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ABSTRACT 

STEPHANIE MAYNARD GAGNONRESPONSE TO INTERVENTION 
IMPLEMENTATION IN ONE SOUTHEASTERN SCHOOL DISTRICT 

Under the direction of DR. KEVIN JENKINS 

In this descriptive case study, the researcher examined central office, school level 

leadership and teachers' perceptions of implementation of Response to Intervention. The 

study took place in one rural Georgia school district and focuses on the elementary school 

level. The source of data for this study was interviews, observation and artifacts of the 

RTI process. The study found that there is a lack of knowledge of who's in charge of the 

RTI implementation process. Participants identified both benefits and challenges to the 

implementation of RTI. Participants identified insufficient time to complete RTI 

processes and a need for increased training and learning for RTI implementation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Response to Intervention (RTI) started as a process to address reading weaknesses 

in young children (Fuchs, 2003; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000). As researchers 

encountered success with the RTI process to address reading deficits, the process was 

extended to address other deficit areas such as math, writing and behavior (Fuchs, Fuchs 

& Speece, 2002; Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003; Grimes, 2002; McMaster, 

Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2005; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). RTI is a school-wide tiered 

problem based approach to identifying students with learning disabilities who present 

with little to no academic achievement, by collecting data and tracking the student's 

response to the interventions implemented (Christ, Burns, & Ysseldyke, 2005; Kavale, 

Spalding, & Beam, 2009; Mellard & Johnson, 2007;). TRI processes call for addressing 

school-wide student achievement while also identifying students who may benefit from 

formal psychological testing for possible special education services. Due to the No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004, the use of RTI in schools is a mandated paradigm 

shift towards more inclusive practices and increased school-wide student achievement. In 

2002 President Bush convened the President's Commission on Excellence in Special 

Education to examine the current practices in special education and what the commission 

found was an identification model that waited for students to fail before receiving needed 

help to progress in their education (President's Commission on Excellence in Special 

1 
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Education, 2002). With growing dissent from researchers in the field of special education 

on the challenge of identification methods used to identify students with disabilities, the 

exponential growth of the specific learning disabilities population, the rising cost of 

special education to local school systems, and the need of students with disabilities to 

achieve on state testing, the system of identification and providing services to struggling 

students needed to change (Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004; Griffiths, Parson, 

Burns, VanDerHeyden, & Tilly, 2007). 

During the beginning time period of NCLB (2001), the act mandated states to 

increase the achievement of all students on assessments while closing the achievement 

gaps between gender, racial, economic and disability subgroups. Based on the 

commission's report and increased emphasis on increasing student achievement from 

NCLB (2001) law makers called for a closer alignment between NCLB (2001) and IDEA 

(2004) goals and for serving more student in the regular education environment (Riley-

Tillman, Kalberer, & Chafouleas, 2005; Zirkel, 2009). This closer alignment of NCLB 

(2001) and IDEA (2004), and a greater focus on increased student achievement 

emphasized data collection, research-based instruction and intervention prior to failure in 

the regular education environment (Riley-Tillman et al., 2005). RTI processes are 

designed to address student and school achievement needs under NCLB (2001) and 

identification of student with learning disabilities under the new IDEA (2004) 

requirements (Dufour et al., 2004). 

For the last thirty years, the path to special education for students who struggle 

academically and may have a specific learning disability was determined by federal and 
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state definitions of the condition that emphasized a discrepancy between intelligence and 

achievement (Christ et al., 2005; Kavale et al., 2009). The passage of the recent 

re-authorization of the IDEA in 2004 changed not only the way educators conceptualize 

specific learning disabilities (SLD), but has drastically changed the way schools evaluate 

and identify student with SLD (Zirkel, 2009). IDEA 2004 advocates for the use of a 

problem solving model for early intervention and identification of students that are 

suspected of having a specific learning disability. This problem solving model is known 

to educators as RTI and is reshaping views on general education, special education, 

academic achievement, resource allotments and the identification process of students 

with disabilities. 

