (j) small-bit content, (k) small-step
tasks, (1) low error-rate content, (m) high content coverage, (n) use of
text materials, (o) controlled practice, (p) available materials,
(q) student academic engagement, (r) large group .organization,
(s) goal-directed climate, (t) basic skill foqas, and‘(u) warm climate.
These elements are based on process-product research as summarized by
Rosenshine (1916), Medley (1977), and others.

The teacher interviews consisted of questions about the major

3

features of direct instrugtion, the most effective and least effective

élements of direct instruction, modifications made in the use of direct
instruction, the major benefits of direct instruﬁffag; types of help
receivedﬁgn implementing direct instrucfion, and other topics. Each of

the teachers was interviewed the same day that observations took place.

The interviews lasted aeproximately‘one hour.

c——

The principal interviews algo lasPed about one hour. The interview
queéfions dealt with the important components of direct instruction, the
benefits Sf direct inst;uction, schd%i programs that incorporate direct
’ instruction, inservice training hrovided for direct instruction, support
for,dirécf instruction, supervision practices, and other matters.

1
i,

Use of Direct Instruction Elements

/

The class;qom observation results reported-in- Table 1 reveal that in
general the teachers used the elements of direct instruction
exténsively. Some elements were used more extensively than others,

however. The elements that were used the most frequently, if ai.

#

=
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arbitrary cutoff point of a mean rating of 4.5 is used were organizing

learning around teacher questions, teacher control of learning ’

activities, having materials available and ready for use, providing a
basic skills focus, establishing a goal-Birected climate, and providing

'
ta

controlled practice. and drill., As a group, these elements seem to

establish and maintain strong teacher control of the learning situation.
" They develop and sustain a singleness of purpose in an efficient, +

* >

organized way.
// Insert Table 1 about here //
The elements of direct instruction that were used eomewhat less
: éiequently, if an arbitrary cutoff of a mean rating of-4.0 is used, were
making directions short, asking narrow questions, monitoring practice
activities, providing immediate academic feedback, organizing content
into small parts, using low error-rate content, organizimg. learning tasks
—_ , .
into small steps, engaging students in academic tasks, utilizing large
group instruction, and using texts and workbooks. The teachers
occasionally gave long directions,:high-level as well as low-level
questions were asked, not all seaﬁwerﬁ activities were monitored,
particularly reading seatwork when the teacher had divided fhe class into
seve;el reading groups, feedback was sometimes pefsonal rather than
academic and at other times it was absent, neither the content nor tasks

were consistently organized and sequenced, some content was difficult,

student-engagement_in social or personal activities was evident, small

- e ———

group and individual instruction were used, and texts and workbooks were

not always employed. Most of these less frequently used behaviors are

specific acts reldted to the practice cycle. This cycle in which
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"information is conveyed to students, students are given monitored
exercises or asked sbecific questions about the information to develop
and determine mastery, and corrective feedback is given, is seen as being
an important and effective aspect of direct instruction (Rosenshine,
1976; Brophy & Evertson, 1976). The other less frequently used behaviors
seem to be more related to teacher control.

The remaining elements are those that were used the least
frequently. They include lively pace, high content coverage, lecturing
and explaining, use of reviews and summaries, and warm, convivial
climate. The pacing that these teachers used was slow on occasion,
content coverage was not as high as it could have been, disco?ery and
problem solving experienées were used in addition to more didactic
techniques of lecturing, reviews or summaries were the least used
element, and.tﬁe climété; although not harsh, was often not warm. Many
of these least used elements are those that determine lesson
progression. They govern the speed and progress of the teaching-learning
situation. Others, such as reviews and lectures, are mofe closely
associated with tﬁe practice cycle.

In summary, the teachers in this project used direct instruction in
general. The elements that received the most extensive usage were those
associated with establishing and maintaiﬁlng teacher control of the
classroon. Elements that receivéd 1éss emphasis were those that are
mainly related to the practice cycle. Those that received the least use

Many of the behaviors that teachers used instead of those most

closely associated with cirect instruction are behaviors that seem to be
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reiated to the developifient of high cognitive level goals and other goals
In addition to basic skills, to the individualization of instruction, and
to other demands on teacher tihe and energy. High-level questions,
perscnal feedback, %hallenging content rather than small-step content,
personal or social activities, and discovery learning all point to
nonhasic skill goals. Small group and individual instruction, slow pace,
modest content céverage, and lengthy directions indicate sensitivity to
individual differences and special needs of students. Deciding not to

monitor, use reviews, or establish nurturing climate could be a function

of setting constraints.

