
On what basis should educational decisions be made? 

Dr Kerry Hempenstall. 

The introduction of Direct Instruction programs in Far North Queensland and elsewhere in Australia has 

been heavily criticised in recent times. Most of the criticisms argue that DI is either ineffective or 

inappropriate for indigenous students in Australia. I wish to make the case that DI has a surprisingly long 

history of use in Australia, and has very strong research supporting its usefulness across a wide range of 

student characteristics, including indigeneity. I also argue that decisions about what constitutes 

worthwhileness should be made on the basis of evidence rather than on ideology 

The Direct Instruction model has a relatively long history in reading education, the first program having 

been published in 1969. However, there has been surprisingly little serious attention paid to it from both the 

educational bureaucracy and the educational research community, despite its strong body of supportive 

empirical evidence. Reports of Operation Follow Through (Engelmann, Becker, Carnine, & Gersten, 1988; 

Grossen, 1996), and the studies reported in meta-analyses by White (1988) and by Adams and Engelmann 

(1996) have not been accorded the attention that might have been expected. Research on Direct Instruction 

programs in general has not been widespread among independent researchers, which is surprising given its 

long history of programs with a strong emphasis on explicit systematic teaching and on phonics in reading. 

These emphases have been adopted subsequently by many educational program designers, and it is these 

more recent derivative programs that tend to be evaluated by researchers. 

However, this anomaly has been part of a long lamented and broader malaise - the failure of research-based 

knowledge to have an impact upon educational decision-making (Carnine, 1995; Hempenstall, 1996, 2006; 

Stanovich, 1994, Stone, 1996). It’s hardly a revelation to argue that the adoption of evidence-based practice 

(EBP) in some other professions is far advanced in comparison to its use in education. It is a change that is 

evident in fields other than education, for example, the rise of Evidence-Based Medicine in patient care 

(Sackett, Rosenberg, Gray, Haynes, & Richardson, 1996), and Empirically Validated Treatment in 

psychotherapy (American Psychological Association, 1993). These changes have been wrought despite 

significant resistance from entrenched traditionalists in their respective professions. However, as these 

principles have been espoused in medicine and psychology since the early nineties, a new generation of 

practitioners have been exposed to evidence-based practice (EBP) as the normal standard for practice. This 

has occurred among young practitioners because their training has emphasized the centrality of evidence in 

competent practice. 

Research and reports on reading 

In the classroom, unfortunately, there are few signs of this sequence occurring. Most teachers-in-training are 

not exposed to either the principles of EBP (unless in a dismissive aside) or to the practices that have been 

shown to be beneficial to student learning, such as the principles of instructional design and effective 

teaching, explicit phonological instruction, and student management approaches that might be loosely 

grouped under a cognitive-behavioural banner. 

At the policy level, at least, there has been a marked reduction of education myopia in the USA and Great 

Britain, though, as yet, not strongly in Australia. Evoking a sense of cautious optimism is the gradual 

pressure for change spreading across those nations using written alphabetic languages. The similarity of 

recommendations among numerous national and state reports in the USA (for example, those of the National 

Institute of Child Health and Human Development (Lyon, 1998), the National Reading Panel (National 

Reading Panel, 2000), the American Institutes for Research (1999), the National Research Council (Snow, 
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Burns, & Griffin, 1998), the Texas Reading Initiative (1996), and the National Early Literacy Panel (2009) 

has demonstrated the considerable consensus existing about the crucial elements of reading development 

and instruction. The importance to successful instruction of the alphabetic principle has been strongly 

asserted. The extra traction gained by systematic synthetic phonics instruction over more ad hoc, loosely 

specified phonics approaches is clearly noted in these reports. The impact on students of such careful 

explication of the code can be described as inoculative against reading failure. In this sense, it parallels the 

use of a vaccine to evince immunity to a specific disease - a public health measure considered worthwhile 

for all, even though only some of the population may be at risk. 