The legal history behind the implementation of RTI starts with Public Law 94-

142, the Education of All Handicapped Children Act, and continues with the provisions 

provided for problem based processes to address Specific Learning Disabilities 

identification and struggling students in IDEA (2004). Public Law 94-142, later 

reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, has been the driving 

force for shaping education for the students with disabilities in public schools due to the 

federal funding it provides for education of students with disabilities (Intriligator, 1982). 

While Public Law 94-142 initially was proposed to ensure access to free appropriate 

public education for mentally and physically handicapped students, advocacy groups 

pushed for the inclusion of the specific learning disabilities category such as other health 

impaired and emotionally behaviorally disabled children (Intriligator, 1982). Prior to 

2004, IDEA (1997, 2001) identified students with a specific learning disability with a 
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model that primarily used a standard of severe discrepancy between intelligence and 

academic achievement, but the use of the discrepancy model outlined in IDEA has been 

heavily criticized (Aaron, 1997; Christ et al., 2005; Fletcher et al., 1998; Kavale et al., 

2009). In 2001, a learning disabilities summit was called by the Office of Special 

Education to examine how specific learning disability was diagnosed (Christ et al., 2005). 

While various experts in the field of specific learning disabilities examined ways 

to diagnose specific learning disabilities, schools continued to utilize an approach that 

consisted of a team of educational professionals that analyzed psychological data for an 

achievement and intelligence discrepancy in an effort to support a student through the 

process of obtaining access to special education services (Zirkel, 2009). In the state 

where the study was conducted, a student suspected of having a learning disability would 

be administered an intelligence test and two achievement tests. The standard scores of 

these tests would be compared and if a student had a discrepancy of 15-20 points between 

the intelligence standard score and an area of achievement, the student would be found 

eligible for special education services through the specific learning disabilities program 

( Department of Education, 2009). Critics of this student support team approach 

(SST) cited bias of testing used, lack of consistent interpretation by teams, time to 

complete the process and lack of legal strength (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007; Zirkel, 2009). 

Researchers and politicians also argued that the current system was a system that waited 

for students to fail, instead of providing early intervention to ensure possible student 

achievement (President's Commission on Special Education, 2002). 

As with any new educational initiative, researchers provide models, definitions 

and purposes for the implementation of the initiative. RTI is no different as the 
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researchers currently provide models, definitions and purposes for RTI implementation in 

schools to address specific learning disability eligibilities and student achievement in a 

variety of areas (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). State departments of education then shape 

policies and guidelines for the implementation of RTI in their schools based on legal 

mandates, best practices and economic constraints, Once state departments of education 

have provided school districts with RTI policies, school districts then must decide the 

best way to implement RTI processes that address SLD eligibility and school wide 

achievement needs. School leaders and teachers at the school level then take on the task 

of implementing RTI based on their perceptions about how to implement RTI to best 

serve disability identification and student achievement within individual school 

environments. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this study includes General Systems Theory and 

Gross' Turbulence Theory (1998). General Systems Theory is a theory that frames life 

into systems that interact with their environments in order to reach steady state 

(Bertalanffy, 1968). The theory is applied to humans as a way to examine their 

interactions with their environments (Bertalanffy, 1968). As schools provide a major par 

of society's interactions, they can be viewed as an organizational system of a culture. 

With the use of the General Systems Theory, the need for a framework to examine the 

outside forces on an organization is also needed. Gross' Turbulence Theory (1998) 

accomplishes this aim as it is a theory designed to assist organizations with assessing the 

organizations reaction to outside forces. Gross (2008) defines turbulence as the outside 

forces that cause pressure on organizations. Turbulence can then be furthered defined as 
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low, moderate and severe (Gross, 2008). The more people who know of the outside force 

acting on the organization, and the more the outside force requires an action by the 

organization, the greater the turbulence. Using General Systems Theory and Turbulence 

Theory allows the researcher to frame the implementation of RTI within the context of 

the environment in which it is implemented. 

