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DEFINITIONS:

The term ‘direct instruction’ is a generic term used to describe a teaching 

approach that focuses on a teacher leading the class directly or actively.  

Dr. Barak Rosenshine used the term direct instruction in his 1976 teacher 

effectiveness research to describe a set of teaching practices found to be 

significantly related to increasing student achievement.

Direct Instruction (DI)
However, the capitalized term, Direct Instruction, refers to a program 

developed by Dr. Siegfried “Zig” Engelmann during the 1960s.  It is a scripted 

program where teachers are given cues to follow throughout a lesson. 

Student interaction is largely choral responses following a teacher signal.

Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI)
In 2009, Dr. Silvia Ybarra and John Hollingsworth of DataWORKS 

Educational Research published their own version of direct instruction 

called Explicit Direct Instruction® (EDI®). This model was built upon 

the research of Rosenshine, Marzano, Sousa, and others along with 

DataWORKS’ research in schools. DataWORKS’ research included 25,000 

classroom observations, analysis of over 2 million student assignments, and 

teaching EDI lessons in K-12 classrooms in all content areas.

EDI vs. DI
Since the publication of Explicit Direct Instruction: The Power of the 
Well-Crafted, Well-Taught Lesson in 2009, questions have arisen about 

the difference between Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI) and the Direct 

Instruction (DI) model that has been used in classrooms for decades. In 

developing EDI, DataWORKS took the best practices from all versions 

of direct (i.e., teacher-led)  instruction and combined them with the best 

practices from the past 100 years of educational research to create Explicit 

Direct Instruction.

This article discusses specific differences between EDI and DI in the areas of 

Lesson Design, Lesson Delivery, and Student Engagement.
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LESSON DESIGN:

Comparing EDI Lessons to DI Lessons
EDI lessons include seven lesson design components that educational 

research proves are vital for student learning and long-term retention. EDI 

lessons are a framework or blueprint to guide the content of the lesson. It is 

up to the teachers to control the pace of the lesson, to modify instruction as 

a result of real-time assessment of student learning through Checking for 

Understanding questions, and to include their own engagement strategies 

to manage the classroom. EDI lessons are 75-80 percent new content and 

20-25 percent review of prior knowledge and sub-skills. EDI lessons also 

include Periodic Review practice pages for review (e.g., five, ten, and 15 days 

after initial instruction).

DI lessons typically provide a word-for-word script for teachers to follow 

including specific cues to the teacher for when to ask questions and how 

to reply to each student response.  According to the National Institute 

for Direct Instruction (NIFDI), the DI program is organized so that skills 

are introduced gradually, giving children a chance to learn those skills and 

apply them before being required to learn another new set of skills. Only 10 

percent of each lesson is new material. The remaining 90 percent of each 

lesson’s content is review and application of skills students have already 

learned but need practice 

in order to master. Skills 

and concepts are taught 

in isolation and then 

integrated with other skills 

into more sophisticated, 

higher-level applications.

The table below highlights 

some of the specific 

differences in the design of 

lessons for EDI and DI.
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• EDI lessons are based on seven 
design components:
◌ Learning Objective
◌ Activate Prior Knowledge
◌ Concept Development
◌ Skill Development
◌ Guided Practice
◌ Relevance
◌ Closure

• Lessons are a framework. 
Teacher decisions are made 
based on student responses to 
Checking for Understanding 
(CFU) questions.

• EDI lessons cannot be scripted. 
Re-teaching is done whenever 
required. Lessons speed up as 
teachers develop automaticity.

• Lessons are designed to meet 
the standards at each grade 
level, and are differentiated for 
high, low, or EL students using 
specific strategies.

• DI lessons are based on a script 
that the teacher reads that calls 
for student choral responses. 
After reading a statement, the 
teacher gives a signal (a tap) to 
cue the students to respond 
together.If necessary, the 
teacher repeats a statement 
until the student responses are 
firm (all students responding 
similarly).

• Teachers use manuals with 
precise instructions about how 
to deliver the highly-structured 
or scripted lessons.

• Lessons move at a very fast pace 
and are often timed to maximize 
efficiency.

• Students are grouped according 
to ability rather than age or 
grade.
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LESSON DELIVERY:

Comparing EDI Delivery to DI Delivery
EDI lesson delivery means using a variety of research-based strategies to 

explain, model (teacher think-alouds), and demonstrate concepts for students 

– while also incorporating strategies for student engagement and Checking 

for Understanding. EDI is both teacher-centered and student-centered 

instruction at different points throughout the lesson. It is interactive.

