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About this Document

The following papers were presented at a structured poster session, “The Com-
plex Ecology of Response to Interventi on,” at the American Educati onal Research 
Associati on 2010 Annual Meeti ng in Denver, Colorado.

The papers provide an overview of the current state of RTI in terms of research 
and implementati on. Additi onal topics covered include informati on on the 
overall RTI framework, screening and progress monitoring within RTI, delivery 
of instructi onal interventi ons within a RTI system, SLD identi fi cati on and RTI, 
implementati on of RTI across states, and RTI as it relates to special populati ons, 
including minority students, English language learners, middle-school students, 
and high-school students.
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What is Response to Intervention?

Response to interventi on, or RTI, is a student-centered framework that uses 
problem-solving and research-based methods to identi fy and address learning and 
behavior diffi  culti es in students (Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs, & McKnight, 2006). Key 
components of a rigorous RTI framework include a school-wide, multi -level instruc-
ti onal and behavioral system for preventi ng school failure, universal screening, 
monitoring student performance with conti nuous and frequent progress monitor-
ing, and data-based decision making for instructi on, movement within the multi -
level system, and disability identi fi cati on (in accordance with state law). These 
components are conducted in combinati on with high quality, culturally and linguis-
ti cally sound instructi on. Implementi ng RTI in this comprehensive manner will 
contribute to a school improvement model that prevents the escalati on of learning 
or behavioral challenges, improves instructi onal quality, assists with disability 
identi fi cati on, and provides all students with the best opportuniti es to succeed in 
school (Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on [NCRTI], 2010). 

The purpose of this paper is to present components of RTI that the NCRTI has 
found to be essenti al when implementi ng an RTI framework. These components 
were identi fi ed through an extensive review of the literature on RTI, discussions 
with experts in the fi eld of interventi on research, and communicati ons with 
practi ti oners implementi ng RTI frameworks.

School-wide Multi Level System

When, in accordance with an RTI framework, educators use increasingly intensive 
instructi on, they are increasing the likelihood that more children will be responsive 
to that instructi on. In the RTI framework, the increasingly intensive instructi onal 
interventi ons are referred to as levels. The fi rst level, the preventati ve or primary 
level, involves whole-group instructi on and universal screening. This level generally 
addresses the learning needs of approximately 80% of students. The second level, 
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typically referred to as secondary interventi on, involves targeted, small-group inter-
venti ons that are more intensive and evidence-based, and meets the needs of 
approximately 15% of students. These interventi ons should be implemented with 
fi delity and students’ progress should be monitored regularly. The third level, or 
terti ary interventi on, off ers the most intensive instructi onal interventi ons and 
serves about 5% of students. This most intensive level is individualized to target 
each student’s area(s) of need. Interventi ons at this level are typically longer in 
durati on, conducted with smaller groups of students, and with more frequent 
sessions. As with the secondary level, interventi ons are implemented with fi delity 
and student progress is monitored regularly. The greatest variati on among imple-
menters of RTI lies in this most intensive level. Very litt le specifi c research exists as 
to what should comprise this level. Some frameworks consider this level to be 
special educati on, while other frameworks indicate that it is problem-solving 
(Berkeley, et al., 2009; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Stecker, 2010). 

Universal Screening

NCRTI defi nes universal screening as brief assessments that are valid, reliable, and 
demonstrate diagnosti c accuracy for predicti ng which students will develop learn-
ing or behavioral problems. They are conducted with all students to identi fy those 
who are at risk of academic failure and, therefore, need more intensive interven-
ti on to supplement primary preventi on (i.e. the core curriculum) (NCRTI, 2010). 

Monitoring Student Progress

Student progress monitoring involves regular, repeated measurement of perfor-
mance to inform the instructi on of individual students in general and special 
educati on in grades K-8 (NCRTI, 2010). Use of data to frequently monitor student 
progress and make instructi onal decisions will ensure that students are being 
instructed appropriately (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998; Compton et al., 2006). In the 
absence of a positi ve response to intensive, research-based interventi ons that are 
implemented with fi delity enable instructors to be more confi dent that students 
are struggling due to a disability or other factor rather than because of inappropri-
ate or poor instructi on (Fletcher, Coulter, Reschly, & Vaughn, 2004). 
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Data-Based Decision Making

The data from regular student progress monitoring are used by instructors to 
assess students’ performance over ti me, quanti fy student rates of improvement or 
responsiveness to instructi on, to evaluate instructi onal eff ecti veness, and, for 
students who are least responsive to high-quality instructi on, to formulate eff ecti ve 
individualized programs (NCRTI, 2010).  

Current Challenges

RTI is not without its challenges and criti cs. More research on the effi  cacy of overall 
RTI models is sti ll needed (Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009), and a challenge to this is 
that large-scale RTI models do not lend themselves well to technically sound 
research (Dexter, Hughes, & Farmer, 2008). Because most research on RTI and 
ti ered interventi ons tends to focus on reading at the primary grade levels, there is a 
need for studies that address higher level reading skills, other content areas, and 
middle and high school students (Division for Learning Disabiliti es, 2007; Fuchs & 
Deshler, 2007). Additi onally, defi niti ve informati on on how RTI aff ects rate of 
learning disability identi fi cati on is unknown (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). Overall, how-
ever, there is great promise of the RTI approach and increased interest and use of 
the framework by states and districts since the 2004 reauthorizati on of the Indi-
viduals with Disabiliti es Educati on Improvement Act (IDEA) (Berkeley, et al., 2009).

As a nati onal technical assistance (TA) center charged with assisti ng states and 
territories to implement best practi ces related to RTI, the NCRTI has a unique 
perspecti ve on challenges and issues faced by states. Specifi cally, states fi nd that 
RTI is a complex framework, one with many components that cannot be imple-
mented quickly. As a result, many states and sites are implementi ng some or most 
components, but very few are implementi ng a complete framework. In additi on, 
states are dealing with a number of TA providers who all want to assist the state 
with RTI implementati on. In this situati on, NCRTI staff  found it helpful to focus on 
the needs of the state and then to identi fy and coordinate the most appropriate TA 
providers that align with those needs. In additi on to working directly with states, 
the NCRTI receives questi ons from the fi eld. Perhaps the questi on received most 
oft en deals with the number of ti ers that an RTI framework or model is “supposed” 
to have. The NCRTI believes that ti ers of interventi on should be classifi ed under 
one of the three levels of preventi on: primary, secondary, or terti ary. Within this 
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three-level preventi on system, schools may confi gure their RTI frameworks using 3, 
4, or more ti ers of interventi on. In choosing a number of ti ers for their RTI frame-
work, practi ti oners should recognize that the greater the number of ti ers, the more 
complex the framework becomes. The number of ti ers is not as important as what 
happens within them.
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Author: Tessie Rose, American Insti tutes for Research

In November 2008, representati ves from ten state educati on agencies (SEA) joined 
in a discussion moderated by the Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on 
(NCRTI): California, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, New Mexico, New York, 
Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. These states represented NCRTI intensive 
technical assistance states, State Implementati on of Scaling-up Evidence-based 
Practi ces grant awardees, and states of special interest (e.g., states with high 
minority populati ons).  

The focus group discussion was structured around six topics: (1) operati onal 
defi niti on of response to interventi on (RTI), (2) SEA-level RTI evaluati on, (3) evi-
dence of RTI eff ecti veness, (4) special educati on in RTI, (5) RTI at the secondary 
level, and (6) coordinati on across state agencies. For each topic, the SEAs discussed 
how important the topic is in the state, whether the state’s regulati ons address the 
topic and the directi on the state is going, or top challenges related to the topic. 
They also talked about how the state addresses funding needs and allocates 
resources for each topic.

Common Themes

Several issues emerged throughout topical discussions:

1. Fidelity: The state representati ves expressed the need for bett er fi delity tools 
to ensure that professional development, TA support, and coaching on RTI are 
consistent across state and local levels. 