These recommendations for systematic synthetic phonics instruction are consistent with the conclusions 

reached by many individual researchers (Baker, Kameenui, Simmons, & Stahl, 1994; Bateman, 1991; 

Blachman, 1991; Felton & Pepper, 1995; Foorman, 1995; Foorman, Francis, Beeler, Winikates, & Fletcher, 

1997; Johnston, McGeown, & Watson, 2012; Moats, 1994; Simmons, Gunn, Smith, & Kameenui, 1995; 

Singh, Deitz, & Singh, 1992; Spector, 1995; Tunmer & Hoover, 1993; Weir, 1990). Analysis of research 

into phonics since the report of National Reading Panel was presented by Brady (2011), and confirmed the 

original findings. This approach recognises the demands of mastering an alphabetically-based writing 

system, and initially focuses upon teaching the sounds employed in words, their corresponding graphemes, 

and the processes of blending and segmenting. 

In Britain, the National Literacy Strategy (Department of Education and Employment, 1998) was released to 

all primary schools, requiring them to abandon the Whole Language approach to reading. Components of 

the former system, such as teaching students to rely on context clues to aid word reading, were discredited in 

the Strategy, and explicit phonics instruction was mandated from the earliest stages of reading instruction. 

“There must be systematic, regular, and frequent teaching of phonological awareness, phonics and spelling” 

(Department for Education and Employment, 1998, p.11). Unfortunately, the strong resistance to such 

explicit teaching led to substantially less instructional change than was anticipated, and correspondingly less 

improvement in national literacy figures. In 2006, the Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics 

(Primary National Strategy, 2006) was released, updating its 1998 predecessor, and mandating practice even 

more firmly onto an evidence base. In particular, it withdrew its imprimatur from the 3-cueing system 

(Hempenstall, 2003) approach to reading, and embraced the Simple View (Hoover & Gough, 1990) of 

reading that highlights the importance of decoding as the pre-eminent strategy for saying what’s on the page. 

Under the 3-cueing system, making meaning by any method (pictures, syntactic, and semantic cues) took 

precedence over decoding as the prime strategy. The new 2006 Strategy mandates a synthetic phonics 

approach, in which letter–sound correspondences are taught in a clearly defined sequence, and the skills of 

blending and segmenting phonemes are assigned high priority. This approach contrasts with the less 

effective analytic phonics, in which the phonemes associated with particular graphemes are not pronounced 

in isolation (i.e., outside of whole words). In the analytic phonics approach, students are asked to analyse the 

common phoneme in a set of words in which each word contains the phoneme being introduced 

(Hempenstall, 2001). The lesser overall effectiveness of analytic phonics instruction may be due to a lack of 

sufficient systematic practice and feedback usually required by the less able reading student (Adams, 1990). 

In Australia, the National Enquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (Department of Education, Science, and 

Training, 2005). recommendations exhorted the education field to turn towards science for its inspiration. 

For example, the committee argued strongly for empirical evidence to be used to improve the manner in 

which reading is taught in Australia. 

“In sum, the incontrovertible finding from the extensive body of local and international evidence-based 

literacy research is that for children during the early years of schooling (and subsequently if needed), to 

be able to link their knowledge of spoken language to their knowledge of written language, they must 
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first master the alphabetic code – the system of grapheme-phoneme correspondences that link written 

words to their pronunciations. Because these are both foundational and essential skills for the 

development of competence in reading, writing and spelling, they must be taught explicitly, 

systematically, early and well” (p.37). 

Perhaps extra impetus for similar reform in Australia has arisen from reports such as the Parents’ Attitudes 

to Schooling from the Department of Education, Science and Training (2007). Among the findings was that 

only 37.5 per cent of the surveyed parents believed that students leave school with adequate literacy skills. 

Generally, the impact of state and national testing has led to greater transparency concerning how our 

students fare in their literacy development. Media attention on these findings and on the occasional litigation 

have focussed community attention, and (thereafter) renewed government attention to the issue of reform. 

From a theoretical perspective, each of the National Reading Panel (2000) recommended foci for reading 

instruction (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension) is clearly set out and taught 

in Direct Instruction literacy programs. These same instructional features were endorsed in the report of the 

National Enquiry into the Teaching of Literacy. An examination of the program teaching sequences in, for 

example, the Reading Mastery (Engelmann & Bruner, 1988) and Corrective Reading (Engelmann, Hanner, 

& Johnson, 1999) texts attests to their comprehensive nature. 