Schools as organizations are designed to educate children. The school can be 

viewed in its entirety as a system, but the teachers, classrooms and student groups can be 

viewed as subsystems of the school. As RTI is a school-wide initiative, a classroom 

initiative and an individual student initiative, the use of system theory allows the 

researcher to examine subsystems of the school organization and the school as an entire 

system as RTI is implemented. RTI is an initiative that schools have started to implement 

due to legal requirements of IDEA (2004) and NCLB (2001). Both IDEA (2004) and 

NCLB (2001) are outside forces acting on the system of the school. The extent to which 

educators feel the pressure from the outside forces that interact on it influences how they 

implement initiatives such as RTI. Due to the time frame for implementation, state 

departments of education mandates and current status of RTI implementation, most 

educators are aware of RTI and have had to change some aspect of their routines and 

instructional methods to accommodate implementation of RTI, therefore the turbulence 

levels at a school may vary from low to severe depending on the status of RTI 

implementation at individual schools. 

Statement of the Problem 

RTI is a paradigm shift in the system of providing assistance to struggling students. Also, 

RTI is an outside process that is mandated for schools to implement which causes varying 
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turbulence levels to a school system. Many school personnel lack expertise with the 

practices associated with meeting the needs of student effectively and efficiently and may 

lack the means to implement RTI systems (Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, & Lathrop, 2007; 

Hall, 2008; Harkin, 2009). The implementation of RTI for the identification of SLD 

students and addressing the achievement of students comes with no clear federal 

guidance and limited state guidance, thus leaving local school systems, school level 

leadership and teachers to shape the implementation of RTI systems based on their 

current perceptions of the process (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Kavale, Kaufman, Bachmeir, & 

Lefever, 2008; Prasse, 2006; Zirkel, 2009). As NCLB (2001) and IDEA (2004) call for 

implementation of RTI, and both statutes provide funding for schools, inappropriate 

implementation of RTI could lead to reduced funding for schools. 

Research Questions 

The way people perceive the environment, the organization's response to outside 

environment factors and the initiative itself can affect the interpretation of how school 

personnel implement an initiative (Milliken, 1990; Schneider & de Meyer, 1991). RTI is 

new initiatives school personnel are in the process of implementing. Due to the newness 

of RTI systems, the researcher is interested in how perceptions of the process influence 

the interpretations of the implementation of RTI processes at the elementary level in one 

rural school in the southern state. 

1. What perceptions are held about responsibility for the implementation of RTI? 

2. What perceptions do central office staff hold of RTI implementation? 

3. What perceptions do school level leadership hold of RTI implementation? 

4. What perceptions do teachers hold of RTI implementation? 



Purpose of the Study 

As RTI is in the infancy stages of school-wide implementation, there is not a 

substantial body of literature that describes leaders' and teachers' perception of RTI 

implementation. The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe perceptions held 

about RTI implementation by leaders and teachers in a rural school district in a southern 

state. 

Procedures 

The researcher has chosen to utilize a case study approach in examining the 

implementation of RTI. The researcher has selected one rural school system outside of a 

major metropolitan city in a southern state to conduct research. The school system was 

selected due to the implementation status of RTI at the elementary level school in the 

district. The research questions will be answered by utilizing a semi-structured interview 

with central office staff, school level leadership and teachers. Follow up interviews will 

be conducted based on responses from the semi structured interviews. Observations will 

be conducted of RTI decision making teams. An analytical induction approach was used 

to analyze data collected in this qualitative study. The researcher also analyzed artifacts 

available from the district to assist with the triangulation of data. The sue of a qualitative 

case study approach utilizing an analytical induction method to analyze data collected 

provided a way to gather rich data for the researcher to analyze and explore the 

phenomena of the implementation of RTI. 