2. Higher educati on: The representati ves expressed concern about how pre-
service teacher preparati on do not relate to the needs of schools and class-
rooms. Most IHEs are not preparing teachers for ti ered systems of instructi on.

3. Systems change: The representati ves viewed RTI as a systems-change pro-
cess. They are trying to illustrate to the local level that the framework is a 

Criti cal Issues in State Implementati on 
of Response to Interventi on
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district-wide as well as school-wide process to improve outcomes for all stu-
dents and that it takes ti me to fully implement. 

4. Leadership: State representati ves emphasized the need for knowledge, sup-
port, and strong leadership in district and building administrators. They cited 
leadership as the most fundamentally important att ribute for implementati on 
and scaling up.

5. Evaluati on:  Discussions focused on how to accurately evaluate the unique 
or added eff ect of RTI. The representati ves identi fi ed the need for a mecha-
nism that determines whether RTI—and not other programs or initi ati ves—is 
responsible for improvements in student outcomes. 

6. Special educati on/general educati on collaborati on: Most RTI programs 
within the states are led by and housed in special educati on. The representa-
ti ves discussed the need for stronger general educati on support, with most 
expressing a need for both general educati on and special educati on to take 
ownership and work collaborati vely. 

7. Special educati on: The ten states have adopted the 2004 Individuals with 
Disabiliti es Educati on Act (IDEA) regulati ons and all are acti vely promoti ng an 
RTI framework to help with the evaluati on process in learning disability (LD) 
identi fi cati on. 

8. Technical assistance: Nine of the ten states provide or are starti ng to develop 
technical assistance for local educati on agencies (LEAs). 

9.   Local control: Implementi ng RTI with fi delity is very important to these states; 
however, because of local control nine of the ten states cannot require school 
districts to implement RTI. One parti cipant underscored that the state depart-
ment can only off er guidance and assistance and suggest best practi ces.

Examples of Statewide Scale-up

Implementati on science is a relati vely new fi eld of research and, thus, many states 
have traditi onally depended on previous experiences and available technical 
assistance for scaling-up evidence-based practi ces (Nati onal Implementati on 
Research Network [NIRN], 2008). To assist states, Fixsen and his colleagues (Fixsen, 
Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; NIRN, 2008) have been refi ning core 
implementati on components and stages of implementati ons to support states in 
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statewide scale-up of innovati ons such as RTI. Below, we use brief descripti ons to 
illustrate implementati on acti viti es in several states.

In Florida, beginning in 2006 seven LEAs with 34 pilot schools parti cipated in 
training and received technical assistance through a collaborati ve project between 
the Florida Department of Educati on and University of South Florida to develop 
demonstrati on sites and provide a data-based evaluati on of implementati on in 
K-12 setti  ngs. During initi al implementati on, the state provided competi ti ve funds 
of up to $100,000 per year to LEAs for three years to support approximately one 
coach per three buildings. Acti viti es in the demonstrati on districts included assess-
ing eff ecti veness of ti er one of the three-ti ered model and making indicated 
changes. School leadership currently parti cipates on implementati on teams, 
att ends training and monitors the integrity of classroom interventi ons. Most Florida 
LEAs have committ ed to various on-going training eff orts that include school-based 
team building, district-based leadership and planning through on-line modules, and 
training-of-trainers to build capacity (Burdett e & Etemad, 2009).

In Oklahoma, RTI remains a special educati on initi ati ve although eff orts are being 
made for broader general educati on implementati on. Through recommendati ons 
of a state RTI special educati on task force, the state hired a full ti me RTI coordina-
tor and developed policy for learning disability eligibility. Using special educati on 
funds, the state provides limited onsite training to 21 pilot sites in 15 districts. With 
the support of the RTI leadership team and NCRTI, the state is developing an RTI 
guidance document, implementati on resources, training material, and training 
opportuniti es. For three years, the state off ers a three-day RTI insti tute each 
summer for interested LEAs and schools. Team att endance is recommended but 
not required. 

In South Carolina, a full-ti me RTI coordinator oversees the program installati on, 
or planning stage, for initi al implementati on. The coordinator, who is housed in 
general educati on but funded through special educati on, worked with stakeholders 
on the state leadership team and NCRTI over the past year to develop an RTI 
guidance document. South Carolina is currently soliciti ng up to eight elementary 
schools to serve as pilot sites. The goal is for the sites to become RTI demonstrati on 
sites in reading in 3 years. The state has also provided 3-day professional develop-
ment opportuniti es on RTI and reading to teachers at no cost using general educa-
ti on funds. Similar training opportuniti es will be off ered to administrators during 
the spring or summer of 2010. 
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Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to describe the technical criteria, process, and fi ndings 
from a rigorous review that identi fi es valid and reliable tools for screening students 
for academic diffi  culty and monitoring their academic progress. Research on 
response to interventi on (RTI) recommends that schools conduct universal screen-
ing, combined with short-term progress monitoring (weekly for at least 5 weeks) to 
identi fy students in need of preventati ve interventi on. This should be followed by 
ongoing progress monitoring (at least monthly over the course of the school year) 
to assess the extent to which students are responding to targeted interventi ons 
over ti me (Fuchs et al., 2007; Compton et al., 2006). When teachers use progress 
monitoring for instructi onal decision-making purposes, students experience higher 
achievement, teacher decision-making improves, and students tend to be more 
aware of their performance (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1997). 

In order to make informed instructi onal decisions based on data, an eff ecti ve data 
collecti on tool must be used. Whether it is for universal screening or ongoing 
progress monitoring, the tool must be valid and reliable to collect accurate data 
that can be analyzed and compared across ti me to determine a student’s respon-
siveness. The Technical Review Committ ee (TRC) review process sponsored by the 
Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on (NCRTI) has established rigorous 
standards for evaluati ng screening and progress monitoring tools, and has re-
viewed commercially-available tools against those criteria. 

In 2009 and 2010, the NCRTI published results of its review of screening and 
progress monitoring tools. For each of the two separate TRC reviews, developers 
submitt ed their screening and progress monitoring tools in response to a call for 
tools issued by NCRTI. Developers completed detailed evaluati on protocols with 
informati on on their tool, and then the TRCs, comprised of nati onally renowned 
experts, rated each tool against specifi c criteria. The following secti ons describe 

Identi fying and Uti lizing Screening 
and Progress Monitoring Tools
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those criteria and the results of reviews on 21 screening and 47 progress monitor-
ing tools that have been conducted to date.

Methods

The rati ng criteria were developed by each of the TRCs, during a full-day face-to-
face meeti ng in which members discussed and came to consensus on operati onal 
defi niti ons and appropriate standards of rigor for screening and progress 
monitoring tools. The individual TRCs then developed evaluati on protocols and 
detailed rati ng rubrics based on these defi niti ons and standards (see htt p://www.
rti 4success.org/index.php?opti on=com_content&task=view&id=1010&Itemid=
161 for rati ng rubrics). 

For screening, the TRC has developed the following operati onal defi niti on: 

Screening involves brief assessments that are valid, reliable, and evidence-
based. They are conducted with all students or targeted groups of students 
to identi fy students who are at risk of academic failure and, therefore, likely 
to need additi onal or alternati ve forms of instructi on to supplement the 
conventi onal general educati on approach. 

The evaluati on protocol for screening is based on fi ve technical criteria: (1) Classifi -
cati on Accuracy; (2) Generalizability; (3) Reliability; (4) Validity; and (5) Disaggre-
gated Reliability, Validity, and Classifi cati on Data for Diverse Populati ons. 

For progress monitoring, the TRC developed the following operati onal defi niti on:  

Progress monitoring is repeated measurement of academic performance to 
inform instructi on of individual students in general and special educati on in 
grades K-8. It is conducted at least monthly to (a) esti mate rates of im-
provement, (b) identi fy students who are not demonstrati ng adequate 
progress, and/or (c) compare the effi  cacy of diff erent forms of instructi on to 
design more eff ecti ve, individualized instructi on. 

