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Abstract 

Students of color and low-income students are at a much higher risk of dropping out of school than more privileged 
students. Dropping out of school can lead to severe social issues -- students who drop out of school are much more 
likely to end up incarcerated and to remain unemployed for long periods of time. However, strong empirical 
research indicates that certain teaching methods are highly beneficial for the academic achievement of at-risk 
students in addition to being beneficial for the achievement of all students in general. These teaching methods are 
based around direct, teacher-centered instruction. In contrast, teaching methods based around minimally-guided 
instruction tend to be ineffective (or even detrimental) for at-risk students. This text outlines the benefits of direct 
instruction and the potential risks of minimally-guided instruction, along with specific steps for implementing 
effective teaching strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

It is well-established that there is a significant achievement gap in the United States between students of color and 
white students, and between high-income students and low-income students; this gap has persisted for decades 
(Coleman, 1966; Kim & Axelrod, 2005; NCES, 2009; NCES, 2015). Due to this gap, low-income students and 
students of color are more likely to experience significant issues in life; specifically, “elementary and high school 
academic achievement scores have been shown to correlate strongly with high school completion, college 
enrollment, and labor market outcomes” (Kim & Axelrod, 2005). Students who drop out of high school are 
considerably more likely to end up unemployed or incarcerated, and these consequences are especially prevalent 
among students of color (Sum, Khatiwada, & McLaughlin, 2009). Accordingly, it is vital to implement educational 
practices that close the achievement gap; doing so would help prevent these at-risk students from struggling later in 
life. These practices can start in the classroom -- the actions of a student’s teachers are one of the most important 
factors in a student’s academic achievement (Muijs et al., 2014). There are, in fact, certain teaching strategies that 
have been shown to be especially helpful for the achievement of low-income students and students of color 
(Adams & Engelmann, 1996; Barbash, 2012; Becker, 1977; Brophy, 1982; Brophy & Good, 1986; Chall, 2000; 
Gage, 1978). These teaching strategies are based around direct instruction -- a way of organizing the classroom 
such that the teacher actively directs lessons and has substantial interaction with the students. However, there is an 
issue; professors of education -- those who train the teachers of the United States -- overwhelmingly disparage 
direct instruction. They show, instead, strong support for constructivist teaching methods (Carnine, 2000; Farkas & 
Duffett, 2010; Krahenbuhl, 2016; Stone, 1996; Stone, 2002). These methods include “discovery-based learning,” 
“inquiry-based learning,” and “child-centered learning.” Although the terms are distinct, the education literature 
clearly indicates that they are virtually identical pedagogical approaches (Clark, Kirschner, & Sweller, 2006). 
While such methods may sound intuitively appealing, they are likely more harmful than helpful, especially for 
disadvantaged students. The first section of this text will review key findings from the research literature on 
effective instruction and provide recommendations for teachers. The second section of this text will review the 
literature regarding constructivist teaching methods and explain why they should be avoided in the classroom in 
many circumstances. 

1.1 Direct Instruction: A Brief Explanation 

As explained by professor Jeanne Chall in her book The Academic Achievement Challenge, “the findings [of the 
research literature on teaching] are quite consistent” (Chall, 2000). Chall explains in detail that direct, 
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teacher-centered instruction is considerably more effective than student-centered or minimally-guided instruction 
for students’ academic achievement (Chall, 2000). What does direct, teacher-centered instruction consist of? In an 
extensive literature review, Jere Brophy and Thomas Good provide the following general description of “active 
teaching,” based on the research findings that direct instruction is highly effective for promoting academic 
achievement: 

Students achieve more in classes where they spend most of their time being taught or supervised by their teachers 
rather than working on their own (or not working at all). These classes include frequent lessons...in which the 
teacher presents information and develops concepts through lecture and demonstration, elaborates this 
information in the feedback given following responses to recitation or discussion questions, prepares the students 
for follow-up seatwork activities by giving instructions and going through practice examples, monitors progress 
on assignments after releasing the students to work independently, and follows up with appropriate feedback and 
reteaching when necessary. The teacher carries the content to the students personally rather than depending on 
the curriculum materials to do so, but conveys information mostly in brief presentations followed by recitation or 
application opportunities. (Brophy & Good, 1986) 

As previously mentioned, this form of teaching is especially effective for low-income students and students of 
color, who are most at risk of falling behind academically. A literature review by Rosenshine and Stevens (1986) 
breaks down this form of instruction into various “teaching functions”: 

1. Begin a lesson with a short review of previous, prerequisite learning. 

2. Begin a lesson with a short statement of goals. 

3. Present new material in small steps, with student practice after each step. 

4. Give clear and detailed instruction and explanations. 

5. Provide a high level of active practice for all students. 

6. Ask a large number of questions, check for student understanding, and obtain responses from all students. 

7. Guide students during initial practice 

8. Provide systematic feedback and corrections. 

9. Provide explicit instruction and practice for seatwork exercises and, where necessary, monitor students 
during seatwork. 