Limitations 
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A delimitation of the study is that data collected is limited to elementary schools. As most 

research about RTI centers around the elementary level, the researcher choose to focus 

the research in this area. Additionally, RTI has been most frequently used at the 

elementary level to address reading (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). A limitation of this study is 

that data will be gathered from a semi-structured interview format and findings will be by 

the honesty with which the subjects report information to the researcher. A comparison of 

respondents' responses and artifacts may assist in addressing the honesty with which the 

subjects report information, as will clarification questions asked of respondents in the 

interview process. A second limitation of the study is the researcher currently serves as a 

special education teacher. The researcher's employment status may influence her views 

about the use of RTI system in the identification of students with disabilities. As the 

researcher has only been involved at the secondary level of special education, she has had 

little involvement in RTI at the elementary level. Additionally, the use of member checks 

after the interview will limit any researcher bias. 

Definition of Terms 

Response to intervention (RTI)-a process of coordinated, research based 

interventions that address behavioral and academic challenges students may have in 

acquiring skills within the regular education curriculum (Mellard & Johnson, 2007). 

Universal Screener- a mechanism that consists of brief assessments of specific skills 

which are highly predictive of future academic performances (Hughes & Dexter, 2008a; 

Jenkins, 2003; Jenkins, Hudson, & Johnson, 2007). 

Significance of the Study 
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The finding of this study will be valuable to school districts that are in the process 

of implementation of RTI systems. As the study will examine the perceptions of the 

implementation process from three unique perspectives, state department of education, 

school districts and individual schools may utilize the findings of this study in their 

implementation process to prepare school personnel for implementation of RTI. The 

study will also increase descriptive data available in regards to the implementation of the 

RTI process at the elementary level.. Through the descriptions obtained, this study can 

highlight parts of the RTI implementation process that are congruent with educators' 

perceptions, and part of the RTI process that are not congruent with the perceptions of 

education. 

Summary 

This study will describe how perceptions influence interpretations of the RTI 

process. The study will examine perceptions of central office staff, school level 

leadership and teachers at the elementary level in one school district. Chapter Two will 

focus on literature as it relates to RTI. Literature to be examined include theoretical 

background, legal background, specific learning disabilities definitions and debates, RTI 

definitions, RTI models, purposes of RTI, implementation of RTI, rural schools, 

personnel's roles and perceptions of RTI. Chapter Three focuses on the design of the 

study. Chapter Four presents the findings of the study and Chapter Five examines the 

findings of the research, as it relates to the literature, discusses conclusions reached by 

the researcher and further implications for research. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The literature covers five areas as it relates to Response to Intervention (RTI): 

Theoretical background of how systems work and respond to outside forces turbulence, 

legal journey, specific learning disabilities (SLD), RTI. The first major topic to be 

investigated in this literature review is the theories that provide the framework for 

analysis of implementation of RTI. The two theories that provide the theoretical 

background for the study are General Systems Theory and Turbulence Theory. RTI is an 

outside force that is acting on schools. General Systems Theory and Turbulence Theory 

both examine how organizations function and react to outside environmental stimulus. 

The second topic to be investigated is the major highlights of the legal journey of RTI. 

Examination of the legal journey is necessary to understand how RTI came into 

existence. The third area to be examined is the disability of SLD. Examining the 

definition of specific learning disabilities, previous methods of identification of SLD will 

be examined to understand the context of the RTI movement. The last area to be 

examined is RTI. Definitions of RTI, models of RTI, purpose of RTI, implementation of 

RTI, rural schools, and personnel's roles in the implementation of RTI will be examined. 

RTI definitions and models will be examined to understand what is meant by RTI and 

what models are available for schools to implement. Purposed of RTI, both for 

11 
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identification of school wide achievement will be examined, as schools in one 

southeastern state are currently using RTI processes to address both needs in local 

schools. Examination of how RTI had implemented in a variety of states will be 

examined to serve as a way to compare how one Southeastern state has implemented RTI 

to that of other areas of the country. Literature pertaining to rural schools will be 

examined as the southern state examined has the third highest number of rural schools in 

the nation, and rural schools have distinct needs that may not be present in suburban and 

urban schools. Lastly, personnel roles in regards to RTI will be examined. As RTI is a 

team process, the roles that a variety of personnel play in the process of implementation 

and conduction of RTI is important. 