The TRC on progress monitoring reviews submissions from tools that use either a 
general outcome measurement (GOM) or mastery measurement (MM) approach 
to progress monitoring. With GOM, alternate forms of the progress monitoring 
instrument are of comparable diffi  culty, representi ng the same construct; and 
progress toward a year-end goal is monitored. With MM, the objecti ves are 
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targeted for mastery changes. That is, criterion-referenced assessment on an objec-
ti ve conti nues with alternate forms of a test (each test has one type of item on it) 
unti l mastery is achieved. Then, a new objecti ve that is  next in the sequence is 
targeted for monitoring.

For GOMs, the TRC has established nine technical criteria: (1) Alternate forms; 
(2) Rates of Improvement Specifi ed; (3) End-of-Year Benchmarks Specifi ed; 
(4) Sensiti vity to Student Improvement; (5) Reliability of the performance level 
score; (6) Reliability of the slope; (7) Validity of the performance level score; 
(8) Predicti ve validity for the slope of improvement; (9) Disaggregated Reliability 
and Validity Data. MMs are rated against six criteria: (1) Skill Sequence; 
(2) Sensiti vity to Student Improvement; (3) Reliability; (4) Validity; (5) Pass/Fail 
Decisions; and (6) Disaggregated Reliability and Validity Data. 

Results

Both the screening and progress monitoring TRCs have completed two full review 
cycles to date, which has resulted in a total of 21 screening tools and 47 progress 
monitoring tools now posted on NCRTI’s screening and progress monitoring tools 
charts, respecti vely. Each submission was reviewed and fi rst rated independently 
by one TRC member, and then jointly by a team of two TRC members. When TRC 
members requested additi onal evidence, developers were given a chance to 
respond. At the end of each review cycle, the full TRCs reviewed fi nal rati ngs for all 
tools submitt ed. 

The tools charts on the NCRTI website present the rati ngs, along with descripti ve 
informati on, for each tool that completed the review process. For each of the 
criteria, tools are given a rati ng of “convincing evidence,” “parti ally convincing 
evidence,” “unconvincing evidence,” or “no evidence.” The tools charts can be 
viewed at:

● htt p://www.rti 4success.org/chart/screeningTools/screeningtoolschart.html 

● htt p://www.rti 4success.org/chart/progressMonitoring/
progressmonitoringtoolschart.htm

Each chart will be updated annually, following each new review cycle.
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Signifi cance

The NCRTI’s TRC process assists educators and families in becoming informed 
consumers who can select screening and progress monitoring tools that best meet 
their individual needs. In additi on to informati on about cost, implementati on, and 
training requirements for each tool, the tools charts off er rati ngs that give an 
indicati on of the technical rigor of the tools. Tools that receive higher rati ngs are 
more likely to produce data that accurately and reliably capture a student’s level of 
academic and instructi onal need, data that are criti cal for the eff ecti ve implemen-
tati on of RTI.
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Purpose

This paper discusses the role of evidence-based instructi onal interventi ons within a 
response to interventi on (RTI) framework. First we describe how interventi ons vary 
across diff erent levels of preventi on, and then we present an overview of the 
evidence base on interventi ons.

Background

RTI is a multi -level preventi on system designed to minimize risk for negati ve 
learning outcomes by responding quickly to learning diffi  culti es. Although discus-
sions in the fi eld frequently refer to “ti ers,” we follow the conventi on of the Na-
ti onal Center on RTI (Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on [NCRTI], 2010). 
NCRTI uses “levels” to refer to three preventi on foci: primary level, secondary level, 
and terti ary level. The primary level is comprised of high quality core instructi on 
along with diff erenti ated practi ces and accommodati ons for some individual 
students; this level should meet the needs of most students. The secondary level 
target students who do not respond to instructi on at the primary level. It includes 
interventi on(s) of moderate intensity that address the learning or behavioral 
challenges of the most at-risk students. The terti ary level includes interventi on(s) of 
increased intensity for students who show minimal response to secondary preven-
ti on. These interventi ons are individualized to meet very specifi c student needs 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009). 

Regardless of the level, all programs and interventi ons used in an RTI framework 
should be based on the best available research. Some programs are evidence-based 
in that they have been empirically-validated using a scienti fi c, rigorous research 
design. That is, within a well-implemented study with an experiment or 
quasi-experimental design, the program was shown to improve results for 

Providing Eff ecti ve Instructi onal 
Interventi on within an RTI Framework
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students. Other programs may be research-based. These may incorporate features 
that have been researched generally; however, the program itself has not been 
studied using a rigorous research design, as defi ned by the Elementary and Second-
ary Educati on Act (NCRTI, 2010). 

Recent literature (e.g., Mellard & Johnson, 2007) suggests the following:  

● At the primary level, many core programs are research-based, but few are 
actually evidence-based (Fuchs & Fuchs 2009).  

● At the secondary level many educators use “standard protocol” interventi ons, 
which uti lize parti cular procedures and/or training to ensure consistency. Some 
of these are evidence-based. 

● At the terti ary level, instructi on is highly intensive and individualized. The 
teacher uses a more intensive version of an interventi on program (e.g., longer, 
more frequent sessions, smaller group size). If frequent progress monitoring 
indicates the student’s rate of progress is insuffi  cient, the teacher engages in a 
problem-solving process to modify interventi on components. Therefore, while 
the base interventi on may be evidence-based, the individualized use of the 
program may not. 

Methods

For this literature review, we fi rst examined research syntheses to identi fy 
evidence-based interventi ons that can help practi ti oners. Next, we looked at the 
larger literature base to identi fy the extent of evidence for interventi ons used in an 
RTI context.

Results

Several research syntheses report results on interventi ons that could be used at 
any level, though more research exists on the type of interventi on typically used at 
the secondary level within an RTI framework. It is important to note that the 
studies in these syntheses report on interventi ons that could be used for RTI but 
the studies themselves were not conducted in an RTI context.
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Direct Support—Evidence-Based

● The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) (htt p://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/) reports 
on the extent of evidence for programs that have been rigorously researched. 
The WWC also generates lists of interventi ons with insuffi  cient evidence.

● The Best Evidence Encyclopedia (BEE) (www.bestevidence.org) reports fi ndings 
on rigorously researched programs and strategies. The BEE also generates lists 
of interventi ons with insuffi  cient evidence.

● The Center on Instructi on (COI) has a report (htt p://www.centeroninstructi on.
org/fi les/Extensive%20Reading%20Interventi ons.pdf) that gives informati on on 
rigorously researched K-3 reading interventi ons, and includes only studies that 
focus on students with learning disabiliti es.

● NCRTI has convened a Technical Review Committ ee to review the technical 
rigor of studies evaluati ng instructi onal programs typically used at the second-
ary level of an RTI framework. Results are forthcoming (www.rti 4success.org).

Indirect Support—Research-Based

● Several states (e.g., Oregon, Washington, Florida) have reviewed core and/or 
supplemental K-3 reading programs to determine what key areas of reading 
each addresses and whether they are research-based.

To date, the evidence base for interventi ons operati ng in the context of RTI is small. 
Several studies examined the eff ect of reading interventi ons on reading outcomes 
for English language learners in an RTI context. Two studies used a randomized 
controlled trial design. Of these, one found substanti al and signifi cant eff ects of 
three diff erent reading programs on reading achievement measures (Lovett  et al., 
2008). The other found no signifi cant eff ects of the multi -component reading 
interventi on; the researchers hypothesized this was due to the sample’s severe 
reading diffi  culti es requiring interventi on of considerably greater intensity than was 
provided (Denton et al., 2008). Another study, using a quasi-experimental design, 
identi fi ed small but stati sti cally signifi cant eff ects of brief supplemental instructi on 
on English reading for Spanish-speaking kindergartners who performed poorly on a 
bilingual batt ery of phonological-processing tasks (Gerber et al., 2004). 

