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A n e w a p p roa ch to h elp s tudents 
a t the f i r s t sign of trou b le is 
g a ining steam in education. 

In Thi s Arti cl e By Michelle Exstrom 

Pictu re a schoo l doin g every tiling it can to help st ruggl ing
 
students succeed. No child fall s further and further behind . Schoolwide Approach
 

And no child fall s through the crac ks .
 Most States Are
 
It's a place where teache rs are trained to step in as soon as a st udent begins to st ruggle ResPOnding
 
an d help th em get back on tr ack . The number of kid s in special educati on drop s because
 Lawmakers' Role 
staff members in ter vene befo re, not after, th e stud ent fall s too far behind .
 

Does It Work?
 
If only th e edu cati on system worked that wa y . In the real world , tea chers lack the t rainin g, 

"Waiting to Fail" t ool s, t in .e and data to regularl y monitor how stud ent s are doing so the y can adju st the ir
 
in stru cti on . Sometimes , even when a student' s earl y st rugg le is recogni zed, teachers and Indispensable Data
 
pare nts have to wa it for the student to fail badly enough to get the help they need . Often
 
th ere is a di sincenti ve for st udents to dramaticall y improve becau se they can lose all the
 
extra help . Onlin e
 

Co lorado Senato r Suzanne Willi am s spent 20 years as a special edu cati on tea cher working
 
w ith st ru ggl ing students , pare nts and genera l classroom tea chers.
 
" I encountered a lot of kid s who were borderline," she say s. " Many just weren 't behind by State Legislatures
 
en ough , so we had to wait until they faile d to get th em the assist ance the y needed . Thi s t:1Qgazine home page
 
was very hard on them to be labeled as failing, and on thei r parents, too. It ju st did n't
 In Brief print version 
ma ke sense." 

And the price of failure is not paid by the students alone. High schoo l dropouts exact a
 
subs tant ial cost on soci ety at large in health care and crimi nal ju sti ce costs, and in lost tax revenue . Drop outs face grim
 
em ployment prospect s and a lifeti me of low-paying jo bs . The more tha n 1.2 million st udents who failed to graduate
 
fr om high schoo l in 2008 alone represent lost lifetime earn ings of nearl y $320 billion .
 

All that has g iven added incenti ve to a relati vel y new approach some schools are using to t ry to eliminate some of th ese
 
obst acles.
 

The approach , known as Response to Intervention, was born out of year s of research on assessments, specia l
 
edu cation , learning di sabilities, m easurement of stu dent academic growth and the achie vement gap am ong certain
 
groups of stu dents. In 2004, the federal gov ern ment first encouraged the approach by letting states use it as an
 
alternative to placing students in speci al educati on classes under the Individuals with Disabilities Educat ion Act . It has
 
now become a tool to identify and deal with academi c and beha vioral probl em s before students fail.
 
Under the old system, tea che rs probably didn 't know if a st udent was slipping behind until the probl em became obv ious
 
or the stu de nt began to fail exams. If the st udent continued to struggle, the usual approach was to test the student to
 
determine the difference between the st udent 's IQ and academic achie vement. Thi s approach- referred to as th e
 
dis crepancy model-meant students were n't elig ible to receive servi ces unt il th e gap was big enoug h. By th e t im e that
 
happened, students of ten had fallen so fa r behind that catching up was very diffi cult ,
 

S c ho o l w ide Approach 
Sch ool administrator s in different state s vary in what the y call Respon se to Inter vention and how th ey make it work.
 
Thi s is becau se it's a broad approach, not a specific program.
 
Und er the approa ch, all students receive a high -quality ge neral educati on curriculum with regular monitoring and
 
assessment. St udents who aren't doing well and at risk of failing receive extra help , which can include small -group
 
inst ructi on, cust omized curri culum and counseling. The few students achie vin g signifi cantly below grade level or wh o
 
have serious behavi or prob lem s ma y be put through drills on areas where they are weak . Their performance may be
 
monito red daily to make sure th ey imp rove . For other st udents, tea chers crea te an ind ividual plan to manage their
 
behavi or, also monitored dail y ,
 

Most experts agree Response to Interventi on invo lves restructuring and realigning schools in a major way by taki ng a
 
look at the curriculum , instructional pract ice, leadersh ip , schoo l culture, schedule, staffing , use of data for problem
 
solving , assessments, family and community involv ement, and fiscal resources to be successful. Thi s can be difficult and
 
t ake s a schoolwide effort and com m itment. Experts suggest this tran siti on can ta ke three to five years.
 