However, these necessary elements are only the ingredients for success. Having all the right culinary 

ingredients doesn’t guarantee a perfect soufflé. There are other issues, such as what proportion of each 

ingredient is optimal, when should they be added, how much stirring and heating is necessary? Errors on any 

of these requirements lead to sub-optimal outcomes. 

So, it is with literacy programs. “Yet there is a big difference between a program based on such elements 

and a program that has itself been compared with matched or randomly assigned control groups” (Slavin, 

2003, p.15). Just because a program has most, or all, of the elements doesn’t guarantee that it will be 

effective necessarily. Engelmann (2004) points to the logical error of inferring a whole based upon the 

presence of some or all of its elements. The logic error is seen in the following If a dog is a Dalmatian, it has 

spots. Therefore, if a dog has spots, it is a Dalmatian (Engelmann, 2004, p.34). In this simile, the Dalmatian 

represents programs known to be effective with students. It is possible to analyse the content of these 

programs, and then assume incorrectly that the mere presence of those characteristics is sufficient to ensure 

effectiveness. This ignores the orchestration of detail that also helps determine effectiveness. Engelmann is 

thus critical of merely “research-based” programs, that is, programs constructed only to ensure each 

respected component is somewhere represented in the mix. 

Reading First was a massive program in the USA designed to improve literacy outcomes for disadvantaged 

students in the first four years of schooling. Early reports (Office of Management and Budget, 2007) 

indicated that it had a positive impact nationally; however, a criticism of it is that the criterion for 

acceptability of the programs used was diluted. Reid Lyon, the primary architect of Reading First, was 

critical of the modification of his plan that funding should be provided only for programs with proven 

effectiveness – to the easier-to-meet criterion that programs had only to be based on scientifically based 

reading research (Shaughnessy, 2007). A possible reason for this Department of Education decision relates 

to the lack of well-designed studies of reading instruction. According to Slavin (2007), there are only two 

beginning programs generally acknowledged to have strong empirical evidence of effectiveness: Success for 

All and Direct Instruction. It was considered politically unacceptable to allow only two programs to 

dominate beginning reading to the nation’s disadvantaged children. This decision has other ramifications. It 

has led to some programs offering only the appearance of being evidence-based, thereby diminishing the 

potential of the national scheme overall. In fact, the failure of many schools to implement their chosen 
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programs faithfully was one reason offered for the less than expected effects of Reading First (Pearson, 

2010). 

In most published reading schemes, program designers assume that teachers know how to structure a lesson 

effectively when they are provided with some worthwhile content. This assumption is far from universally 

justified. The content may be research-based, but its presentation may be competent, slipshod, or cursory. 

Corrective feedback may or may not occur systematically. Mastery by students may or may not be expected. 

Practice opportunities may or may not be adequate for the population. Regular data-based monitoring may 

or may not occur. Teacher creativity may abound. This loose coupling between content and delivery would 

horrify an empirically-trained psychologist, as it would a surgeon trained to follow protocols. It also 

highlights why the crucial element in evaluation is not simply that a program is consistent with scientific 

findings, but also that it has been demonstrably successful with the target population. 

So for a true measure, we must look beyond theoretical acceptability, and examine empirical studies to show 

that a particular combination of theoretically important elements is indeed effective. The questions become: 

Has a particular program demonstrated independently replicated effectiveness? For what populations? 

The development of criteria for acceptable research evidence is a common element in the re-weighting of 

empirical research in the professional fields mentioned earlier. In the case of reading, it should make easier 

the task of convincing the educational community how valuable could be the findings of rigorous research in 

informing practice. Having established these criteria, it becomes easier to determine which of the plethora of 

reading programs available do have adequate research support at any given time. Unfortunately, the standard 

of educational research generally has not been high enough to enable confidence in its findings. Partly, this 

is due to a preponderance of short-term, inadequately designed studies. When Slavin (2004) examined the 

American Educational Research Journal over the period 2000-2003, only 3 out of 112 articles reported 

experimental/control comparisons in randomized studies with reasonably extended treatments. 

The examination of existing evidence employing criteria (of various levels of stringency) by a range of 

groups has supported Direct Instruction as a valuable approach to reading instruction for both regular and 

struggling readers. For example, the American Federation of Teachers series of documents Building On The 

Best, Learning From What Works (1997) nominates Direct Instruction programs among each of its 

recommendations across different facets of education: Seven Promising Reading and English Language Arts 

Programs, Three Promising High School Remedial Reading Programs, Five Promising Remedial Reading 

Intervention Program and, Six Promising Schoolwide Reform Programs. 

