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Direct Instruction
Unlike cognitive training with its emphasis on the uniqueness of each learner, Direct 
Instruction (DI) focuses on the characteristics or components of the task or concept 
to be learned. The aim of DI is to produce gains in specific academic skills without 
worrying about possible processing deficits. “The key principle in Direct Instruction,” 
Gersten, Carnine, and Woodward (1987) write, “is deceptively simple. For all students 
to learn, both the curriculum materials and teacher presentation of these materials 
must be clear and unambiguous” (pp. 48–49).

Based on the pioneering work of Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) in the 1960s,  
DI represents a highly organized instructional approach. Proponents of this model 
emphasize controlling details of instruction so as to actively engage students’ involve-
ment in learning. Drill and practice are stressed. DI lessons, which are teacher directed, 
are precisely scripted, fast paced, and typically presented to small groups of children, 
usually five to ten. Teachers lead their students using a “script” or precisely worded les-
son in an effort to ensure consistency and quality of instruction. Teachers elicit student 
response via hand signals or cues (such as clapping or snapping the fingers), which 
results in choral or unison responding by the group. This technique is designed to 
maintain the pupils’ attention. Correct answers are immediately praised, and incorrect 
responses receive corrective feedback.

Direct Instruction (DI): A teacher-
directed instructional technique used 
to produce gains in specific academic 
skills; emphasizes drill and practice 
along with immediate feedback and 
reward.

  TABLE 7.3  Principles of Effective Cognitive Training Programs

Principle Example

Teach a few strategies 
at a time

Rather than bombard children with a number of strategies all at once, teach them just a few. In this 
way, there is a better chance that the students can learn the strategies in a comprehensive and not a 
superficial fashion.

Teach self-monitoring It is helpful if students keep track of their own progress. When checking their own work, if they find an 
error, they should be encouraged to try to correct it on their own.

Teach them when 
and where to use the 
strategies

Many students with learning disabilities have problems with the metacognitive skill of knowing when and 
where they can use strategies that teachers have taught. Teachers must give them this information as 
well as extensive experience in using the strategies in a variety of settings.

Maintain the students’ 
motivation

Students need to know that the strategies work. Teachers can help motivation by consistently pointing 
out the benefits of the strategies, explaining how they work, and charting students’ progress.

Teach in context Students should learn cognitive techniques as an integrated part of the curriculum. Rather than using 
cognitive training in an isolated manner, teachers should teach students to employ cognitive strategies 
during academic lessons.

Don’t neglect a 
nonstrategic knowledge 
base

Sometimes those who use cognitive training become such avid proponents of it that they forget the 
importance of factual knowledge. The more facts children know about history, science, math, English, and 
so forth, the less they will need to rely on strategies.

Engage in direct 
teaching

Because the emphasis in cognitive training is on encouraging students to take more initiative in their 
own learning, teachers may feel that they are less necessary than is actually the case. Cognitive training 
does not give license to back off from directly teaching students. Students’ reliance on teachers should 
gradually fade. In the early stages, teachers need to be directly in control of supervising the students’ use 
of the cognitive strategies.

Regard cognitive 
training as long term

Because cognitive training often results in immediate improvement, there may be a temptation to view 
it as a panacea or a quick fix. To maintain improvements and have them generalize to other settings, 
however, students need extensive practice in applying the strategies they have learned.
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