According to NIFDI, DI lesson delivery incorporates engaged time, small 

group instruction, and specific and immediate feedback.  In DI, students can 

be retaught if unsuccessful, or, successful students can be accelerated to a 

new placement or classroom level.

The table below highlights some of the specific differences between EDI and 

DI for lesson delivery.
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• EDI lessons contain 10-12 
higher-order questions that are 
asked throughout the lesson.

• After each question, the 
students Pair-Share with a 
partner to interact with the 
information and to prepare a 
correct response.

• Lessons are a framework. 
Teacher decisions are made 
based on student responses to 
Checking for Understanding 
(CFU) questions.

• Teachers call on random 
non-volunteers for individual 
accountability and to measure 
student learning.

• Students often respond by 
writing answers on whiteboards.

• Students are asked to defend, 
interpret, or justify their 
answers.

• Teachers provide corrective 
feedback to students as 
necessary.

• If two students in a row cannot 
answer, the teacher reteaches.

• DI lessons contain basic 
questions and students are 
trained to respond after a signal 
from the teacher.

• Students are expected to 
respond chorally. Teachers 
repeat the question until the 
answer is “firm.”

• Scripts sometimes ask for 
teachers to call on individual 
students.

• Students must master concepts 
before they are allowed to move 
on. Students are often moved 
to alternate groups according to 
their ability level.
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT:

Comparing EDI Engagement to DI Engagement
Student Engagement is a central focus of both EDI and DI.

EDI uses a set of Engagement Norms that remind teachers to ask students 

to do something (about every two minutes) throughout the lesson. The 

Engagement Norms include whole-class strategies such as tracked 

reading, pair-sharing with a partner, and responding to questions through 

whiteboards.

DI student engagement is based on students making choral responses.  

Having students respond all together reduces competitiveness between 

students and allows students to hear responses of their peers.

The table below highlights some of the specific differences between student 

engagement strategies for EDI and DI.
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• EDI teachers are taught to 
use whole-class Student 
Engagement Norms while 
teaching.
◌ Track With Me
◌ Read With Me
◌ Repeat With Me
◌ Gesture With Me
◌ Pair-Share
◌ Attention Signal
◌ Whiteboards
◌ Complete Sentences

• Classroom management is 
maintained through the constant 
engagement of students (i.e., 
students don’t have time to 
misbehave).

• With DI, students are constantly 
engaged in listening for signals 
from the teacher that indicate 
when they should make a choral 
response or listen for further 
instructions.

• Student engagement and 
classroom management are 
often maintained through a 
variety of nurturing responses 
and reward systems such as 
teacher/student points.

• Students are grouped by skill 
level, so ability level does not 
become a distractor (i.e., high-
performing students are not 
bored, and low-performing 
students are not left behind.)
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CONCLUSION

Both EDI and DI are successful, research-based teaching methods that have 

proven successful in schools across the globe.

In an educational experiment that began in 1968, Project Follow Through 

determined that students in grades K-3 who were taught in the method 

of Direct Instruction “had significantly higher academic achievement than 

students in any of the other programs.” Those other programs included Parent 

Education, Open Education, TEEM, Responsive Education, and many more.

It is our belief and our finding that by incorporating some of the best elements 

of DI and combining them with other research-based strategies, Explicit 

Direct Instruction takes classroom instruction a step further. EDI becomes the 

most successful method of classroom instruction to teach students something 

new at all grade levels.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

We hope this article helps you improve your teaching. Some clients have 

reached out to our team and requested Professional Development. Our 

Professional Development (PD) experts deliver top-notch workshops for 

teachers at K-12 schools. Our training is research-based and backed by 

17 years of experience in schools worldwide.  

Workshop topics include: EDI, Demystifying Common Core, EDI for 

English Learners, Lesson Demonstrations, Instructional Leadership, and 

Classroom Coaching. For details, visit www.dataworks-ed.com
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Fundamentally, DataWORKS supports teachers and school administrators 

as instructional leaders and believes they are the keys to measurable 

student achievement. That’s why DataWORKS offers various professional 

development trainings, workshops, and tools to help educators take their 

classrooms, schools, and districts to the next level.
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