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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to review the literature with direct instruction (DI) reading and
its effectiveness to develop reading acquisition with English language learners (ELL) with learning
disabilities. This paper provided an overview of DI materials and teaching procedures, learning
disabilities (LD), and English language learners (ELL) with LD. From the literature examined the author
concluded that DI has been an effective method to teach ELL students with LD to improve their reading
skills.
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Introduction
Reading is a very important skill for student to achieve success in both academic, future life, and
for students’ psychological health (Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui, & Tarver, 2005, 2010; Rinaldi,
Sells, & McLaughlin1997; Ritchie & Bates, 2013). According to Crawford and colleagues,
students who fall behind in reading will also lag behind in mathematics because many math
problems require reading (Crawford, Tindal, & Steiber, 2001). Through natural development
most students acquire language; never the less, reading is a skill that require learning and does
not derive as a natural proses (Lyon, 1999; Moats & American Federation of Teachers, 1999).
Because reading is such an important skill, it has to be taught to children from an early age when
they begin their schooling (Ulring, McLaughlin, Neyman, & Waco, 2012). Some of these
students acquire reading skills naturally, while some students required systematic and explicit
instructions (Shippen, Houchins, Steventon & Sartor, 2005). These students are referred as “
poor readers” (Spear-Swerling & Sternberg, 1994). Reading difficulties became the most
prevalent problem for students with learning disabilities experience (Handler & Fierson, 2011).
According to the United States Department of Education, students with learning disabilities (LD)
are the majority group who receives special education service (U.S. Department of Education,
2007).
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Students with reading disability have difficulties in processing the language information and
understanding text (Handler & Fierson, 2011). The disability is characterized by having issues in
written language, decoding, word recognition, quick naming, and comprehension. As a
consequence of these deficits in understanding of phonological components of the language
(Handler & Fierson, 2011), these children need specialized reading instruction. The instruction
must include explicit instructions in phonetic awareness (Handler & Fierson, 2011; National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2013).
There are several approaches that may help students with LD to become better readers; The
Direct Instruction method (DI), has shown to assist students with LD in their reading skills
(Kuder, 1991). This method is a highly organized model designed to young children in small
groups and provides them with specific instructions in decoding. Good reading skills require
accuracy and comprehension, which DI reading program concentrates on (Torgerson, Brooks &
Hall, 2006). There are many authors that have emphasized the efficacy of Direct Instruction
reading program with students who have learning disabilities (Kuder, 1991; Johnson, Luiten,
Derby, McLaughlin, Weber, & Johnson, 2003; Erbey, McLaughlin, Derby, & Everson, 2011).
Teaching reading becomes more challenging when teaching English Language Learners (ELL)
with LD. ELL students usually perform more poorly than their non-ELL peers on the national
assessment (Kamps, Abbott, Greenwood, Arreaga-Mayer, Wills, Longstaff, & Walton, 2007)
and they perform below grade level in reading and math compared to their non-ELL peers (Fry,
& Pew Hispanic, 2008). Because ELL students have not acquired reading skills, which results in
poor reading achievement, they may be identify as students with LD (Snow, Burns, & Griffin,
1998). In order to improve their reading skills, ELL students need an individually tailored
program that will meet their needs.
Methodology
The aim of this paper was to explore the current literature addressing the direct instruction
reading and its effectiveness in teaching ELL students with LD. Our search strategy included
electronic searcher of the following: PsycINFO (EBSCO), ERIC (EBSCO), ProQuest Research
Library (ProQuest), and Google Scholar. Manual searches were also conducted by the first
author using the citations in reference sections from those articles found. These data were
collected from September 2013 through December 2013.
Review of Literature
The introduction of the Direct Instruction model began in the 1960's when Becker and his
colleague Carnine combined their behavioral analysis approach with the instructional theory of
Bereiter and Engelmann (Becker, 1984). This model’s uniqueness is based on precise and
systematic instructions in building and maintaining cognitive skills (Becker, 1984). The DI basic
tenants for providing an effective reading instruction is to develop reading skills such as
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phonological awareness, word recognition, fluency, and comprehension. These include: (a)
modeling/ demonstration, (b) prompting, (c) immediate feedback, (d) providing opportunities to
respond, (e) frequent exercise, (e) shaping, and (f) reinforcing the student responses (Ritchey,
2011; Steventon, & Fredrick, 2003). Therefore, DI method means to teach new knowledge to
the learners throughout meaningful interactions between the teacher and the students (Carnine et
al., 2010; Rupley, Blair, & Nichols, 2009).
Direct instruction is based on several effective variables that allied to students’ academic
achievement; Rosenshine highlighted these variables in his research; they include highly
structured lessons that delivered to a small group of students by the teacher. The program has
clear objectives that focus on the academic areas and provide sufficient time for instruction and
review with wide coverage for the content. In addition, Rosenshine emphasized the immediate
feedback and its rule in motivating the students’ performance or correcting their errors
(Rosenshine, 1986).