"This can be a significant shift From how th ing s worked in the past," say s Angela Kirb y-Wehr, dire ctor of the Harrisburg
 
Pennsy lvania Technical Training and Assistance Network, whi ch works w ith families and local educati on agencies to
 
provide services t o improve st udent achieve me nt. " Schools are wise to take their time to implement thi s cor rect ly , to
 
r"ake sure everyone is on board and every one knows their role. "
 

Those who help schoo ls and distri cts with the pr ocess caution that principal s must be strong, comm itted leaders . They
 
must establish a culture where stu dent performance drives decision s about curr iculum and instruction. The y must agree
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t o use differ ent types of ma terials and methods to help kids of vary ing abilit ies learn . SCl100is m ust form a part nership
 
w ith parents to improve stu dent perfo rma nce .
 

" When the ent ire system is working to ward the goal of early intervention , that 's when thi s works," Kirby-Wehr says,
 
em phasizin g the importa nce of a schoolwide effo rt .
 

Most S t a t e s Are Responding 
States across the count ry are tr vrno their hand at Response to Intervent ion. Forty - three state educat ion agen cies have
 
developed a fra mework, leavi ng only six states-Massachu setts , Min nesota, Nevada, New Jersey, Oklahoma and
 
Ve rmont - and th e Distri ct of Columbia wi t hout one , acco rdi ng to th e National Center on Response to I nterve nt ion.
 

Broad goals and requireme nts ar e sim ilar across st ates. Typical ly t hese include universal screening and ann ual
 
assessments for all students monitoring student prog ress wi th interim test ing and a strategy to esta blish the approach
 
In the schoo l. St at e edu cati on agencies establ ish a broad fram ework that is flex ible and adapta ble so it can be
 
cus tom ized for each schoo l.
 
The agencies typica lly oversee the framework and put the approach into pract ice . They provi de resources, including
 
research and informa ti onal mater ials to poli cymakers , educators, parents and st uden ts about the app roach . Prof essional
 
devel opm ent for educato rs is esse ntial and education departments usuall y provid e guidance , mat eri als and mt ensive
 
t raining to teachers and schoo l and district leaders.
 

L a w mak e r s ' R o l e 
Alt houg h education agenc ies guide the effort t o ge t Response to I nterve nt ion esta blished, state legi slat or s pla y an
 
importa nt ro le. Lawm aker s often incl ude references to the approach in legisla t ion, and it is freque ntly include d in the
 
rules and regulati ons that guide how school s identify stud ent s with learning disabi lit ies, conduct interim and year ly
 
ass essments, pro vide prof essional deve lopme nt for teachers and set school improvem en t plans. Lawm aker s can rem ove
 
ba rrie rs t o giv e schoo ls flexibi li ty in staff ing, curriculum and schedulin g.
 

Legislat or s also play a role in funding. Current ly, th ere are two feder al funding st rea ms- t he Individuals With Disabiliti es
 
Edu cat ion Act and Tit le I of the Eleme nt ary and Second ary Education Act- that can be used for putting thi s approach in
 
place and for trai ning teacher s and prin cipal s. Law make rs ma y want to ensure d ist r icts are using that money in th e
 
most produ cti ve mann er .
 

State legislators also can require th at some state money spent for special educat ion, assessments, profession al
 
de vel opm ent and school improvem ent be used to put th e app roach into effect.
 

"While it may be OK to leav e the implem entation proces s to th e state edu cation agenc y, th e leg islature needs to di rect
 
the poli cy t oward a collaborat ive and mor e effect ive solut ion to aid st ruggling students," says North Dakota
 
Represen tative RaeAnn Kelsch .
 

"There are nume rous barriers tha t need to be broken down or restructured. In creased profe ssional development and
 
ad di t ion al t raining for teach ing will be needed and that wi ll mean eit her addit ional or the re-direction of fund s. " she
 
says. " Whenever an appropriation or additional general fund dollars are involv ed , legislators need to hav e a say in how
 
best th at mone y will be spent ."
 

D o e s It W o rk ? 
Research backs up what man y intui tivel y believe: The approa ch works if used correct ly. 

In 20 0 8 , researchers Charles Hugh es and Dougla s Dexter published findin gs from 1 1 field studie s of programs. Despite
 
different approaches, all identified some improvement in student achievement . They also found what 's imp ortant, if not
 
nec essary, for success:
 

Extensive, ong oing profes sional developm ent for teach ers.
 

Admini strati ve suppo rt for staff , scheduling, testing and ot her changes to make th e approach wo rk .
 

Teacher support and the ability for ad ministrators and teachers to be fle xible in their role s.
 

Schoolwide personn el involvement.
 

Ade quate meeting time for tea chers to coordinate their efforts to help kid s who are st rugg ling.
 

Other researchers also are giv ing the appro ach high mark s. In April 2009, a panel of exp erts at the What Works
 
Cleari nghouse of the fed eral Institute of Education Scien ces publish ed "A ssisting Stud ents Struggling with Mathematics:
 
Response to Intervention (RtI ) for Elementary and Middl e School. " The pan el gathered th e most compelling research
 
abo ut what works to im pro ve student math scores and focuse d the gu ide on implementing the approach.
 