Theoretical Background 

Two theories help with the understanding of the implementation of RTI in 

elementary schools. The first theory is General Systems Theory by Bertalanffy in 1968. 

General Systems Theory is a theory that frames life into systems that interact with their 

environments in order to reach steady state. The second theory is Gross' Turbulence 

Theory (2008), which is a theory designed to assist organizations with assessing the 

interaction of outside forces on an organization. Using General Systems Theory and 

turbulence theory allows the researcher to frame the implementation of RTI within a 

context of the environment in which it is implemented. 

"There exists models, principals, and laws that apply to generalized systems or 

their subclasses, irrespective of their particular kind, the nature of their component 

elements and the relation of forces between them" (Bertalanffy, 1968). This is how the 

founder of General Systems Theory described the theory he created. In essence, General 
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Systems Theory perceives the world as relationships and integrations based on parts and 

wholes interacting in the environments that contain them (Bertalanffy, 1968). Although 

first applied in the science of biology, Bertalanffy saw General Systems Theory as a 

useful tool across science and social science as a general theory of organization. 

Bertalanffy defined a system as "sets of elements standing in interrelation" (Bertalanffy, 

1968, p.38). Subsystems are part of the whole system, but can also be viewed as systems 

in themselves (Bowen, 2007). Bertalanffy (1968) went on to further define systems as 

closed and open. In the closed system, the system is considered isolated from its 

environment. The final state in a closed system is determined by the initial conditions. In 

an open system, the system "maintains itself in a continuous inflow and outflow, a 

building up and breaking down of components and never being in a state of equilibrium 

while it is alive" (Bertalanffy, 1968, p.38). Open systems do not have to arrive at the 

same ending point in the same way. In general systems theory the idea that two social 

systems can arrive at the same end point from different starting points is called 

equifinality (Bowen, 2007). The concept of equifinality helps explain how two organisms 

reach the same state despite starting from different points. "A major assumption of 

General Systems Theory is that all systems are purposeful and goal directed. Human or 

social systems are self-aware in their purposefulness" (Bowen, 2007, p.62). 

When applied to humans, General Systems Theory applies the assumptions and 

concepts of the systems paradigms found in nature to the systems paradigm of people and 

their interrelationships at multiple levels (Barker, 1999). "Formal organizations are social 

systems that have been intentionally instituted to accomplish specific objectives and 

typically have rigidly enforced rules and norms that govern social interactions and 



14 

performances" (Bertalanffy, 1968, p.9). One such formal organization that exists in most 

cultures is school. "Schools are social systems with complex properties and subsystems 

and suprasystems known as environmental contexts (Bowen, 2007, p. 70). Schools are 

open systems because they are environments within themselves and also have to interact 

with outside environments such as state departments of education, school boards, 

communities and families (Bowen, 2007). Bowen (2007) identifies schools as open 

systems as they operate within the larger context of their environment with which they 

exchange matter, energy and information through both formal and informal feedback 

processes. "As open systems with permeable boundaries, schools function in dynamic 

equilibrium with their environment; that is they have both internal and external inputs 

and outputs" (Bowen, 2007, p. 70). When viewed in this manner, the input received from 

the environment is students, education is what the system of a school does, and the output 

of the school as a system is an educated individual as defined by the environment that 

provided that input of the student (Bowen, 2007). Schools can also be examined by the 

subsystems contained in them that help achieve the goal of the system, the school. 