Variables Associated With Direct Instruction Use

Interviews with teachers and principals as well as classroom

’observations revealed sevéral varigbles that appear to be related to

direct instructicn use. The variables investigated were teacher beliefs;
grade level and subject area taught, teacher knowledge of direct /
instruction, teacher traiqing in direct instruction, curriculum programs
based on direct instruction, principal leadership, principal knowiedge of
direct instruction, principal support for direct instruction, and
principal supervision practiceé.

Beliefs about each direct instruction element were not ascértained,
but teachers weré asked to identify the most effective and least
effective direct instruction elements. The frequently identified most
effective elements were monitofing, engagement in acgdemic tasks, large

group instruction, and teacher control of learning activities. Excluding

monitoring, these elements are related to teacher control. With the

/

exception of teacher control of learning activities, however, none of ;he
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behaviors is in t;e group of elements most frequently used. Monitoring
which was the element mentioned most often as‘beihéfmasfheffeetive was
seen as being effective because it provided teachers with knowledge of
students' present states of learning. Many teachers indicated that, as a
‘result of careful monitoring, they had greater knowledge of students!
progress or lack of it than at any time before in their teaching careers.

' Un%y'bne element was mentioned frequently as be;pg ineffective. This ;
element was,'paradoxically, large group instruction. Although teachers
saw large group instruction as being useful in classroon control and
student attention, they also believe that exclusive use of it is
harmful. Individual needs preclude total class grouping in all learning
situations. . // J

Subject area and grade level both appear to be related to direct

instruction usage. The total mean ratind for reading instruction was
4.08 while the’total mean rating for mathematics was 4.20. Further,
comparing each teacher's reading teaching with his or her mathematics
teaching reveals that 73 percent of the teachers had hiQher direct

instruction usage in mathematics and 27 percent had higher usage in

{ *_IL 3

reading. Greaten usage of direct instruction during mathematics may, in
part, be a result of teaching mathematics to the whole class rather than BN
to smalrigroups. The total mean rating for primary teachers (grades 1-3)

was 5.24 and the_gotal mean rating for intermediate teachers (grades 4-6)

was 4.10. This difference in favor of primary teachers is seen more

clearly when the 23 teachers are divided into higher users and lower

-

USETS. Higher users are those who have at least a 4.5 mean rating.

Lower users are tnose who have a mean ra%ing of less than 4.5. This
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'arbitrary pracedure resulted in a group of 10 higher users whose mean

rating 1s 4.65 and a group of 13 lower béerg whose mean rating is 3.99.
Of .the 10 higher'users, 57 percent are primary teachers and 43 percent
intermediate teachers. Of the 13 lower useré, 22 pexcent. are primary
teaéhers and 78 percenp are intermediate teachers.

The existence of "Missouri Math," "ECRI reading," and other school ’
programs or curricula that are based on direct instruction research might
be expected to influence direct instruction usage, but it did not. The
dgta show that the higher users and the lower users of direct instruction
had approximately the same quantity of curricul?m nrograms incorporating
direct instruction.

Results concerning the remaining variables are contained in Table 2.
These results are also analyzed in relation tc ﬁigher users and lower
users of direct instruction. The variable of teacheg,knowledée of direct
instruction, and to a greater extent, tﬁé variable of teacher traiﬁing in
direct instruccion appeaf to be related to usage of direct instruction.
Sixty percent of the higher users had comprehensive knowledge of direct
instruction in comparison to 54 percent for the lower users, and 85
percenE of higher users had helpful inservice tféining in comparison to
54 percent of the lower users. |

, // Insert Table 2 here }/

In temms of variables Jelated to the principal, higher users did not
necessarily have principals who exerted strong leadersnip, Qho-had af
comprehensive khowledge of direct instruction, or who provided active
supervision. In fact, lower use;s were more likely to haéé principals

who possessed these attributes. Higher users, to a greéter‘gxtent than
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lower users, did have principals who strongly supported the teachers® use
of direct instruction, however. Ninety percent of the higher users had
principals whq supparted tbe use of Jirect instructicn while 77 percent
of the lower users had supportive principals.