In order for teachers to implement these functions, it is helpful to have clearly defined, concrete steps. Ellis and 
Worthington (1994) describe eight “enabling skills” that involve precisely such steps; their explanation can be 
applied practically by teachers. The skills are gaining students’ attention, goal setting/communicating lesson goals, 
teacher motivation/enthusiasm, lesson entry, demonstration/modeling, rehearsal of skill, practice, and lesson 
closure (Ellis & Worthington, 1994). 

2. Concrete Steps and Recommendations From Ellis’s and Worthington’s Enabling Skills 

2.1 Gaining Students’ Attention 

For gaining students’ attention, Ellis and Worthington recommend using signals, having a proper seating 
arrangement, and reducing stimulus complexity. Signals can include a particular phrase or hand motion that 
indicates that students should pay attention or that the lesson is about to begin. Seating arrangements should ideally 
consist of either a semi-circle (for small groups of students), rows, or a horseshoe arrangement; in all of these cases, 
all students should be facing the teacher. “Stimulus complexity” refers to how information is presented. One can 
only hold a few “bits” of information in his working memory at a time, and ensuring that students’ working 
memory is not “overloaded” is helpful for their learning (Sweller, van Merrienboer, & Paas, 1998). Effective ways 
of preventing “overload” include explaining material in small steps, eliminating unnecessary language from one’s 
explanations, and using visual aids (such as graphic organizers and outlines). 

2.2 Setting and Communicating Goals 

With regards to setting and communicating goals, it is important that a teacher has clear objectives for each lesson 
and that he communicates those objectives to the students; this has been linked strongly with student achievement 
(Berliner, 1988). Additionally, providing a structure -- outlining, essentially, how students will achieve the 
objectives -- is helpful for their learning (Brophy & Good, 1986). 

2.3 Teacher Enthusiasm 

Teacher enthusiasm is a consistent predictor of student achievement (Brophy & Good, 2008; Patrick, Hisley, & 
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Kempler, 2000; Rosenshine, 1970). Furthermore, with regards to teacher motivation, teachers who see themselves 
as responsible for their students’ learning and do not expect students to learn primarily on their own are more 
effective (Brophy & Good, 1986). Accordingly, it is important to try to maintain a high-energy classroom 
atmosphere and consider oneself the primary factor in a student’s learning. 

2.4 Lesson Entry 

According to Ellis and Worthington (1994), “[t]he first few minutes of the class period are the most crucial time in 
terms of teacher impact.” If one does not capture students’ interest at the beginning of class, then the lesson will 
likely not be as successful. Ellis and Worthington recommend making comments that appeal to students’ interests 
and personal backgrounds; they also recommend using a “shock” factor, such as beginning class with an unusual, 
yet thought-provoking question. Additionally, during the lesson entry, the teacher should explain what activities 
will occur in the lesson and what their purpose is; orienting students toward the content of the lesson this way 
increases achievement (Brophy & Good, 1986). 

2.5 Demonstrating/Modelling 

This is when the teacher actively shows students how to perform a skill or utilize knowledge. Rosenshine and 
Stevens (1986) state that effective presentation of material requires avoiding ambiguous language, focusing on one 
point at a time, giving step-by-step instructions as necessary, giving redundant explanations if required, and giving 
specific and concrete examples. 

2.6 Rehearsal 

Rehearsal requires substantive interaction between the students and teacher. Students need the opportunity to 
rehearse acquired knowledge with the teacher. One of the best ways to do this is to ask questions very frequently 
during class (Brophy & Good, 1986; Rosenshine, 2002; Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986). It is best to present a small 
amount of material and then ask many questions about it before presenting the next section of material; this helps 
students learn the material because they can immediately practice recalling and rephrasing what the teacher has 
taught. 

2.7 Practice 

Practice essentially extends the sixth enabling skill; the rehearsal in which students engage when they are 
responding to the teacher’s questions is a form of guided practice -- the teacher is having the students apply what 
they have learned, but still with strong guidance and immediate feedback. Following guided practice, a teacher 
should give students time for independent practice. This may consist of independent seatwork or small-group work. 
This gives students the opportunity to practice applying acquired knowledge to a level of fluency. It is important, 
however, to ensure that students are prepared for independent practice -- they should have a high level of success 
when doing independent work (Brophy & Good, 1986; Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986). If many students are 
struggling, reteaching is necessary. 