System is by definition both part and whole which in General Systems Theory is called 

holon. Applying the concepts of holon means that a school can be studied as a social 

system within itself or part of the entire system comprised of elementary, middle and 

high schools (Bowen, 2007). Subsystems may be examined either as parts of a larger 

system or as social systems in their own rights. Subsystems that may be found in schools 

are departments, classrooms, teachers and specialists who all are interdependent in the 

system of a school in its goal to educate children (Bowen, 2007). 
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As schools are viewed as social systems that interact in interdependent states, 

Schein (1996) identified two major goals of schools in a systems approach (1) external 

adaptation in order to address the mission and purpose of the system (school) and 

(2) internal integration, which addresses the internal functioning of the system. "Schools 

in America exist to prepare children and youth to participate as citizens and to develop 

specialized abilities to function as workers and add to the economy" (Bowen, 2007, 

p. 62). Schools will develop contexts for managing problems between external adaptation 

and internal integration by developing group boundaries and rules for behavior 

(Bowen, 2007). When patterns of group boundaries and rules for behavior develop over 

time then they become cultures (Schein, 1996). Cultures that develop in schools can be 

supportive and unsupportive, positive or negative, to the system (school) achieving 

external adaptation and internal integration (Bowen, 2007, p. 71). 

Bowen, Rose and Ware (2006) reported that successful learning organizations as 

systems must have "a core set of conditions and processes that support the ability of an 

organization to value, acquire, and use information and tacit knowledge acquired from 

employees and stakeholders to successfully plan, implement and evaluate strategies to 

achieve performance goals" (p. 63). Based on the mandates of NCLB (2001), schools as 

organizations are expected to reach the goal of having all children meet state standards 

for education. Also, schools are expected to meet the goal of achieving Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) as defined by NCLB (2001) and their state department of education. 

Many researchers (Dufour et al., 2004; Gresham & Witt, 1997; Vaughn, Gersten, & 

Chard, 2000) argue that the implementation of RTI will allow schools to achieve the goal 

of all students meeting standards and (AYP). 
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In order for a school to achieve its goals, Bowen (2007) articulates the importance 

of subsystems in the school to divide labor and achieve order in light of environmental 

demands. Subsystems such as classroom, teachers and other specialists are specifically 

designed in schools to aid in the external adaptation to demands from the environment 

and internal integration within the social system of the school. Bowen (2007) notes that 

not all subsystems in a school have equal power, which he defines as the ability to make 

decisions and influence the behavior and actions of others within the system. Schools 

tend to be hierarchical social systems where the superintendent and his/her leadership 

team members are the sanctioned leaders in each school. Coleman (1997) describes 

schools as administratively driven systems with long feedback loops that inform the 

entire system from the top of the organization to each subsystem of the organization. This 

is common when the superintendent hands a directive to the principals who then hand the 

directive to their leadership team, which in turn gives the directive to individual teachers. 

Teachers and other specialists within the school work under the authority of the principal 

who is part of the management team of the superintendent. IDEA (2004) and state 

departments of education making the use of RTI mandatory requires the use of school 

subsystems to adapt to the new educational environment created. As RTI requires teams 

of individuals to interact with each other, school subsystems consisting of departments, 

individual teachers and specialists must work together towards internal integration of the 

environmental demand of RTI. 

While schools are charged with the goal of meeting NCLB (2001) mandates, it is 

important to remember that schools are interdependent with the many environments with 

which the school interacts. Environment is defined as "the totality of physical and social 
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factors that are external to a system's boundaries and exert an influence on the system" 

(Bowen, 2001, p. 63). Bowen (2007) describes the three primary external influences that 

interact with schools: district level, local community level and institutional level. School 

systems interact with state departments of education and local school boards which are 

viewed as institutional level environments. Individual schools interact with the 

superintendent's office and school boards which are viewed as the district level 

environment. When schools interact with the communities of the children they serve in 

addition to interacting with individual children's families, which can also be viewed as 

systems within themselves, this is viewed as the community level environment (Bowen, 

2007). The researcher notes that one of the greatest environmental interactions schools 

now have is with the institutional environment due to the "stringent testing standards that 

have compelled school systems to experiment with new policies and practices to promote 

student achievement" (Bowen, 2007 p. 65). School systems interactions with testing and 

student achievement as it relates to RTI as a new practice in place to increase student 

achievement, can be viewed as an environmental interaction to the testing standards 

currently in place. 

