From Appendix A: “The Hard Evidence” in The Schools Our Children Deserve
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999)

Early Childhood Education:
The Case Against Direct Instruction of Academic Skills
By Alfie Kohn
“The earlier [that schools try] to inculcate so-called ‘academic’ skills, the deeper the damage
and the more permanent the ‘achievement’ gap.”
— Deborah Meier
Some of the most ambitious and expensive educational evaluations conducted in this country have
looked at programs growing out of Head Start – that is, programs begun in the 1960s to help
disadvantaged young children. One of those efforts, known as Follow Through, was originally
intended to provide support for children after they left preschool. Threatened by the Nixon
Administration with a loss of funding, Follow Through was hastily reinvented as an experiment
involving more than a dozen different models of instruction at more than a hundred sites around the
country. Among the results of that comparison was the finding that some programs emphasizing
basic skills – in particular, a model known as Direct Instruction, in which teachers read from a
prepared script in the classroom, drilling young children on basic skills in a highly controlled, even
militaristic fashion, and offering reinforcement when children produce the correct responses –
appeared to produce the best results. Proponents of this kind of teaching have trumpeted this
finding ever since as a vindication of their model.
Of course, even if these results could be taken at face value, we don’t have any basis for assuming
that the model would work for anyone other than disadvantaged children of primary school age. But
it turns out that the results can’t be taken at face value because the whole study was, to put it
bluntly, a mess. It’s worth elaborating on that assertion at least briefly because of the role these
findings have played in giving the appearance of empirical support for a drill-and-skill approach to
teaching – and also because it will help us to understand why other studies have supported exactly
the opposite conclusion.
To begin with, the primary research analysts wrote that the “clearest finding” of Follow Through
was not the superiority of any one style of teaching but the fact that “each model’s performance
varies widely from site to site.”[1] In fact, the variation in results from one location to the next of a
given model of instruction was greater than the variation between one model and the next. That
means the site that kids happened to attend was a better predictor of how well they learned than
was the style of teaching (skills-based, child-centered, or whatever).
Second, the primary measure of success used in the study was a standardized multiple-choice test of
basic skills called the Metropolitan Achievement Test. While children were also given other
cognitive and psychological assessments, these measures were so poorly chosen as to be virtually

worthless.[2] Some of the nontraditional educators involved in the study weren’t informed that their
programs were going to end up being judged on this basis.[3] The Direct Instruction teachers
methodically prepared their students to succeed on a skills test and, to some extent at least, it
worked. As the study’s authors put it, Follow Through proved that
models that emphasize the kinds of skills tested by certain subtests of the Metropolitan
Achievement Test have tended – very irregularly – to produce groups that score better on those
subtests than do groups served by models that emphasize those skills to a lesser degree. This is
hardly an astonishing finding; to have discovered the contrary would have been much more
surprising.[4]
Finally, outside evaluators of the project – as well as an official review by the U. S. General
Accounting Office – determined that there were still other problems in its design and analysis that
undermined the basic findings.[5] Their overall conclusion, published in the Harvard Educational
Review, was that, “because of misclassification of the models, inadequate measurement of results,
and flawed statistical analysis,” the study simply “does not demonstrate that models emphasizing
basic skills are superior to other models.”[6] Furthermore, even if Direct Instruction really was
better than other models at the time of the study, to cite that result today as proof of its superiority
is to assume that educators have learned nothing in the intervening three decades about effective
ways of teaching young children. The value of newer approaches – including Whole Language, as
we’ll see — means that comparative data from the 1960s now have a sharply limited relevance.
That suspicion is strengthened by recent anecdotal evidence about Direct Instruction and similar
programs in which children are trained, not unlike pets, to master a prescribed set of low-level
skills. Reporters for the New York Times and Education Week visited Direct Instruction (DI)
classrooms — in North Carolina and Texas, respectively — and coincidentally published their
accounts in the same month, June 1998. The Education Week reporter found that sixth-grade
students, successfully trained to do well on the main standardized test used in Texas, couldn’t
explain what was going on in the book they were reading or even what the title meant. Apparently,
she concluded, “mastering reading skills does not guarantee comprehension.” The Times reporter
had been told by the for-profit company running a DI-style school that all of their kindergartners had
been trained to read. “All you have to remember” as a teacher, he was told, “is that you can’t go off
the script.” But when the reporter showed the children “something basic they’d never seen,” they
couldn’t make heads or tails of it. A regimented drill-and-skill approach had trained them to “read”
only what had been on the teachers’ script.[7]
Even apart from journalistic investigation, it’s common knowledge among many inner-city educators
that children often make little if any meaningful progress with skills-based instruction.[8] But
failure in this situation is typically attributed to the teachers, or to the limited abilities of the
children, or to virtually anything except the model itself. In contrast, whenever problems persist in
nontraditional classrooms, this is immediately cited as proof of the need to go “back to basics.”
Not only does this represent an indefensible double standard, but a lot more research dating back to
the same era as the Follow Through project supports a very different conclusion. Several
independent studies of early-childhood education have compared tightly controlled, skills-oriented
classrooms (such as DI) to an assortment of “developmentally appropriate” (DA) approaches,
including those referred to as child-centered or constructivist, and those making use of the
Montessori or High/Scope models.[9]
For example, an Illinois study of poor children from the mid-1960s found immediate achievement
gains in reading and arithmetic for the DI group, a result that might have given the traditionalists
something to boast about if it weren’t for the fact that the investigators continued tracking the