Another reading-oriented study assessed early reading interventi ons for students 
with reading diffi  culti es or disabiliti es. One study randomly assigned struggling fi rst 
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grade readers to one of two supplemental reading interventi on conditi ons or to the 
control group. Students who received the interventi ons performed bett er, on 
average, on multi ple measures of reading (with average eff ect sizes ranging from 
0.78 to 0.84), and exhibited signifi cantly faster rates of learning than those in a 
typically achieving comparison group (Mathes et al., 2005). For math content, 
Fuchs et al. (2007) used a randomized control trial to assess the eff ects of two 
intensive remedial mathemati cs interventi ons on third-grade students with serious 
mathemati cs defi cits. They found signifi cant eff ects for the interventi ons on 
number combinati ons fl uency and story-problem performance (with eff ect sizes 
ranging from 0.72 to 0.89). 

Summary

A number of ongoing research syntheses report on the evidence base for specifi c 
interventi ons. However, looking at whether and how these interventi ons can be 
eff ecti ve for improving educati onal outcomes in the larger context of a multi -level 
preventi on system is an area of research need for the fi eld.

References

Denton, C. A., Wexler, J., Vaughn, S., & Bryan, D. (2008). Interventi on Provided to Linguisti -
cally Diverse Middle School Students with Severe Reading Diffi  culti es. Learning Disabiliti es 
Research & Practi ce, 23(2), 79–89.

Fuchs, L. S., Fuchs, D. L., Compton, D. L., Bryant, J. D., Hamlett , C. L., & Seethaler, P. M. 
(2007). Mathemati cs screening and progress monitoring at fi rst grade: Implicati ons for 
responsiveness to interventi on. Excepti onal Children, 73(3), 311–330. 

Fuchs, L.S., & Fuchs, D. (2009). On the importance of a unifi ed model of responsiveness to 
interventi on. Child Development Perspecti ves, 3(1), 41–43.

Gerber, M., Jimenez, T., Leafstedt, J., Villaruz, J., Richards, C., & English, J. (2004). English 
reading eff ects of small-group intensive interventi on in Spanish for K-1 English learners. 
Learning Disabiliti es Research & Practi ce, 19, 239–25.

Lovett , M. W., De Palma, M., Frijters, J., Steinbach, K., Temple, M., Benson, N., & Lacerenza, 
L. (2008). Interventi ons for Reading Diffi  culti es: A Comparison of Response to Interventi on 
by ELL and EFL Struggling Readers. Journal of Learning Disabiliti es, 41(4), 333–352.



18 The Complex Ecology of Response to Intervention 

 

Mathes, P. G., Denton, C., Fletcher, J., Anthony, J., Francis, D., & Schatschneider, C. (2005). 
The eff ects of theoreti cally diff erent instructi on and student characteristi cs on the skills of 
struggling readers. Reading Research Quarterly, 40(2), 148–182.

Mellard, D., & Johnson, E. (2007). RTI: A practi ti oner’s guide to implementi ng response to 
interventi on. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Nati onal Center on Response of Interventi on (NCRTI). (2010). Essenti al components of 
RTI—A closer look at response to interventi on. Washington, DC: Author.



The Complex Ecology of Response to Intervention 19

Author: Sara Prewett , Kansas University 

Purpose

In 2008–2009, research staff  from the Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on 
(NCRTI) completed the fi rst year of a multi -year, nati on-wide examinati on of middle 
school sites implementi ng response to interventi on (RTI). RTI is a school-wide 
preventi on framework that facilitates school staff  to make data-driven instructi onal 
decisions based on students’ academic and behavioral needs (Canter, Klotz, and 
Cowan 2008). The purpose was to provide clarity about RTI implementati on at the 
middle school level despite the unique challenges of secondary setti  ngs. We 
focused on schools’ procedures for universal screening, progress monitoring, and 
ti ered interventi ons, as well as data on student outcomes, policies, and implemen-
tati on acti viti es.    

Methods

We use a multi -phase design in which we initi ally identi fi ed 81 middle schools that 
were potenti ally implementi ng an RTI model. We contacted 42 of the 81 schools, of 
which we interviewed 30 that met our selecti on criteria: implementati on of univer-
sal school-wide screening, three levels of interventi on, established progress 
monitoring practi ces for each interventi on level, and established decision rules. We 
followed-up with 12 schools for additi onal interviews. Of those 12, we visited six 
schools to investi gate student outcome data, conduct focus groups with school 
staff , observe ti ered interventi on classes, and investi gate professional development 
acti viti es. 

Results

The 30 identi fi ed schools were at various stages in the RTI implementati on process 
(explorati on and adopti on, initi al implementati on, full operati on, innovati on, and 

Response to Interventi on in Middle 
Schools: Practi ces and Outcomes
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sustainability) (Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace; 2005). School popula-
ti ons ranged from 160 students to 1,370 students; implementati on varied from less 
than one year to six years. We focused our work on the essenti al components of 
RTI, but it became clear that contextual factors are pivotal for successful implemen-
tati on. We found that the key contextual factors that Fuchs and Deshler (2007) 
menti oned were reiterated by schools att empti ng RTI implementati on: (a) conti nu-
ous professional development, (b) administrators leading the implementati on 
process, (c) district level support, (d) staff  role redefi niti on, (e) staff  were given ti me 
to understand the process, (f) systemic leadership in which staff  is involved in 
implementati on. Schools placed a strong emphasis on building the culture of RTI 
among staff  members before att empti ng component implementati on. All schools 
recommended starti ng small, with only one component, or with one grade or 
classroom as a pilot before scaling up to a school-wide model. While these ele-
ments are essenti al for the foundati on of school-wide reform, we more deeply 
investi gated the essenti al components of RTI.

All school had established universal-school wide screening. Most schools (60%) 
screen for both reading and math; 23% screen for reading, math, and writi ng, and 
most schools (57%) screen three ti mes per year.

Establishing systemic progress-monitoring practi ces was more challenging for the 
schools:, such as identi fying appropriate measures for interventi ons and establish-
ing the appropriate frequency. Generally, progress is monitored less frequently at 
the secondary level than at the terti ary level—the longest cycle is once per month 
(39%), while 30% of schools monitor progress once a week or more frequently. At 
the terti ary level, the most common frequency for monitoring progress is weekly 
(39%), while 13% monitor progress daily or twice per week.   

Most schools in the study do not keep data on their prevalence rates. On average, 
schools placed about 22% of their enrollment in secondary interventi on classes. 
The percentage of students receiving secondary level services ranged from 8% to 
38% of the school populati on. Overall, this is higher than the 15% cited in the 
literature recommendati ons for elementary schools. Schools with such high 
percentages may have as a school-wide curriculum problem, or incoming students 
from elementary schools may have gaps in their background knowledge.

Few schools place students directly at the terti ary level without fi rst applying a 
secondary level interventi on. For the terti ary level, the prevalence rates range from 
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less than 1% to 18%, with an average of 7% of schools’ enrollment in terti ary level 
services; this is closer to the literature’s suggesti on of 5% enrollment in the most 
intensive, individualized services.

Case Study

Each of the six schools we visited had the essenti al components implemented. The 
following case study illustrates how one middle school has succeeded in imple-
menti ng RTI and is now in the sustainability phase of Fixsen, et al’s (2005) stages. 
This middle school began implementati on six years ago in the 2003–2004 school 
year. Prior to implementati on at the middle school level, the principal had imple-
mented RTI at the elementary school level in the same district. This southwestern 
suburban school houses grades 6–8, has a populati on of approximately 725 stu-
dents, and has an established three-ti ered model for academics and behavior. 