A report from the American Institutes for Research (1999), An Educators' Guide to School-Wide Reform, 

found that only three programs, Direct Instruction among them, had adequate evidence of effectiveness in 

reading instruction. In a follow-up evaluation (American Institutes for Research, 2006), 800 studies of 

student achievement were reviewed involving 22 programs directed at US high-poverty, low-performing 

schools. The two programs rated most highly were those that offered a high level of manualisation of both 

curriculum and non-curriculum features. The level of detail and the field testing and rewriting that occurs 

before these programs are published does not preclude excursions from fidelity, but on average it does 

attenuate them. The two programs were Engelmann’s Direct Instruction and Robert Slavin’s Success for All. 

Other similarly supportive reviews of Direct Instruction include: Reading Programs that Work: A Review of 

Programs for Pre-Kindergarten to 4
th

 Grade (Schacter, 1999), Current Practice Alerts (Council for 

Exceptional Children, 1999), Bringing Evidence Driven Progress to Education (Coalition for Evidence-

Based Policy, 2002), Center for Education Reform: Best Bets (McCluskey, 2003), Comprehensive School 

Reform and Student Achievement: A Meta-analysis (Borman, 2007; Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 
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2002), Review of Comprehensive Programs (Curriculum Review Panel, 2004), and CSRQ Center Report on 

Elementary School CSR Models (American Institutes for Research, 2005). More recently, Liem and Martin 

(2013) summarized: 

“A consistent pattern identified in our review points to the effectiveness of Direct Instruction (DI), a 

specific teaching program, and of specific explicit instructional practices underpinning the program 

(e.g., guided practice, worked examples) in maximizing student academic achievement. Collectively, 

studies, reviews, and encompassing meta-analyses (e.g., Borman et al., 2003; Hattie, 2009) show that 

DI has significantly large effects on achievement” (Liem & Martin, 2013, p.368). 

These reports have been influential in drawing attention to the large corpus of supportive research developed 

over the years indicative of the effectiveness of the Direct Instruction model across a wide range of 

educational settings. The model is now being implemented with varying degrees of fidelity in increasing 

numbers of school settings. 

Considering the two aspects of reading research described above: the theoretical and the empirical, it is 

evident that the Direct Instruction model has strengths in each area to support its use. In line with current 

research findings, the programs focus on critical areas such as phonemic awareness (the ability to 

decompose the spoken word into its constituent sounds) and letter-sound relationships. The themes critical 

for struggling students are paid careful attention in the program design. These are adequate lesson frequency 

(daily), and sufficient daily and spaced practice to reduce the risk of forgetting, immediate correction of 

errors to guide the student towards mastery, and continuous assessment of progress to validate the 

effectiveness of the teaching. 

It has often been assumed that DI in Australia is a recent happening. In fact there have been numerous 

programs and research projects in operation since the 1970’s. In 1982, Megan Lockery & Alex Maggs 

published Direct Instruction Research in Australia: A ten‐ year analysis.  

I have used Direct Instruction programs successfully in Australian schools since 1983. The programs have 

been beneficial to a wide range of students, including indigenous students in the Yarra Valley, students with 

various learning challenges, such as dyslexia, hearing loss, autism spectrum disorder, attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, second language, learning disability. My findings are consonant with a body of 

research demonstrating that an instructional focus on the task rather than on various learner characteristics 

continues to be the best option for improving the achievement of those who currently struggle, a result also 

in concert with the findings of Nation and Hulme (2011) and of Lervåg and Hulme (2009). 

In the Far North Queensland project that includes DI programs, there has been a significant and enduring 

array of criticism. Much of the criticism of DI is ill-informed or mischievous. I’ve written about many of 

these criticisms at https://www.nifdi.org/resources/news/hempenstall-blog/389-why-does-direct-instruction-

evoke-such-rancour. There has also been an assertion that DI involves only basic rote learning and if useful 

at all, it is only so for very low progress students. 