students after they left preschool. With each year that went by, the advantage of two years of
regimented reading-skills instruction melted away, and soon proved equivalent to “an intensive 1hour reading readiness support program” provided to another group. One difference did show up
much later, though: almost three quarters of the DA kids ended up graduating from high school, as
compared to less than half of the DI kids. (The latter rate was equivalent to that of students who
hadn’t attended preschool at all).[10]
Research that follows people over a considerable period of time is expensive to conduct and
therefore relatively rare, but its findings are far more powerful than those from short-term studies.
Frankly, given how much happens to us over the years, it would be remarkable to find
that any single variable from our early childhoods had a long-term effect. That’s why the results
from another such study are nothing short of amazing. Back in the 1960s, a group of mostly AfricanAmerican poor children from Michigan were randomly assigned to DI, free-play, or High/Scope
constructivist preschools. They were followed from that point, when they were three or four years
old, all the way into adulthood. As in the Illinois sample, the academic performance of the DI
children was initially higher but soon became (and remained) indistinguishable from that of the
others. By the time they were 15 years old, other differences began showing up. The DI group had
engaged in twice as many “delinquent acts,” were less than half as likely to read books, and
generally showed more social and psychological signs of trouble than did those who had attended
either a free-play or a constructivist preschool.[11]
When the researchers checked in again eight years later, things had gotten even worse for the
young adults who had attended a preschool with a heavy dose of skills instruction and positive
reinforcement. They didn’t differ from their peers in the other programs with respect to their
literacy skills, total amount of schooling, income, or employment status. But they were far more
likely to have been arrested for a felony at some point and also to have been identified as
“emotionally impaired or disturbed.” (Six percent of the High/Scope and free-play preschool group
had been so identified at some point, as compared to a whopping 47 percent of the DI group.) The
researchers also looked to see who was now married and living with his or her spouse. The results:
18 percent of the free-play preschool group, 31 percent of the High/Scope group, and not a single
person from the DI group.[12]
It might be tempting to say that these disturbing findings have to be weighed against the academic
benefits of a back-to-basics preschool model – except that both studies showed that any such
benefits are washed away very quickly. Moreover, a third experiment, with kindergartners in
Louisiana, failed to find even a short-term boost in test scores. There were no significant differences
between the two groups at the end of the year, or at the end of first or second grade. What did
distinguish the different models in this study was that the children who had been taught with the
skills-based approach were “more hostile and aggressive, anxious and fearful, and hyperactive and
distractible” than children who had attended more developmentally appropriate kindergarten
classrooms – and they remained so a full year later. (Other research has confirmed the presence of
much higher levels of “stress-related behaviors” as a result of direct instruction techniques.)[13]
Furthermore, when the researchers broke the results down by race, economic background, and
gender, they found that low-income black males were “most likely to be hurt by . . . teach-to-the-test
instruction.” This was true, first, because they experienced an unusual amount of stress, and
second, because, for this group, there was a difference in academic achievement: those in the
skills-oriented classrooms didn’t do as well even on skills-oriented tests.[14]
Three other studies conducted in the 1980s and ‘90s seem to clinch the case:
* When DI was compared to a constructivist model not unlike High/Scope in six Alaskan
kindergarten classrooms (whose students were mostly white and from economically diverse