This middle school has all essenti al components; universal school-wide screening, 
progress monitoring, multi -level interventi ons and data-based decision making in 
place with fi delity (see Exhibit 1). When staff  began implementati on, they had a 
self-described “math problem”: only 23% of their 8th grade students were profi -
cient in math. Their RTI initi ati ve focused on general educati on math, reading and 
writi ng. Two years aft er implementati on, the school consistently met AYP standards 
and has increased profi ciency of all groups of students in these three content areas 
(see Exhibit 2).

They screen all grades using curriculum-based measures (CBMs) in reading (maze), 
writi ng (correct writi ng sequence), and math (mixed basic facts). The RTI team 
makes instructi onal decisions based on the pre-determined cut scores. 

When students are identi fi ed as “at-risk,” interventi ons are applied in the primary 
level before students receive more intensive interventi ons at the secondary level. 
When progress-monitoring data indicate non-responsiveness, students receive a 
secondary level interventi on. Various techniques are used to intensify secondary 
level instructi on: small, homogenous classes of students with similar instructi onal 
needs, expert teachers, and increasing the frequency and durati on of instructi on. If 
progress monitoring data indicate that students are non-responsive, the leadership 
team can refer the student for a specifi c learning disability evaluati on. The terti ary 
level is special educati on instructi on. 
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Conclusion

In conclusion, although the research is sti ll uncertain about the evidence of RTI 
eff ecti veness at the secondary level, RTI is a possible, eff ecti ve school-wide frame-
work for middle schools. 
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Exhibit 2

8th Grade % Meeti ng or Exceeding Standards in Math
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Purpose

Response to interventi on (RTI) is a potenti ally powerful framework for organizing, 
allocati ng, and evaluati ng educati onal resources to meet the instructi onal needs of 
all students. Existi ng RTI research is grounded primarily in elementary schools’ 
experiences. Research and professional wisdom suggest that RTI conceptualizati on, 
implementati on, and translati on to practi ce diff er greatly between elementary and 
secondary school models.  

The Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on (NCRTI) states that RTI “includes a 
combinati on of high quality, culturally and linguisti cally responsive instructi on, 
assessment, and evidence-based interventi ons” (Nati onal Center on Response to 
Interventi on, 2010). Additi onally, the NCRTI has determined that there are four 
essenti al components of RTI: a school-wide, multi -level instructi onal and behavioral 
system for preventi ng school failure; screening; progress monitoring; and data-
based decision making (NCRTI, 2010). 

In order to increase understanding of RTI’s applicati on in high schools, the High 
School Tiered Interventi ons Initi ati ve (HSTII)—a collaborati ve project among three 
federally-funded technical assistance centers—investi gated emerging and current 
practi ces of ti ered interventi ons and RTI at the high school level. This investi gati on 
assumes that the essenti al components of an RTI framework commonly implement-
ed in elementary schools are applicable to high school but the actual implementati on 
may look diff erent due to the unique culture, structure, and organizati on of high 
schools (Duff y, 2007). 

Methods

Fift y-one high schools were nominated by Regional Comprehensive Centers, 
Regional Resource Centers, and select state educati on agency personnel to 

High School Response to 
Interventi on
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parti cipate in the project. Of these, 20 schools agreed to parti cipate in 45-minute 
phone interviews (see Exhibit 3). The degree of RTI implementati on in these 20 
schools varied signifi cantly. Diff erences existed in the length of implementati on; 
the areas in which it was implemented (academics, behavior, or both); and the 
decision-making protocol (standard treatment protocol, problem-solving, or a 
hybrid). The schools varied in demographics, student populati on size, and school 
schedules. Aft er each interview, schools reviewed the interview summaries and 
HSTII staff  incorporated school feedback. Eight schools representi ng various 
implementati on models were then selected for site visits.

Findings

All schools observed implemented either a three- or four-ti ered framework to 
increase student achievement. Schools implemented the ti ered system of support 
based on their needs. Additi onally, the school culture and other contextual factors 
infl uenced the development of a ti ered interventi on framework.    

Of the eight schools observed, two solely focused on supporti ng 9th and 10th 
grade students while the other schools supported students in all grade levels. 
Several schools provided interventi ons for English language learners (ELLs) and/or 
implemented the Positi ve Behavioral Interventi ons and Supports (PBIS) framework. 
Three of the schools visited provided supports in reading, math, or English, only. 
The remaining schools off ered supports in those topics in additi on to science and/
or behavior. The following secti on discusses how schools addressed the essenti al 
components of RTI. 

Tiered System of Instructi on. Developing strong primary instructi on (i.e., Tier I) in 
high schools is challenging given the paucity of research in content areas other than 
adolescent reading. In the absence of research, practi ti oners are drawing guidance 
from research on school improvement, curriculum alignment, and features of 
eff ecti ve instructi on. Several high schools emphasized the alignment of instructi on 
with state standards, incorporated research-based instructi onal strategies into core 
instructi on, and embedded literacy strategies in all content classrooms.

Secondary and terti ary interventi ons diff ered in several ways. Secondary interven-
ti ons were frequently provided through co-teaching in whole class or small group 
setti  ngs within an interventi on class. A specialized teacher (e.g., a special educati on 
teacher) oft en provided terti ary interventi ons to small groups or individual 
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students. Terti ary interventi ons oft en targeted basic skills and were more likely to 
be published interventi on programs. 

Roughly half the schools provided interventi on classes that lasted an enti re semes-
ter. These classes were taken in lieu of an electi ve. Other schools off ered interven-
ti ons through existi ng structures built into the master schedule, such as co-lab 
classes, seminars, or other academic supports that were available to students 
throughout the day. Some schools provided interventi ons specifi c for English 
language learners and one school was implementi ng interventi ons for science. 

Universal Screening. To identi fy which students needed additi onal instructi on, 
several schools analyzed 8th grade data. Additi onal screening assessments were 
oft en administered at the beginning of ninth grade to verify student needs. 

Some schools identi fi ed students for additi onal instructi on through a failure of one 
or more English or algebra class in 9th grade. Although this approach diff ers 
substanti ally from traditi onal elementary screening methods, graduati on data 
indicate that failing 9th grade algebra and English classes correlates signifi cantly 
with dropping out of school before graduati on (Christenson, Reschly, Appleton, 
Berman-Young, Spanjers & Varno, 2008; Jimerson, Reschly, & Hess, 2008) and 
therefore is a valid measure for universal screening.  

Progress Monitoring. Schools implemented a wide range of approaches for prog-
ress monitoring. Generally, schools selected progress monitoring measures based 
on the focus of their framework, as well as available resources, such as staff  
members and budgeted funds. The frequency of progress monitoring diff ered but, 
usually occurred at least twice a month in secondary and terti ary interventi ons. 
Schools used curriculum-based measurement and other published tools to monitor 
academic progress. For behavioral measures, staff  used indicators such as att en-
dance, grades, or offi  ce referrals. Diagnosti c tools were typically administered less 
frequently (e.g., once a semester) to identi fy intensive interventi ons. 

Data-Based Decision Making. Like elementary school frameworks, screening data 
were used to identi fy students for interventi on and progress monitoring data were 
used to monitor students’ responsiveness to interventi ons, diff erenti ate instructi on, 
and make interventi on changes. Decision making typically occurred in data meeti ngs 
with a range of stakeholders present. Several schools asked students to parti cipate 
in problem-solving meeti ngs and solicited students’ input in interventi on design and 
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data collecti on. Student parti cipati on illustrates one key diff erence between imple-
mentati on of RTI at the elementary school level and at the high school level.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while implementati on methods varied at the high school level, the 
essenti al components of RTI appear applicable to high school setti  ngs. A more 
thorough explanati on of this investi gati on that highlights high school contextual 
factors and implementati on challenges is currently in the process of being pub-
lished by the High School Tiered Interventi ons Initi ati ve team (see Exhibit 4). 
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School: 

Interviewee: 

Interviewed by: 

Date of Interview: 

Start Time:  End Time: 

School Demographics: 

How long has a ti ered system been in place?  

