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Sumner, Washington School District  
Boosts Literacy with Direct Instruction

CASE STUDY

Name 

Sumner School District

Location

Sumner, Washington

Grades

K–3

ABOUT THE DISTRICT Overview 
Recognized as one of the premier districts in the Tacoma, Washington area, 
the Sumner School District focuses on creating a learning environment where 
academic success is the standard for each child and where students, teachers, 
and administrators have the tools they need to guide each child to peak 
performance. The district’s eight elementary schools, three middle schools,  
and two comprehensive high schools employ 500 certificated professionals  
and serve a growing population of nearly 9,000 students. 

Around 15 percent of the district’s students are Hispanic, and five percent  
come from different multiracial backgrounds. Overall, Sumner is less diverse  
than other nearby districts. Its challenge lies in its disparate school populations. 
Two of the district’s schools serve up to 60 percent of the students on free/
reduced lunch; another school has less than 10 percent free/reduced lunch.
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Implementation
The Sumner School District has far-reaching goals. 
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Reaction
That first year, only a handful of teachers used 
the new DI programs. After the third full year of 
implementation, the district has full participation, 
especially among teachers with a higher proportion 
of low-performing students. “Teachers are now 
beating down the door to get the curricuuird
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curriculum for special-needs students and even look 
at post-secondary-school planning.

“Right now, the children’s ability to be ready for 
college and career is the Number One priority  
for our district,” Donohue says. Getting them 
college- and career-ready starts with great  
literacy instruction—the reading, writing,  
speaking, and listening.” 

Donohue feels that the best aspects of Direct 
Instruction programs are their explicit, intentional 
instruction and systematic delivery. “DI programs 
are the best thing for struggling learners that we’ve 