backgrounds), the latter students did as well or better on standardized tests of reading and
math.[15]
* When a didactic, basic-skills focus was compared to a child-centered focus in 32 preschool and
kindergarten classes in California, children in the former group did better on reading tests
(consistent with the short-term advantage found in some of the other studies), neither better nor
worse on math tests, and terribly on a range of nonacademic measures. The skills kids had lower
expectations of themselves, worried more about school, were more dependent on adults, and
preferred easier tasks.[16]
* A study of more than 250 children in Washington, D. C. that began in 1987 compared those from
“child-initiated,” “middle-of-the-road,” and “academically directed” preschool and kindergarten
classrooms. Those from the child-initiated preschools “actually mastered more basic skills by
initiating their own learning experiences” and continued to do well as the years went by. The
middle-of-the-roaders fell behind their peers. As for those from the academically directed group,
their “social development declined along with mastery of first-grade reading and math objectives. . .
. By fourth and fifth grades, children from academic pre-K programs were developmentally behind
their peers and displayed notably higher levels of maladaptive behavior” – particularly in the case of
boys.[17]
In keeping with my earlier cautions about deriving a single conclusion from a range of very different
studies, I should emphasize that the research with young children includes many different variables
that might affect the results: social and economic class, age (what’s true of preschoolers may not be
true of second graders), the specific nature of the child-centered alternative(s), and a focus on shortterm versus long-term effects as well as on academic versus nonacademic issues. Still, with the
single exception of the Follow-Through study (where a skills-oriented model produced gains on a
skills-oriented test, and even then, only at some sites), the results are striking for their consistent
message that a tightly structured, traditionally academic model for young children provides virtually
no lasting benefits and proves to be potentially harmful in many respects.
Addendum:
Newer references dealing with the use of traditional instruction for young children
* superiority of preschool classrooms in which children can choose their own activities (as
compared with more academic and/or whole-group instruction):
— Rebecca Marcon, “Moving Up the Grades,” Early Childhood Research & Practice, Spring
2002
— J.E. Montie et al., “Preschool Experience in 10 Countries: Cognitive and Language
Performance at Age 7,” Early Childhood Research Quarterly 21 (Fall 2006): 313 –331
* disadvantages of direct instruction in preschool:
— Arthur Reynolds et al., “Long-Term Effects of an Early Childhood Intervention on
Educational Attainment and Juvenile Arrest,” Journal of the American Medical
Association 285 (2001): 2339-46
* how explicit instruction impedes exploration and learning:
— Elizabeth Bonawitz et al., “The Double-Edged Sword of Pedagogy,” Cognition 120 (2011):
322-30

* academic superiority of constructivist kindergarten classrooms:
— Judy Pfannenstiel and Sharon Ford Schattgen, “Evaluating the Effects of Pedagogy
Informed by Constructivism,” paper presented at the annual meeting of AERA, 1997
* academic benefits for 2nd-3rd grade students whose teachers have a constructivist
orientation:
— Fritz C. Staub and Elsbeth Stern, “The Nature of Teachers’ Pedagogical Content Beliefs
Matters for Students’ Achievement Gains,” Journal of Educational Psychology 94 (2002):
344-55
* academic & psychological benefits of nontraditional (differentiated, supportive) teaching in
1st grade:
— Kathryn E. Perry et al., “Teaching Practices and the Promotion of Achievement and
Adjustment in First Grade,” Journal of School Psychology 45 (2007): 269-92
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