Contact Informati on: 

Describe your school’s system of supporti ng struggling students.

 What areas/grade levels are targeted? (Academics—if so, what content area? 
Behavior, Dropout preventi on)

 How are students with disabiliti es included?

 Describe how the school supports/interventi ons are scheduled.

 Who implements the supports/interventi ons?

 When and how oft en are the supports/interventi ons off ered?

Exhibit 3
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Describe how you assess the eff ecti veness of the interventi on/support and make 
instructi onal decisions for an individual student. In other words, how do teachers 
know if an interventi on is working? 

 What is the decision-making criteria and process (e.g., certain number of data 
points, steps in process, ti me in interventi on)?  

 How does your school identi fy students as needing extra support?

 What happens aft er a student is identi fi ed as needing extra support?

Describe the professional development provided for teachers and administrators 
to implement the school’s model.

 How did you train staff  so they would have a suffi  cient understanding of your 
school’s program?

Describe the type of data collected to evaluate outcomes of the school’s model. 
For example, is this data publically available? Does the data demonstrate 
effi  cacy? 

 Effi  cacy of overall system, other than just student level?

 How long has it been since the fi rst part of your model?  First big aspect?

Additi onal Informati on
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Exhibit 4

Who We Are

The High School Tiered Interventi ons Initi ati ve (HSTII) is a collaborati on among the 
Nati onal High School Center, the Center on Instructi on, and the Nati onal Center on 
Response to Interventi on. The Nati onal High School Center and the Center on 
Instructi on, funded by the Offi  ce of Elementary and Secondary Educati on and the 
Offi  ce of Special Educati on Programs (OSEP), are two of fi ve nati onal content 
centers supporti ng the Regional Comprehensive Centers. The Nati onal Center on 
Response to Interventi on is a nati onal technical assistance center funded by OSEP. 

Center on Instruction

The Center on Instructi on supports a nati onal network of Regional Comprehensive 
Centers as they serve state educati on leaders in helping schools and districts meet 
the goals of No Child Left  Behind (NCLB)—to close the achievement gap and 
improve teaching and learning for all students. To that end, the Center on Instruc-
ti on off ers informati on on NCLB; best practi ces in reading, math, science, special 
educati on, and English language learning instructi on; syntheses of recent scienti fi c 
research on instructi on; and opportuniti es for professional development. 
Web site: www.centeroninstructi on.org

National Center on Response to Intervention

The Nati onal Center on Response to Interventi on’s mission is to provide technical 
assistance and disseminati on about proven and promising models for Response to 
Interventi on (RTI) and Early Intervening Services (EIS) to state and local educators, 
families, and other stakeholders. The Center works in four areas: (a) knowledge 
producti on, which involves a technical review committ ee of experts who indepen-
dently evaluate the scienti fi c rigor, conditi ons for successful implementati on, and 
cultural and linguisti c competence of all identi fi ed models (and components); 
(b) implementati on supports, which involve training and follow-up acti viti es to 
scale up RTI and EIS on a broad scale; (c) informati on disseminati on, which involves 
forming communiti es of practi ce to improve the likelihood that consumers will 
adopt RTI models; and (d) formati ve evaluati on, which involves an assessment of 
the quality, implementati on, impact, and cost eff ecti veness of the services off ered. 
Web site: www.rti 4success.org



32 The Complex Ecology of Response to Intervention 

 

National High School Center

The Nati onal High School Center serves as the central source of informati on and 
experti se on high school improvement for a nati onal network of Regional Compre-
hensive Centers. Millions of high school students—parti cularly those with disabili-
ti es, with limited profi ciency in English, or from low-income backgrounds—need 
additi onal support to succeed. To address this challenge, the Nati onal High School 
Center promotes the use of research-supported approaches that help all students 
learn and become adequately prepared for college, work, and life. The Nati onal 
High School Center identi fi es research-supported improvement programs and 
tools, off ers user-friendly products, and provides technical assistance services to 
improve secondary educati on. 
Web site: htt p://bett erhighschools.org
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Purpose

Local educati on agencies (LEAs) are oft en faced with limited research and guidance 
on how to eff ecti vely include English language learners (ELLs) in a response to 
interventi on (RTI) framework. LEAs look to the state educati on agency (SEA) to 
answer questi ons and address concerns. This paper presents a case study of one 
state, Tennessee, which has taken signifi cant steps to support its LEAs in their work 
around RTI with ELLs. The SEA is working with local ELL coordinators to develop 
resources to help LEAs.

Background

Since 1993, the ELL populati on has grown from two to fi ve million students (Na-
ti onal Center on Educati onal Stati sti cs, 2004; Nati onal Clearinghouse for English 
Language Acquisiti on & Language Instructi on Educati on, n.d.). As of 2005, ELLs 
accounted for more than 10% of all students in U.S. schools (Northwest Regional 
Educati onal Laboratory). RTI is a potenti ally powerful framework for addressing the 
unique needs of the increasing number of ELLs because it provides interventi ons 
that are specifi cally targeted to individuals’ needs, compares students’ progress to 
their true peers (other ELLs rather than nati ve English speakers), and stresses the 
importance of culturally and linguisti cally appropriate pedagogy.1 

Methods

The case study data were collected through a systemati c search of the Tennessee 
Department of Educati on’s website and an interview with the state’s Director of 
Program Improvement. Both occurred in early 2010. How Tennessee has addressed 
some important issues related to RTI for ELLs and how it plans to move forward can 
help other states developing guidance for LEAs.

Applying Response to Interventi on 
to English Language Learners

1 See Brown & Doolitt le, 2008, for a discussion of the importance of special considerati ons when implementi ng RTI 
for ELLs.
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Results

Below is Tennessee’s approach for addressing issues identi fi ed as criti cal to the 
eff ecti ve support of ELLs (Brown & Doolitt le, 2008; Northwest Regional Educati onal 
Laboratory, 2005). 

1. What role does the school leadership team have in ensuring that when imple-
mented appropriately RTI meets the needs of ELLs? 

Although Tennessee does not have a set policy on who should be on the leader-
ship team, the state off ers recommendati ons. The state advises schools to 
include an administrator, a general educati on teacher, a special educati on 
teacher, and an ELL provider. The person who occupies the latt er positi on tends 
to be a literacy or reading coach who works with ELLs rather than an ESL 
teacher. The state works closely with the schools to guarantee that they are 
creati ng a strong infrastructure, through the leadership team, that will support 
students’ needs. Once the infrastructure is set, there is a reliance on the 
guidance of ESL teachers to ensure that RTI is implemented appropriately for 
ELLs (V. McDonald, personal communicati on, 2010). 

2. How can educators disti nguish between a linguisti c diff erence and a learning 
disability?

Tennessee does not have set policies on how to determine whether a student 
has a linguisti c diff erence or a learning disability. Instead, the state refers 
educators to the ESL Appropriate Identi fi cati on Guidelines and Assessment for 
Culturally Diverse Students documents available on its website. These two 
resources emphasize the importance of creati ng a balance between giving 
students adequate ti me to learn English without allowing students to wait too 
long before evaluati ng them for a possible learning disability. The state stresses 
the need to understand that while students are acquiring language, schools 
should give students longer ti me to show improvement in language profi ciency. 
Nevertheless, educators are cauti oned that “if you wait for 3 years to serve a 
child who needed special educati on services [while waiti ng for the child to 
acquire the language fully], you have eff ecti vely denied this child the educati on 
s/he deserved. In fact, you may have denied access to educati on” (Tennessee 
Department of Educati on, 2007).
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3. What kinds of preventi ve instructi on are eff ecti ve for ELLs? 