2.8 Lesson Closure 

The end of a lesson is important primarily for summarizing and reviewing what students have learned. The 
objectives of the lesson should be reiterated, and the material covered should be briefly summarized so that 
students can see how the activities of the lesson led to the students achieving the objectives. 

3. Summary of Direct Instruction and Its Implications for Teaching 

Direct, teacher-centered instruction is highly effective for increasing student achievement, and this is especially 
true for at-risk students. Raising the achievement of at-risk students is vital for preventing them from facing severe 
consequences later in life. In order to help these students, it is recommended to employ the “enabling skills” 
outlined by Ellis and Worthington. When put together, these skills lead to a strategy that has been called by various 
names; Stevens and Rosenshine (1981) refer to it quite clearly as “demonstrate--prompt--practice.” Ultimately, the 
teacher should take as much responsibility as possible for students’ learning, and therefore, he should actively 
present material, guide students through it, and give them necessary time for supervised, independent practice. 

4. Minimally-Guided Instruction: A Popular, But Potentially Harmful, Alternative 

As mentioned towards the beginning of this text, most professors of education in the United States disparage direct 
instruction and instead support constructivist teaching methods (Carnine, 2000; Farkas & Duffett, 2010; 
Krahenbuhl, 2016; Stone, 1996; Stone, 2002). Constructivist teaching methods include “discovery-based learning,” 
“inquiry-based learning,” “project-based learning,” and similar approaches that can be labelled as 
“minimally-guided instruction” (Clark, Kirschner, & Sweller, 2006). The general idea behind these teaching 
methods is that the teacher should serve as a “guide on the side” rather than a “sage on the stage”; direct 



http://journal.julypress.com/index.php/jed  Vol. 4, No. 2; August, 2020 

13 
 

presentation of material is to be kept to a minimum. Instead, students should be placed in an information-rich 
environment in which they should discover key ideas themselves and construct knowledge by cooperating with 
each other. Advocates of minimally-guided instruction argue that it promotes critical-thinking skills as opposed to 
direct instruction’s supposed focus solely on “facts” (Daniels, Hyde, & Zemelman, 2005; Hirsch, 1996). However, 
the research literature supporting minimally-guided instruction is essentially non-existent (Adams & Engelmann, 
1996; Brophy & Good, 2008; Clark, Kirschner, & Sweller, 2006; Kozloff, LaNunziata, Cowardin, & Bessellieu, 
2001). Most literature in support of minimally-guided instruction consists solely of anecdotes, statements of 
rationale, and very small-scale, subjective case studies (Brophy & Good, 2008). While such literature is not useless, 
it is only the first step in determining which teaching strategies are effective. Ellis and Fouts (1993) outline three 
levels of educational research. Level one consists of theories/hypotheses developed from anecdotes and case 
studies; level two consists of empirical research done on a small scale (for example, a comparison between two 
classrooms where a specific teaching method is employed in only one of those classrooms); level three research is 
empirical research on a much larger scale (such as throughout an entire school or district). For minimally-guided 
instruction, there is only support from level one research, whereas for direct instruction, there is significant support 
from level three research. Therefore, implementing minimally-guided instruction is, at the very least, risky. 

Perhaps even more troubling is that in addition to being ineffective for the achievement of all students in general, 
minimally-guided instruction tends to widen the achievement gap between privileged students and at-risk students 
(Clark, Kirschner, & Sweller, 2012). Hertzberg (1981, cited in Brophy, 1990) said regarding discovery-based 
programs for teaching social studies that such programs “emphasized the brightest students without much 
consideration of other students.” Lisa Delpit describes her perception of this problem via her own experience; 
working at an inner-city school in which the majority of students were African American, she found herself 
teaching quite differently from the other African American teachers at the school. While she taught using the 
minimally-guided instruction methods advocated by her college professors, the other African American educators 
used more “traditional” strategies. The result was that Delpit saw a gap between her students: 

I was an exception to the other black teachers. I socialized with the young white teachers and planned shared 
classroom experiences with them. I also taught as they did. Many people told me I was a good teacher: I had an 
open classroom; I had learning stations...I threw out all the desks and added carpeted open learning areas. I was 
doing what I had learned -- and it worked. Well, at least it worked for some of the children. My white students 
zoomed ahead. They worked hard at the learning stations. They did amazing things with books and writing. My 
black students played the games...and they threw the books around the learning stations...Some of them even 
learned how to read, but none of them as quickly as my white students. I was doing the same thing for all my 
kids -- what was the problem? (Delpit, 1986). 