“One of the common criticisms is that Direct Instruction works with very low-level or specific 

skills, and with lower ability and the youngest students. These are not the findings from the meta-

analyses. The effects of Direct Instruction are similar for regular (d=0.99), and special education 

and lower ability students (d=0.86), higher for reading (d=0.89) than for mathematics (d=0.50), 

similar for the more low-level word attack (d=0.64) and also for high-level comprehension 

(d=0.54), and similar for elementary and high school students” (Hattie, 2009, pp. 206-7). 

Inquiry into educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
Submission 3

https://www.nifdi.org/resources/news/hempenstall-blog/389-why-does-direct-instruction-evoke-such-rancour
https://www.nifdi.org/resources/news/hempenstall-blog/389-why-does-direct-instruction-evoke-such-rancour


“These studies have confirmed the accumulated findings of decades of other studies showing that 

students studying with DI have higher achievement scores and stronger growth rates than students 

studying with other curricula. These results have appeared with reading
1,2,8,9,10,13,15

 and math
7
; in 

urban1,2,7, rural
2,8

 and suburban
8,13,15

 settings; with middle class high achieving students
13

; with high risk 

students
16

, general education students
1,2,7,8,9,10,13,15,16

 and special education students
15

; with schools that 

are predominantly African American
1,7,9

, those with substantial numbers of Hispanic students
2,8,15

 and 

those with large numbers of non-Hispanic whites
8,13,15

; and with children from pre-school age
10

 through 

middle school
4
. The strong positive results appear in studies examining state test scores

4
, curriculum-

based measures
2,4,8,10

 and norm-referenced tests
1,4,7,9,10

; in the United States as well as in other 

countries
11

 and with randomized control trials
10,13,14

 as well as quasi-experimental designs
1,2,4,7,8,9,11,15

  

(NIFDI, 2012). 

“What is in common across the most promising interventions is their use of extensive professional 

development, coaching, and cooperative learning. The findings support a conclusion increasingly being 

made by researchers and policymakers concerned with optimal outcomes for English language learners 

and other language minority students: Quality of instruction is more important than language of 

instruction” (Cheung & Slavin, 2012). 

So both research and experience emphasise the teaching process rather than the child as the major issue. In 

DI, failure to learn is viewed as failure to teach effectively, and specific corrective teaching procedures are 

intrinsic to the programs to redress the problems should lack of progress be observed. The emphasis on 

teaching quality rather than learner quality makes redundant any explanations of failure based on 

intelligence, race, readiness, first language, or home background. It is an empowering approach because it 

acknowledges and reinforces the status and power of teachers to make a real difference to students. 

Interestingly, in Australia there was a rise in the adoption of Direct Instruction programs without any state or 

federal government support. Over the past 20 years, about 350 schools in Victoria have implemented one or 

more Direct Instruction programs (McGraw Hill, personal communication, June 2007) across basic skill 

areas, such as language, reading decoding and reading comprehension, spelling, writing, and maths. 

However, relatively few schools maintain their focus on the DI programs. Many start with an enthusiastic 

staff member, but fall away when the initiator leaves, loses interest, or the staff adopt a different priority 

emphasis. The recent publicity on the use of DI in Far North Queensland through Noel Pearson has perhaps 

raised some awareness of Direct Instruction among educators. However, judging by some of the comments 

made, there does not appear to be a great understanding of the model. 

In more recent times, there has been some interest in Direct Instruction from the federal government - 

Working Out What Works (Hoad, Munro, Pearn, Rowe, & Rowe, 2005), and in the literature review 

presented to the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy: A review of the empirical evidence 

identifying effective interventions and teaching practices for students with learning difficulties in Years 4, 5 

and 6 (Purdie & Ellis, 2005). At the state level in Victoria, the Successful Interventions Literacy Research 

Project (Department of Education, Employment, and Training, 2001) reported favourably upon one such 

program - the Corrective Reading program. 

In state education department documents, the former wholesale acceptance of the Whole Language model 

has sharply declined except for the maintenance of a near-relation, Reading Recovery, as the first line of 

remediation. It is an expensive intervention, given that it is required by 40-50% of first grade students in 

Victoria (Office of the Victorian Auditor General, 2003) and funding for it continues to increase each year 

since 2003 (Office of the Auditor General, 2009). Numerous reviews, such as that by Reynolds and 

Wheldall (2007), highlight the limitations of that approach in attempting to achieve universal literacy. 
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It is apparent from research that early intervention (pre-school, Prep/Kinder, Year One) holds the greatest 

hope for reducing the deleterious effects of serious reading failure currently believed to impede up to 30% of 

all our students (Harrison, 2002; Livingstone, 2006; Louden, et al., 2000; Marks & Ainley, 1997) and a 

substantially higher figure among indigenous students. 