Currently, Tennessee is in the process of developing policies on preventi ve 
instructi on for ELLs. The state plans to collaborate with ELL coordinators at the 
state and local levels to create webinars that will focus on providing standard-
ized guidance on this issue. Unti l then, educators can look more generally at the 
state standards for students with limited English profi ciency (LEP), which “take 
into account the criti cal role of language learning in the achievement of content 
and specifi cally focus on the learning styles and instructi onal needs of LEP 
students” (Tennessee State Board of Educati on, 2007). These specify standards 
for students in reading, writi ng, listening, and speaking for each grade level. By 
providing ELLs with eff ecti ve instructi on that helps them meet each of these 
standards, teachers can ensure that students’ needs are being met.

4. What professional development do classroom teachers need to support ELLs 
within an RTI framework?

While Tennessee recognizes a great need for professional development for 
teachers on RTI for ELLs, it is sti ll in its early stages of coordinati ng and planning 
such acti viti es. It recently created a baseline RTI needs assessment, which will 
be administered annually to determine the focus areas for the professional 
development eff orts. Currently, the state relies on webinars, local presenta-
ti ons, and some guiding documents, such as those menti oned above, to 
disseminate informati on on best practi ces in instructi on to special educati on 
directors, ELL coordinators, and teachers that work with ELLs.

Conclusion

The development of eff ecti ve practi ces for implementi ng an RTI framework for ELLs 
is sti ll in its early stages. Some states, such as Tennessee, are beginning to create 
and implement practi ces that will support and address the unique needs of ELLs; 
however, there is much work that sti ll needs to occur. For guidance to be eff ecti ve, 
states should focus on the most criti cal the areas for supporti ng ELLs (Brown, 2008; 
Northwest Regional Educati onal Laboratory, 2005): school leadership, disti nguish-
ing linguisti c diff erences from learning disabiliti es, preventi ve interventi ons, and 
professional development.
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Introduction

This paper provides a descripti ve analysis and summary of research on the use of 
response to interventi on (RTI) to close the achievement gap between students 
from ethnically diverse backgrounds and their peers, and presents an analysis of 
state-reported disproporti onality rates. 

Response to Interventi on (RTI) is a multi -level preventi on framework for providing 
comprehensive support to students across both instructi on and behavior. A goal of 
RTI is to minimize the risk for long-term learning challenges by responding quickly 
and effi  ciently to documented learning or behavioral problems and reducing the 
potenti al for inappropriate identi fi cati on of students with disabiliti es. 

The achievement gap has been an ongoing issue in American public educati on since 
the Coleman Report (1966) outlined the dispariti es in educati onal resources between 
Black and White children. Subsequent research conti nues to highlight the achieve-
ment gap between the two racial groups (Jencks & Phillips,1998; Hallinan, 2001), and 
increasingly has also focused on the dispariti es between Hispanic and White children, 
parti cularly as refl ected among English Language Learners (Lee, 2002).

Disproporti onality refers to the long-standing patt ern of over representati on of 
racial and ethnic subgroups of students in special educati on (Dunn, 1968; Losen 
and Orfi eld, 2002; Harry and Klingner, 2006). For example, African American 
students comprise 17 percent of public school students but represent 32 percent of 
students identi fi ed as mentally retarded, 29 percent of students identi fi ed as 
emoti onally disturbed, and 21 percent of students identi fi ed for a learning disabil-
ity (www.ideadata.org). This patt ern of over-identi fi cati on contributes to the 
achievement gap, high dropout rates, and reduced post-school employment 
opportuniti es (SRI Internati onal, 1995; Donovan & Cross, 2002). 

Using RTI to Reduce Disproporti onality 
and the Achievement Gap
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Both the achievement gap and disproporti onality have been linked in other re-
search (Skiba, 2008; Arti les, Harry, Reschly, & Chinn, 2002). The present paper 
builds upon this previous work by providing an exploratory analysis of the current 
context of disproporti onate representati on, the achievement gap, and the possible 
benefi t in using the RTI framework to address these issues. Att ending to the issues 
of disproporti onality and achievement, we believe, will in turn address issues 
related to high dropout and unemployment rates among at-risk youth.

Method

For the current analysis, we limit our examinati on to fi ve states that reported the 
highest percentage of districts with disproporti onate representati on in School Year 
(SY) 2008-2009: Virginia, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, Delaware, and Colorado. For the 
fi rst analysis, we use data from the states’ Annual Performance Reviews (APRs) and 
a synthesis of states’ level of disproporti onate representati on and risk rati o thresh-
olds. These data represent Indicator 9, the overall disproporti onate representati on 
of racial and ethnic groups in special educati on, and Indicator 10, the dispropor-
ti onate representati on of racial and ethnic groups by specifi c disability categories. 
The data presented are for SYs 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009.1  Given the 
emphasis in the literature on the outcomes of Black and Hispanic children, we 
include data for those groups, and exclude Asian/Island Pacifi c and Nati ve Ameri-
can groups. White children are the comparison group in these data. 

Our second construct is the achievement gap between White-Black and White-
Hispanic children, using the fourth- and eighth-grade reading assessment scores 
reported in the Nati onal Assessment of Educati on Progress (NAEP) reports for 
SYs 2006-2007 and 2008-2009 as our measure.2 

The third construct we examine is the percentage of high school dropouts. We 
broadly defi ne this construct as students who are aged 16-19 and not in school or 
those who left  school during grades 9-12. This defi niti on refl ects the variance in 
how states report this stati sti c. Four of the fi ve states we include in this analysis 
report dropouts as the percent of teens aged 16-19 who are not in school and are 
not high school graduates; one state, Delaware, reports dropouts as the dropout 
rate per 100 students in grades 9-12. 

Finally, we examine the Bureau of Labor Stati sti cs’ unemployment rate data for the 
fi ve states included in this analysis. 

1 The reauthorizati on of the Individuals with Educati on Disabiliti es Act (IDEA) occurred in 2004; however, many states 
either did not provide data or provided inaccurate data in the fi rst year in which reporti ng was required (SY 2005-
2006). Thus, we began our examinati on with data from SY 2006-2007.
2 The NAEP reports are produced bi-annually; thus, data on reading achievement are not available for S Y 2007-2008.
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Results and Discussion

Although this is an exploratory descripti ve analysis, we fi nd a strong suggesti on of 
constructs for which further empirical analysis should be undertaken. 

Tables 1, 2, and 3 in Exhibit 5 show data for the constructs we examine in this 
analysis for SY 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009, respecti vely. We include 
the nati onal data for disproporti onate representati on as a comparison point for 
states’ data.

While one cannot ascertain a correlati on from these data, the tables suggest an 
underlying theme among the constructs studied. It is not surprising that some 
students in special educati on encounter diffi  culti es with academic achievement, 
which in turn contributes to them dropping out of schools and experiencing 
diffi  culty fi nding and retaining employment. We do not posit that our analysis is 
defi niti ve due to the limits of our data, but we fi nd that the underlying theme is 
strong enough to suggest that further study is warranted.

It is evident from the data that, due to the inconsistency with which states report 
their data for Indicators 9 and 10, we are unable to empirically examine the rela-
ti onship among disproporti onality and the other variables we include in this paper. 
States also do not consistently provide details regarding specifi c disabiliti es by race 
and ethnic group. Therefore, we conclude that states typically comply with the 
lett er of the law regarding disproporti onality, but do so in a way that limits the 
usefulness of analyzing available data. 