As Delpit continued teaching, she gradually transitioned to more traditional methods and saw the gap between her 
students close (Delpit, 1986). Although this is just one teacher’s observations, they are backed up by the research 
literature -- direct instruction is especially helpful for students of color and low-income students, and 
minimally-guided instruction tends to widen the achievement gap (Adams & Engelmann, 1996; Barbash, 2012; 
Becker, 1977; Chall, 2000; Clark, Kirschner, & Sweller, 2012; Gage, 1978; Kozloff et al., 2001). 

It is worth asking if there is ever an appropriate time to implement minimally-guided instruction. Clark, Kirschner, 
and Sweller (2006) note that once a person has a significant quantity of background knowledge in a subject, 
minimally-guided instruction may be useful as a way for the person to apply his knowledge; for example, if 
students have been taught in detail the steps for writing a good essay, it could be valuable to allow them to write an 
essay about whatever topic they would like. This allows them to explore and discover new ideas; however, they are 
discovering these ideas by implementing knowledge (the steps for writing an essay) that has been taught directly. 
In other words, knowledge that is a part of the curriculum has been taught explicitly; students are not expected to 
discover it on their own. Rather, they have the opportunity to apply acquired knowledge in order to discover 
information that interests them. This saves students from the “falling behind” that is caused by being expected to 
“discover” knowledge that is required for their classes. 

Additionally, although constructivism as an “overall” approach to teaching is generally ineffective, there are 
certain aspects of teaching advocated by supporters of constructivism that show significant promise, and these 
aspects are often ignored in the literature of supporters of direct instruction. One such element is known as 
“culturally relevant/responsive pedagogy.” Often described hand-in-hand with constructivism (as it is a 
learner-centered viewpoint), culturally relevant pedagogy involves examining one’s views towards diverse 
learners, learning in-depth about one’s students and their families, and incorporating students’ interests and 
cultural backgrounds into instruction (Gay, 2002; Richards, Brown, & Forde, 2007). There are at least three 
potential benefits to including culturally relevant pedagogy into one’s teaching. Firstly, one’s prior knowledge 
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greatly impacts how easily one can learn new information (Willingham, 2009). Accordingly, taking into account 
students’ personal interests and cultural histories can help a teacher develop a curriculum and instructional format 
that “reaches” students both personally and intellectually and improves their learning. Secondly, a positive 
classroom atmosphere has been shown to improve students’ academic achievement (Brophy & Good, 1986). 
Including students’ personal interests and backgrounds could help students feel more “welcome” in the classroom, 
thus leading to a more pleasant, cooperative environment that is beneficial to both student and teacher. Thirdly, a 
teacher’s expectations of his students can influence students’ academic achievement (O’Neill, 1988). Therefore, 
the part of culturally relevant pedagogy that consists of examining one’s own views towards diverse learners can 
be beneficial – if a teacher has unrecognized biases against certain groups of students, reflection can help the 
teacher realize this and adjust their expectations, ensuring that they respect and hold all students to high standards. 

Considering all of the above information, it is advisable to avoid using constructivism as one’s primary method for 
teaching. However, implementing certain aspects of it – specifically, culturally relevant pedagogy can be quite 
helpful for students. Likely direct instruction of a well-organized curriculum informed and “tweaked” according to 
students’ personal interests and cultural backgrounds could be a highly effective way to incorporate that beneficial 
element of constructivism into a more direct teaching approach. 

5. Conclusion 

Students of color and low-income students have a considerable risk of facing serious issues in their lives if they do 
not achieve well in school. In order for teachers to support these students, they should focus on implementing 
direct, teacher-centered instruction. Minimally-guided instruction (including “discovery-based learning” and 
“inquiry-based learning”) should be implemented with extreme caution, ideally with a back-up plan based around 
more direct instruction. In fact, minimally-guided instruction should generally only be considered for students who 
already have considerable background knowledge in the subject in question. In order to prevent social and 
behavioral issues, it is best for most students to be taught via direct instruction. That being said, the element of 
culturally responsive pedagogy that is frequently embraced by constructivist advocates, yet ignored by advocates 
of direct instruction, is worth implementing in the classroom due to its benefits to students’ academic achievement 
and well-being. 
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