"Wait i n g to Fa i l " 
One of the key fr ustrations for tea chers and adm inist rato rs is a sy stem th at requires th em to wai t for a ch ild to get far
 
beh ind th eir peer s bef ore they get help .
 

" I g rew very t ire d of wat chi ng kids wai ting to fai l because that 's how the system was designed to work ," says Ed
 
Ste inberg , assista nt com miss ione r of educat ion in Colorado and a former direc to r of special educatio n for a la rge
 
suburban school di stri ct.
 

So Colorado lawmakers began wo rk ing with th e edu cati on department to chang e th e sy stem. Th ey enacte d the
 
Except ional Children's Educational Act, elim inat ing the discrep ancy formula of IQ vs . achie vement , whi ch required a
 
diagnosis of a speci f ic learnin g di sability to receive special edu cation services and led to th e " wa it to fail " pol icy .
 

Now Colorado requires all districts to adopt a Response to Intervention process . State legi slation also provided the same
 
fle xibi lk y to use th e approa ch and st ill receive state special edu cation fun din g as was allo wed for feder al specia l
 
educa tio n fun ding .
 

http ://www.ncsl.org/d efaulLaspx?tabicl=218 05 1/5/20 11 



Page 3 o j' :) 

Since scho ols t hat moved st udents out o f specia l educat ion lost extra federal and state m oney for th ose serv ices, 
la wma kers passed legi slation guaranteeing th at i f th e new approach resul ted In few er students mov ing into special 
edu cation , fun ding would not decrea se, In stea d, t he " savings" can be used to support further Respon se to Inter vention 
efforts , 
"Y ou have to rem ove t he barriers to make thi s work ," Steinberg says , "W e don't wan t kids to wai t to fail, We wan t to 
in t erv ene early , So we cou ldn 't pe nalize distri ct s for this new ap proa ch , Tbis had to happ en " 

W illiams em phasizes the im port ance of work ing with the edu ca ti on depa rtme nt , 

" We h ad a fa iling policy , and we needed a m ore reali strc appro ach, " she says " We ar e al way s lookin g to make 
improvement s and increase effi ciencies, and it j ust m akes sense to par tner With th e depart m ent in t hose efforts " 

St einberg ag rees the part nersh ip With lawma ke rs was crucral 

"Th ey were th e onl y ones who could put the se pieces Int o place." 

Mich elle Exstro m tra cks te achin g quali t y issu es for NCSL. 

I n d i sp en sa b le Da ta 

Inform ati on is the heart o f the Response to Interventi on approach, 

Edu cat ors, students and pa re nts use reli able , up- to -date dat a abo ut a student's performan ce , 

ASide fr om class roo m observa t ion, information is ga the red usin g 5- to 10-min ut e com puter-adapt ive online exa m s that 
adj ust to hi s or her level as the st ude nt answ ers th e que stions, The questions becom e more diff icu lt for students doing 
w ell and eas ier for th ose answering incorr ectly , The data reported to te achers prov ides specifi c in format ion abo ut the 
student 's reading sk ills , inclu ding what literacy components have been ma stere d and w hich req ui re more wor k, 

The fam ily of STAR assessments from Renai ssance Learning is an example of these pr ogram s, They have received hi gh 
rati ngs from the Nati onal Center on Response to Intervention , Schoo ls using STAR get im me diate feed bac k on indiv idua l 
students and how the y can compare to the ent ire classroom and schoo l , And a prin cip al and superintende nt can qui ck ly 
see how all o f their studen ts or stu dents across th e district are pr og res sing , 

" I t j ust mak es sense to use d ata to guide ear ly intervention instead of wa itin g for student s to fail , " says Tom Livezey, 
sup erintendent o f Oakridge Publi c Scho ols in Michi gan, who now uses Response to Intervention . He feel s st rongly that 
te achers m us t have the tools to improve studen t achie ve ment and they can't be successful with out immedi ate data, 

Sta te leg isla to rs ca n playa sign ificant role in th is ar ea. While mu ch focu s has been placed on annual state assessme nts, 
la wm ak ers ca n ensure schools hav e the access to too ls to measure student achieve m ent often. Thi s can be im portant 
for earl y int erv ent io n and mea suring tea che r and leader perform ance. 

" We've t alke d a lot about forma t iv e assessm ents in our state fro m th e compliance and accountabi lit y stand point ," says 
Texa s Repr esentati ve Scott Hoch berg . " I'm now interested in using it for a learn ing tool so th at we can use data and 
informat ion t o help tea chers imp rov e learning rather than use it as a whip and pun ishment ," 
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