In summary, of the variables investigated here, teacher beliefs,
subject area and grade level, teacher knowledge, teacher training, and
prinecipal support appear Lo be related to higher usage of direct
instruction. _

Discussion ‘

The teachers in this study used direct instruction extensively, but

they did not use it at every opportunity that they had to use it . This. .

general finding can pe explained in&at leaét tﬁo ways. One explanation
is that the teachers were insufficiently or poorly trained. The other
explanation is that the teachers were adequately trained, bu§ they
purposely adapted or rejected various aspects of~direct instruction.

‘ The firstexplanation assumes that the concept 7 direct instruction
is faultless and ije teachers are feulty. The teacher training program
in which the teachers participated helped trem to reach their present
level of skill, but\they did not. acquire all of the essential direct
instruction techniques. From thia perspective this study iqdicates that
two types of training may be especially needed. One type ie to help

teachers to acquire greater proficiency in the use of elements associated'

RPN VIS ORGSR - ——

with the practice cycle and with lesson progression. “The other type ts

to help teachers understand that the benefits of large group instruction

and emphasis on low cognitive levels outweigh the disadvantages, and that
- \

settirg constraints related to mplementation of,direct instruction can

1
be overcome.
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The second explanation assumes that the Goncept of direct Instruction
"is faulty and the teachers are Faultless. The coécept is faulty because
it requires teachers to renounce soms of the other beliefs that thay have
and the resultant goals and teaching practices that the; may have found
to be beneficlal. This study could be interpreted to indicate that
direct instruction asks teachers to rencunce their beliefs in
individualization and high cognitive levels. Teachers may believa that
direct insiruction is an effective procedure to increase basic skill
achievemont, but when direct instruction clashes with these other
peliefs, acéommadation takes place and direct instruction bececomes
altered. From this perspective, this study 1ndicates that thought shnuld
be given tc modifying direct instruction on the baéis of teacher beliefs
and other setting variables before it is prescpibed for practice.
Regardless of which explanation is accepted, or if a combination of
the two i» accepted, those’intefested i~ direct instruction need to
attend to individualization, high cognitive leve;s,’and several other

areas in an effort to make this innovation as. functional as possible.
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Tt Table l : .
Teachers;\Use of Direct Instruction
© (N=23)
Behavior/Practice Mean_Observation Rating*
Learning-organized-around-teacher questions T 4,93 o o
7 gctivities provided and controlled by teacher 4,91 — -
Materials ready for use ) 4.86 : //
‘Basic skills focus ‘ 4.80
T Goal-directed climgte 4.65
I Controlled practice 4.58
o . Active monitoring of seatyork ’ 4,39 -
Tasks‘organized and sequenced 4,38
Narrow, single answer questions 4.33
Academiﬁ task engagement | 4,32
Content organized and sequenced 4.29
Large group instruction 4,27
Short directions and transitions 4.23
Use of texts and workbooks | ) 4,21
Immediate, academic feedback ‘ 4.14
Low error-rat. content i 4.02 ’
Brisk pace 3.95
’ Lecturing,~explaining, and demonstrating 3.86
Warm classroom climate | 3.86
High content: coverage « 3.81
-
Use of reviews and summaries 3.63
T
*Freqde&cy of use of behaviors or practices was rated by observers on a
five-point scale with "5" being the highest rating.

-
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.Table 2

Relapionship of Selected variables to Teachers'

f

~

vVariable

o ot o s e e A e e e  ae o o

Comprehensive teacher
knoviledge of direct
instruction

Helpful inservice training

Strong principal leadership
. of direct instruction

incorporating direct
instruction

Active priacipal supervision

Strong principal support for
teachers' use of direct
instruction

0/1924E

Use of Direct Instruction

Higher Users of Lower Users of

Direct Instruction (N=10)  Direct Instruction (N=13)

% of Tedchers

60

85

70

Comprehensive principal knowledge

40

Presence of curriculum programs

60

40

90

[V Y
(O

% of Teachers

54.
54

77
54
61
46

77