Rigorous implementati on of RTI includes a combinati on of high quality, culturally 
and linguisti cally responsive instructi on, assessment, and evidence-based interven-
ti on. Comprehensive RTI implementati on will contribute to more meaningful 
identi fi cati on of learning and behavioral problems, improve instructi onal quality, 
provide all students with the best opportuniti es to succeed in school, and assist 
with the identi fi cati on of learning disabiliti es and other disabiliti es. Eff ecti ve 
implementati on of RTI, therefore, can be a useful and eff ecti ve tool to reduce 
disproporti onality, narrow the achievement gap, and decrease dropout and unem-
ployment rates among Black and Hispanic at-risk youth. However, to fully assess 
RTI’s eff ecti veness, it is imperati ve that states uniformly and consistently report 
how they determine disproporti onality and inappropriate identi fi cati on of students 
in special educati on. States need to provide data disaggregated by district, by race 
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and ethnicity and, parti cularly with reference to indicator 10, by specifi c category 
of disability. States also must provide high school dropout data that are consistently 
defi ned and measured. It is incumbent upon state, and perhaps federal, educati on 
agencies to implement measures to improve collecti on for these data throughout 
the nati on. 
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Federal Perspective

Historically, evaluati on for specifi c learning disabiliti es (SLD) has included the imple-
mentati on of a discrepancy model and has not incorporated a systemati c process 
for ensuring that student learning experiences prior to referral for evaluati on were 
those that typically have been found to be eff ecti ve for the student’s age and ability 
level. Subsequently, “both researchers and educators have come to realize that the 
discrepancy approach to specifi c learning disability (SLD) identi fi cati on has many 
signifi cant limitati ons” (Fuchs & Mellard, 2007). One problem is that discrepancies 
are usually identi fi ed aft er a child has experienced signifi cant academic failure. 
Therefore, this approach is oft en characterized as a “wait to fail” model.

Conversely, the responsiveness to a scienti fi c-based interventi on framework, 
presented in the Individuals with Disabiliti es Educati on Act (IDEA) 2004, provides for 
appropriate learning experiences for all students, uses data collected from school-
wide progress monitoring to assess progress, promotes early identi fi cati on of 
students at risk for academic failure, involves multi ple performance measures 
rather than measurement at a single point in ti me, and informs the comprehensive 
evaluati on of SLD by ruling out a lack of appropriate instructi on as a potenti al 
explanati on for a student’s poor learning outcomes. Through RTI, “school staff s may 
consider how a student’s performance in general educati on and, more specifi cally, 
the student’s performance in response to specifi c scienti fi c, research-based instruc-
ti on informs SLD determinati on” (Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs & McKnight, 2006).

Prior to the reauthorizati on of IDEA, the Nati onal Joint Committ ee on Learning 
Disabiliti es presented the U.S. Department of Educati on, Offi  ce of Special Educati on 
Programs (OSEP) with a series of concerns regarding the eff ecti veness of the 
identi fi cati on procedures for SLD. This led to OSEP taking steps to address these 
concerns. Over several years, OSEP convened multi ple workgroups that included 
various stakeholders in an eff ort to identi fy consensus and best practi ces around 

Response to Interventi on and 
Specifi c Learning Disabiliti es
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SLD eligibility. In 2002, the Finding Common Ground Roundtable convened and 
released a document concluding that there should be alternate ways to identi fy 
individuals with SLD in additi on to achievement testi ng, history, and observati ons 
of the child. 

Current Status

Since the passage of IDEA 2004 and its subsequent regulati ons, State Educati on 
Agencies (SEAs) have been required to identi fy their SLD eligibility criteria. There 
are three opti ons: 

1. Severe discrepancy—the state may prohibit or permit its use.

2. RTI—the state must permit its use.

3. “Other alternati ve research-based procedures”—the state may permit their 
use. (§300.307(a))

In an eff ort to identi fy what criteria states are implementi ng for SLD eligibility, 
Dr. Perry Zirkel of Lehigh University has conducted two surveys of states and their 
laws regarding RTI and SLD identi fi cati on. The fi rst survey was conducted in Octo-
ber 2007, one year aft er IDEA 2004 regulati ons went into eff ect. At that point in 
ti me, six states had laws in place or were in the proposal stage of having a law that 
would require RTI and prohibit severe discrepancy. Four states were in a transiti on-
al stage, meaning they were going to require RTI but not unti l a set ti me in the 
future. Thirty six states permitt ed the use of RTI as well as an alternati ve method of 
identi fying SLD (Zirkel & Krohn, 2008). See Exhibit 6. 

Zirkel conducted the survey again in September 2009, three years aft er the regula-
ti ons were fi nalized. By then, thirteen states had adopted RTI as the required 
approach for SLD identi fi cati on and were implementi ng it or were in the process of 
transiti oning to it as their SLD identi fi cati on method. All remaining states permitt ed 
the use of RTI, and fi ve states prohibited the use of severe discrepancy as their SLD 
identi fi cati on method (Zirkel & Thomas, 2010). See Exhibit 6.

While these surveys illustrate where states are in their implementati on of laws 
around SLD identi fi cati on criteria, they do not address the diverse methods that 
states are applying for identi fi cati on criteria. There is a lack of understanding in and 
between states regarding SLD identi fi cati on criteria, in part because of the lack of 
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clarity and specifi city in the federal regulati ons. This ambiguity has led to states 
defi ning SLD in ways that vary even more than they did under the discrepancy 
approach. Questi ons arise about SLD and what it really means when it is defi ned 
diff erently by each state.  

Research

While disagreement exists among researchers regarding the appropriate methods 
for identi fying students with specifi c learning disabiliti es and additi onal research is 
necessary, there is a growing body of research that supports the use of response to 
interventi on data in the evaluati on process for SLD (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Fuchs 
& Fuchs 2009; Marston, Mirkin, & Deno, 2001; Case, Speece, & Molloy, 2003; 
Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, & Hickman, 2003 ). For some ti me now, many research-
ers have had concerns with the use of discrepancy models because they have not 
proven to be reliable and they do not lead to the implementati on of appropriate 
interventi ons for students (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Velluti no, Scanlon, & Lyon, 
2000). In an RTI model, the focus is on whether the student is achieving at an 
appropriate rate relati ve to age-based expectati ons and instructi on. Through 
implementati on of screening and progress monitoring  teachers and other instruc-
tors are able to use the data that are collected to determine appropriate interven-
ti ons for struggling students and are able to eliminate poor instructi on as the cause 
of the student’s lack of achievement (Fletcher, Coulter, & Reschly, 2004; Fuchs, 
Fuchs, & Speece, 2002). In additi on, the data that are collected within an RTI 
framework provide valuable input during the evaluati on process, primarily because 
there are data to show what has been tried but does not work for the student.    

What we have learned so far is that RTI provides necessary but insuffi  cient data to 
inform the SLD eligibility process and that conti nued research on the SLD construct 
and appropriate measurement tools are needed. Federal guidance that can help 
provide more consistent defi niti ons and approaches to SLD evaluati on would help 
to support states in moving forward.    
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Supporting Materials 

State’s Choice Regarding RTI and 

Other Options

Proposed Finalized

2007 (n = 23) 2009 (n = 2) 2007 (n = 24) 2009 (n = 49)

Mandatory; require RTI and

Prohibit SD FL, IN CO, WV CO, CT, DE, LA, WV

Other variation DE, GA FL, GA, NM, NY, RI

Transitional

Permit RTI and third alternative but  
not SD

IA IN

Permit RTI and – only until 2010 - SD IL, ME IL

Permit all three options but intend to 
require RTI

LA ME

Permissive; permit RTI and

SD only AZ, MN, MT, NE, NC, 
PA, RI, TX,WI

HI, WI ID, MD, MO, ND, NM, 
NV, OK, OR, SD, VT, 
WA, WY

AZ, CA, DC, ID, MN, 
MO, MT, NE, NV, NJ, 
NC, ND, OK, PA, SD, TN, 
VT, WY

SD and third alternative AR, CA, CT, HI, KY, MA, 
MI, OH, SC, VA

AL, KS, NY, TN AL, AK, AR, IA, KS, KY, 
MD, MI, NH, OH, OR, 
SC, TX, VA

SD or combination of RTI-SD MS UT MA, MS, UT, WA

Note: SLD = specifi c learning disability; RTI = response to intervention; SD = severe discrepancy

Exhibit 6 

State Laws Regarding SLD Eligibility Determinati on (Zirkel & Krohn, 2008, and Zirkel & Thomas, 2010)
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