Gross (2008) first used the idea of turbulence to assist leaders in viewing how 

outside forces impact the workings of organizations. Gross (1998, 2008) studied sites that 

had been innovative with curriculum, instruction and assessment over several years and 

found despite being innovative, there had been some unrest in the organization. Gross 

classifies the levels of unrest into four categories: (1) light turbulence, (2) moderate 

turbulence, (3) severe turbulence, (4) extreme turbulence. As various outside forces act 

on an organization, Shapiro and Gross (2008) believe Turbulence Theory can 
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"calibrate the severity of the challenge at hand" (p. 9). Also, Turbulence Theory can be 

"used to help explain the behavior of people facing organizational challenges" (p. 9). 

Light turbulence is identified as challenges that are ongoing and causing some stress to an 

organization, but little disruption to normal organizational operations (Shapiro & Gross, 

2008). Moderate turbulence is caused by challenges not part of the normal operations and 

gain all members' attention, but can be handled with focused effort from the 

organization. Severe turbulence in an organization is caused by a force that is serious 

enough to disrupt an organization to the degree that normal procedures are inadequate to 

deal with the force. If severe turbulence exists, then a set of coordinated strategies must 

be employed and organizational thinking must change to resolve challenges present. In 

extreme turbulence, "structural damage to the institution's normal operation 

occurs" (Shapiro & Gross, 2008, p. 9). Gross (2008) identified that in some extreme cases 

of turbulence destruction of the organization is possible. 

As RTI is an outside force that is currently acting on school organizations, 

Turbulence Theory can be applied to school organizations. RTI is imposed on school 

districts and in turn individual schools, by federal and state authorities in order to access 

federal funding for students with disabilities. This need for federal funding and 

compliance is an outside force that causes turbulence on individual schools. The level of 

turbulence will vary for each school depending on a variety of factor. As all educators in 

the southeastern state have been mandated to implement some form of RTI, school as 

organizations have wide spread awareness. In most schools in the southeastern state, the 

status of members' awareness puts the problem of RTI implementation past the light 

stage of turbulence that Gross (2008) identifies as existing in all organizations. 
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As schools must stay in existence in some format, and RTI is mandated by IDEA (2004) 

and The Southeastern State Codes, it is unlikely RTI implementation will be abandon, or 

cause the total destruction of a school; therefore, extreme turbulence is unlikely to be 

present. The implementation of RTI most likely causes individual districts and schools 

moderate to severe turbulence as identified by Gross (2008). 

Legal Background 

The legal background for RTI implementation starts with the inclusion of student 

with disabilities in public schools. Tracing the history of the inclusion of students with 

disabilities into the public school setting, and then subsequent measures to ensure that 

those students achieve at levels equal to non-disabled peers, allows one to see the roots of 

RTI. The legal and organizational support makes RTI an initiative that school districts 

cannot ignore and must address in some form. Zirkel and Thomas (2010) point out that 

while RTI is attached to IDEA (2004) and NCLB (2001), RTI currently has not been 

fully legally defined. "RTFs legal dimension has not sufficiently developed to be an 

entirely definitive snapshot". "Moreover, its legal contours and contents are nuanced, 

fuzzy and inevitably incomplete" (Zirkel & Thomas, 2010, p. 62). 

In a paper presented in 1982, Intriligator traces the early history if the Individuals 

with Disabilities Act (1997) by examining the political process involved in getting the 

initial act passed, and examined the difficulty school systems have had with the 

implementation of IDEA (2004) policy. Intriligator holds that Public Law 94-142 was 

treated by legislators as a global response to a variety of educational problems without 

consideration of the needs of school systems that have to implement the Congressional 

solutions. The sensitivity of the challenges when dealing with the disabled made the 
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initial Public Law 94-142 difficult to argue against, and therefore allowed for addition of 

services proposed by advocacy groups to be included in the law (Intriligator, 1982). 