Some have argued that even the best efforts of schools cannot adequately compensate for genetic or 

socioeconomic disadvantage. So, the belief that education can influence a student’s life trajectory has been 

often questioned (Jencks et al., 1972). The Coleman Report (Coleman et al., 1966) and other studies deflated 

many in the educational community when they argued that what occurred in schools had little impact on 

student achievement. They considered that the effects on educational outcomes of genetic inheritance, early 

childhood experiences, and subsequent family environment vastly outweigh school effects. That being the 

case, there would be little point in stressing a particular curriculum model over any other since the effects 

would be negligible compared to other variables outside a school’s control. While each has a strong effect 

upon reading development, and neither the influence of genes (Christopher et al., 2013) nor early 

experiences (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder, 2013) should not be minimised, more recent research has 

challenged the perspective that there are no significant other variables, such as instruction, that can 

ameliorate the prior influences. 

1. Genetic: 

Some children find the process of mastering literacy much easier than do others. It is thought that 

phonological skills are at least partly inherited. However, the potential power of instruction to alter the 

literacy trajectory of students is increasingly recognised. 

“ … environmental changes, such as a specific reading intervention, could change the dynamic genetic 

influences through a possible, unmeasured, gene–environmental interplay in the early school years, as 

well as affect the environmental influence on the general development of reading” (Hart et al., 2013, p. 

1980). 

2. Socioeconomic: 

Marks, McMillan, and Ainley (2004) noted that the effect of socioeconomic background on important 

educational outcomes has often been put forward to be the major cause of educational failure, leading to the 

assumption that early educational intervention is likely to be relatively fruitless while social disadvantage 

continues. However, its influence is considerably smaller than is produced by early achievement in basic 

skills - literacy in particular. Thus, it is even more important for this cohort that initial literacy instruction is 

exemplary, that is with strong empirical support. 

“Thus, although attending a more academically effective primary school does not eliminate the adverse 

impacts of multiple disadvantage experienced at a younger age, it can mitigate them by promoting 

better academic attainment and self-regulation up to age 11 for children who had experienced more 

disadvantages” (Sammons et al., 2013, p.251). 

In Effective early childhood programmes for disadvantaged children: A systematic review and case studies, 

the authors review research on various reading interventions for disadvantaged students. They categorise the 

reviewed programs into Strong Evidence of Effectiveness, Moderate Evidence of Effectiveness, Limited 

Evidence of Effectiveness, and Insufficient Evidence of Effectiveness. 
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“Six early childhood programs produced strong evidence of effectiveness. Curiosity Corner, Direct 

Instruction, ELLM, Interactive Book Reading, Let's Begin with the Letter People, Ready Set Leap!” 

(Chambers, de Botton, Cheung, & Slavin, 2013, p.325). 

 

A study of 30,000 Florida students in Grades 1-3 found that those using the DI program Reading Mastery 

earned the highest scores, even for children living in lower socioeconomic (SES) households.  

"The study compared the effects of six core reading curricula on oral reading fluency growth, while 

appraising whether these effects differ by grade level and for children living in lower socioeconomic 

(SES) households. Success was measured by oral reading fluency (ORF), which correlates positively 

with standardized measures of reading achievement. ORF is often touted as the best overall indicator of 

reading proficiency for students in the early stages of learning to read. Overall, students in the Reading 

Mastery curriculum demonstrated generally greater overall ORF growth than students in other 

curricula. Also, they more frequently met or exceeded benchmarks for adequate achievement in Grades 

1-3”. (Crowe, McDonald, & Petscher, 2009).  

Is there DI research specifically with Australian indigenous students? 

Yes, going back as far as the 1970-80 period. For example, there were such studies in Australia by Hawke, 

Maggs, & Murdoch, 1978; Kenny, 1980; Maggs & Moore, 1978; 1980; Maggs, Moore, & Baldie, 1978; 

Maggs, Moore, & Cunliffe, 1980; Maggs, Moore, Hawke, & Cunliffe, 1979. The research found significant 

benefits for indigenous students; however, there was little take-up of the programs in either mainstream or 

indigenous education. 

