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Long-Term Benefits
from Direct Instruction
Results from a Follow Through study show

that high school students who received
direct instruction in primary grades scored
higher on standardized tests, dropped out

less, and applied to college more often than
did students in comparison groups.

(But some findings are disturbing as well as positive.)

A growing consensus about effec-
tive teaching practices for at-
risk students in the elementary

grades has been developing during
the past ten years. This research
(Brophy and Good 1986, Stebbins et
al. 1977) shows that teachers using
direct instruction can enhance aca-
demic growth. Direct instruction is a
highly interactive approach to teach-
ing. The lesson is structured so that
teachers can assess immediately
whether students understand the con-
cepts being taught. If there are prob-
lems, the teacher guides the students
toward comprehension by providing
immediate feedback and modeling a
pertinent problem-solving strategy
(Gersten and Carnine 1986).

Direct instruction, however, has its
critics. They assert that students may
be stifled by the structure and that the
effects dissipate when students are left
on their own. In fact, some say direct
instruction can cause students future
harm.

These criticisms intensified with the
release of a study of the later effects of
preschool programs for at-risk chil-
dren (Schweinhart et al. 1986). Ac-
cording to these authors, although 18-
year-olds taught with direct instruction
in preschool accelerated academic
achievement during elementary years,
the early academic focus harmed these
students in later life, especially in the
sphere of social behavior.

On the other hand, eminent educa-
tors such as Benjamin Bloom (1981)
have asserted that structured instruc-
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tional programs for at-risk students in
the primary grades have enduring ef-
fects on students' lives. These educa-
tors argue that students who develop
academic competence in reading, lan-
guage, and mathematics in the primary
grades are more likely to benefit from
any type of instruction in higher
grades. Children who can read, for
example, will always be able to learn
new material, regardless of the quality
of teaching in later years. In addition,
if young students feel competent, they
are more likely to approach learning
positively, even when they encounter
difficult academic and social situations
in inner-city schools.

Because of this debate, the findings
of a recent longitudinal follow-up
study of over 1,000 low-income minor-
ity students in compensatory educa-
tion are illuminating. In both rural and
urban areas, we found positive long-
term effects, with students achieving
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higher reading, language, and mathe-
matics scores on standardized tests
than students who either had not par-
ticipated in direct instruction or who
had participated in other programs.
Participating in direct instruction also
lowered dropout rates and raised the
proportion of students applying to
college.

Protect Follow Through
At the time of its inception in 1968,
Project Follow Through was the larg-
est educational experiment in history.
The U.S. Office of Education imple-
mented Project Follow Through by
applying innovative programs from 20
universities and research centers to
the real world of inner-city and rural
schools to determine their effective-
ness for educationally at-risk students.
Twelve of these interventions were
evaluated, including the direct instruc-
tion program developed by Engle-
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mann and Becker (Becker et al. 1961)
and the cognitive curriculum devel-
oped by Weikart and his colleagues.

Among the inner-city schools cho-
sen for the experiment were those in
in Flint, Michigan; New York City, East
St Louis, Illinois; and Washington,
D.C. The rural schools included were
in Uvalde, Texas; and Wliliamnburg
County, South Carolina. At that time,
the U.S. Census ranked Williansburg
County as the poorest county in the 48
mainland states, with one of the high-
est illiteracy rates in South Carolina

Abt Associates, who conducted an
independent evaluation, concluded
that direct instruction was the most
effective in teaching academic skills in
mathematics, reading comprehension,
and language (Stebbins et a. 1977).
Low-income students in the four-year
kindergarten-to-third-grade direct in-
struction programs performed at or
near the national norm on standard-
ized achievement tests in reading (me-
dian of 41st percentile), mathematics
(median of 48th percentile), and lan-
guage (median of 50th percentile),
often significantly above their peers in
traditional programs in local schools.
In contrast, at-risk students using Da-
vid Weikart's Cognitive Curriculum
performed at the 21st percentile in
reading and at the 11lth percentile in
mathematics (Stebbins et al. 1977).
Direct instruction students also pro-
duced the highest scores in self-con-
cept, self-confidence, and sense of per-
sonal responsibility for success or
failure.

Two features that distinguished di-
rect instruction from the other Follow
Through models were the curriculum
and assistance to teachers. The curric-
ulum taught skills in a detailed, step-
by-step process, and teachers were
provided with specific remedies to
their problems.

Longitudinl Study
In June 1981 and June 1982, the first
two groups of Follow Through stu-
dents were slated to complete high
school. We decided to investigate
whether direct instruction in the pri-
mary grades had an effect on their
high school careers.

A major problem plaguing our study
was finding students in each neighbor-
hood comparable to those in the Fol-
low Through program. By using infor-
mation from welfare agencies, we
found a comparison school for each
Follow Through school with equiva-
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