In order for a student to become a good reader, there are some skills that the students need to
achieve. These skills are phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency
(National Reading Panel, 2000). The most well known program that uses DI to teach children to
read is the Direct Instruction System for Teaching Arithmetic and Reading (DISTAR) (Adams,
& Engelmann, 1996). This program is based on explicit instruction, which can be used to teach
all reading components. It is an instrument that results in positive outcomes, which have been
linked with explicit instruction such as phonological awareness (Torgesen, Wagner, Rashotte,
Rose, Lindamood, Conway, & Garvan, 1999), word interpretation (Lovett, Barron, & Benson,
2003), and comprehension (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001). Moreover, systematic
phonics instruction has proved through many extensive meta-analysis that it is an important
effective method for helping young children to learn how to read English better (Ehri, Nunes,
Stahl & Willows 2001). The direct explicit instruction in phonological awareness is the
main ingredient for aiding development in reading accuracy and comprehension (MansetWilliamson & Nelson 2005; Torgerson et al., 2006).
Students with Learning Disabilities
Students with LD differ from their regular peers in some areas (Kame’enui, & Carnine, 1998).
They experience difficulties in auditory and visual processing, verbal development, memory
abilities; these complications may affect the students’ school and social life. (Atkinson, Wilhite,
Frey, & Williams, 2002). Students with LD are categorized by having difficulty in working on
tasks that require focus on organization; those students showed that they have no strategies to
monitor their thoughts in the act of reading (Atkinson et al., 2002).
A systematic instruction has been effective in teaching students with LD. This means that there
is a defined range of logical operations and systematic instruction and the procedures are broken
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down into smaller tasks, which are taught in a logical way (Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui, &
Tarver, 2004). DI reading programs teach phoenix in a very explicit and organized way that LD
students can perceive. When phonological awareness is mastered, the students will understand
the relationship between the written words; then it will make sense to them and will give
meaning to sentences and paragraphs (Martin, Martin, & Carvalho, 2008). Thus, the explicit
instruction is often an essential component to provide effective reading instruction for students
with LD (Heward, 2003; Vaughn & Linan Thompson, 2003). There are many studies that were
conducted to evaluate DI reading program with students with LD and showed successful results
(Kuder, 1991; Johnson, Luiten, Derby, McLaughlin, Weber, & Johnson, 2003; Erbey,
McLaughlin, Derby, & Everson, 2011; Kaufman, McLaughlin, Derby, & Waco, 2011). It has
been reported that one out of five children have difficulty in phonemic awareness; without using
explicit instruction to develop the decoding skill, these children will not meet the skill levels of
their regular peers (Foorman, Fletcher, & Frances, 1997; Manset-Williamson, & Nelson, 2005).
English Language Learners with Learning Disabilities
ELL students might have a reading disability as a direct effect from the lack of English language
proficiency (Snow et al., 1998) or from having learning disabilities even in their first language.
The National Reading Panel provided substantial proof that phonological processing and
vocabulary are cognitive elements of reading skills (National Reading Panel, 2000). In recent
studies, researchers have associated the short-term memory (STM) and working memory (WM)
to the performance of ELL students who are at risk for RD (e.g., Swanson, Sa´ez, Gerber, &
Leafstedt, 2004). In the reading act, there are two procedures involved: The predicting of word
identification in the Short Term Memory STM, and the predicting comprehension in the working
memory WM (Swanson & Berninger, 1995). In other words, the STM function is to decode the
newly learned word and practice them. On the other hand, WM engages in manipulation of this
information and storing it (Gathercole, Pickering, Ambirdge, & Wearing, 2004). For example
when the grapheme-phoneme is received the working memory start blending that graphemephoneme to produce the word (Constantinidou, & Evripidou, 2012). It has been suggested that
ELL with LD students are having difficulties with tasks that involve recalling of ordered
information (Thorn, Gathercole, & Frankish, 2002).
Because ELL students have difficulties in word decoding, DI reading instruction teaches reading
in explicit logical operations, which will allow ELL students with LD to process the knowledge
in a way that their memory could follow and memorize what it has received and provides the
student with sufficient practice.
The significant role of DI that has to deal with WM and STM has stimulated researchers to study
the effects of DI instruction in teaching ELL children to learn reading skills for English as a
second language. Lesaux and Siegel did one of these studies in 2003 and they confirmed that
ELL children, who received DI in phonological awareness, performed at the same level of those
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who had English as their first language. Moreover, Gunn and his colleagues did an experimental
study to examine the effect of Reading Mastery and Corrective Reading with 122 students from
diverse backgrounds with reading difficulties. They found that the experimental group
significantly outperformed the control group in reading skills. Another study was by Ganschow
and colleagues (1995), which proved that explicit and systematic teaching instruction in the
phonological awareness in Spanish improved ELL students’ performance in English word
reading.
Summary and Conclusions
One of the common problems that face educators in schools is to teach students with LD to read
(Atkinson et al., 2002). Because the United States has a fast growing population in ELL (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2013), the number of
students with LD would increase significantly in the coming years. The educators need effective
research based instruction to help those students to overcome their problems with reading. In
order to improve ELL students with LD reading competence, they need a specialized reading
instruction that can deal with the cognitive problem they have.
DI reading provides reliable techniques to support ELL students with LD readers in their journey
to learn reading in English. The findings of numerous studies have proved that DI reading
programs are very effective in teaching reading acquisitions to ELL students with LD.
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