“Prior to this (DI) programme, no other programme had consistently demonstrated effective learning 

outcomes for aboriginal children.” (Kenny, 1980, p.5).  

More recently, Wilson’s 2014 review of indigenous education noted that there was good evidence to support 

the use of DI for these students. 

“In the area of phonics and phonemic awareness there are two broad approaches that could be pursued. 

One approach is to adopt a whole literacy program that includes explicit attention to phonics and 

phonemic awareness within the context of a broader program. In this area, one of the variations of 

Direct Instruction is probably the approach with the best research base.” (Wilson, 2014) 

Hattie’s analysis was also supportive: 

“Professor John Hattie, Director of the Melbourne Education Research Institute, concluded based on his 

analysis of CYA student 2009 - 13 NAPLAN results that “The program in Cape York shows greater 

growth than the Australian averages. While there appear to be important school differences, the overall 

program appears to be making a greater - than - average difference. Persistence in ensuring as complete - 

as - possible data for achievement and attendance for every student is critical to showing the impact of 

the program.” (DEET, 2015) 

Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN 2014) results:  

- increased number of students at national minimum standard  

- extended number of students in bands above national minimum standard  

- more students appearing in the upper two bands of the test results  

- students are making nearly twice the gain against the national average rate of progress (although starting 

from a very low base)  

- the number of students performing exceptionally well has increased consistently under the Academy using 

DI 
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The Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (2016):  

“Explicit teaching methodologies have shown promising results in the Cape York Academy (CYA) 

Schools. For example, in 2015 Coen’s entire Year 3 cohort achieved a result above the National 

Minimum Standard in Numeracy and the Year 5 cohort exceeded the National Minimum Standard in 

Reading and Numeracy. All CYA schools reported an increase in the number of students with attendance 

over 90 per cent. Although it’s early days, the Flexible Literacy Programme is showing promise. 

Students are making progress, their engagement is increasing and the quality of teaching is improving”. 

… In 2015, Indigenous Year 5 students in metropolitan areas were, on average, twice as likely to meet 

national minimum standards in reading as Indigenous students in very remote areas.” (Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2016) 

And another report: 

“Taken together these are direct and explicit instructional practices we deem as important in the process 

of literacy and numeracy skill development that may be of vital assistance to Aboriginal students whose 

achievement is languishing” (Martin, Ginns, Papworth, & Ghasemi-Nejad, 2013, p.288) 

So, we return to the enormous advantages for students when explicit (synthetic) phonics programs, such as 

in DI programs form the foundation stone of initial literacy instruction. Rapid early literacy progress both 

predicts and usually leads to sustained progress in the absence of non-education impediments, such as 

disability. Achieving this position has thus far eluded the education system, and much more large scale high 

quality research and continued advocacy for evidence-based practice are required. 

“Some researchers have conceptualized this relationship between strong reading skills, engagement in 

reading, and development of reading-related and cognitive abilities as a ‘‘virtuous circle’’ (Snowling & 

Hulme, 2011). Other researchers have described the process by which children who fail to establish 

early reading skills find reading to be difficult and unrewarding, avoid reading and reading-related 

activities, and fail to develop reading-related and cognitive abilities as a ‘‘vicious circle’’ that is 

disastrous for their cognitive development and school achievement (Pulido & Hambrick, 2008). An 

early start in learning to read is crucial for establishing a successful path that encourages a ‘‘lifetime 

habit of reading’’ (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997, p. 94) and for avoiding the decline in motivation 

for reading that can have devastating effects on reading growth and cognitive development over time” 

(Sparks, Patton, & Murdoch, 2014, p.209-210). 

For a more extensive review of evidence for the usefulness of DI programs, see 

https://www.nifdi.org/resources/news/hempenstall-blog/403-reviews-supporting-direct-instruction-program-

effectiveness 

If we are to make rational decisions about how best to support the educational development of 

disadvantaged students, then evidence should be our primary guide. If decisions are made on other grounds, 

we risk creating yet another generation of individuals characterised by life-long disadvantage. 
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