Fletcher (2008) explains that the concept of learning disabilities was not present 

in the initial Public Law 94-142, but due to political pressure from interest groups, the 

category of specific learning disabilities was added in the reauthorization of 1977. In the 

1977 reauthorization of the law, the definition provided in the law for specific learning 

disabilities would serve as the definition used in education for thirty years (Fletcher, 

2008). The definition provided in the 1977 law that continued through subsequent 

reauthorizations of the 1990's was as follows: 

A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 
understanding or in using language, spoken or writing, that may itself in an 
imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 
calculations. This term includes such conditions as perceptual disabilities, brain 
injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. This 
term does not include children who have learning problems that are primarily the 
result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities; mental retardation; or 
environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage (Individuals With Disabilities 
Education Act, 1992). 

Despite researchers at the time who argued that the use of an IQ discrepancy may not be 

scientifically sound, school systems shaped the identification of learning disabled 

students around the legal definition provided in the 1977 reauthorization of Public Law 

94-142 (Fletcher, 2008). 

IDEA 1997 became a major overhaul of Public Law 94-142. IDEA 1997 did 

begin efforts to more closely align special education with the general curriculum. 

Congress indicated that previous authorizations had met the standard of bringing students 

with disabilities into America's public schools, but full inclusion of students with 

disabilities had not been achieved for several reasons (Yell & Shriner, 1997): 
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Congress indicated that the implementation of the IDEA had been impeded by 
low expectations for students, an insufficient focus on translating research to 
practice, and too much emphasis placed on procedural paperwork tied to legal 
requirements and not focused on teaching and learning, and better student 
outcomes (Yell & Shriner, 1997). 

Sec. 612 and Sec. 614 of IDEA 1997 both articulate that while special education 

services are provided to students with disabilities, general education is where all students' 

services start. This increased emphasis that students with disabilities should be educated 

with the general education curriculum as much as their disabilities allow added to the 

increasing number of students with disabilities educated in the ultimate least restrictive 

environment for students. The increase of time students with disabilities spent in the 

general education setting then in turn provided the general education educators with more 

experiences educating disabled students and non-disabled students with the same 

curriculum (Yell & Shriner, 1997). Additionally, Sec. 614(d) called for the increase of 

student with disabilities' participation in local and state assessments in an effort to better 

track students with disabilities' performance on such measures and to increase positive 

post-secondary outcomes (Yell & Shriner, 1997). 

Due to the increasing number of students that were identified as SLD, a new 

provision in Sec. 614 (b)(5) demanded schools consider lack of instruction and language 

status before determining if a student was eligible for special education services through 

the SLD program. IDEA 1997 still used the discrepancy between intelligence and 

academic achievement as a criterion for the identification of learning disabilities, despite 

various arguments in the field of SLD research that found the model insufficient 

(Fletcher, 2008). 
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Despite the incongruence in the research definition of SLD and the legal definition of 

SLD, school systems continued to use the IQ discrepancy models to identify students 

with SLD. 

"The NCLB (2001) required annual testing, specified a method forjudging school 

effectiveness, set a timeline for progress, and established specific consequences in the 

case of failure" (Wenning, Herdman, Smith, McMahon, & Washington, 2003). With the 

strings of federal education funding, states were compelled to address achievement gaps 

revealed in required administered yearly testing. The results on yearly testing determine 

if a school makes Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). AYP is not just determined by the 

achievement level of the entire student body, but also by each subgroup achieving 

proficiency levels on state administered testing. A subgroup is defined by any population 

that has forty or more students and proficiency must be reached for each subgroup. 

Wenning et al. (2003) argue that the "new federal definition of AYP encourages the 

analysis of average proficiency levels across student groups, but the progress of 

individual students could be lost" (p. 2). Wenning et al. (2003) also argue that the 

subgroup focus on test achievement hurts the true goal of educating the individual 

because the educators lack necessary data to evaluate individual student progress and 

growth. 

With the focus on subgroup achievement gaps, NCLB (2001) has caused a shift in 

the way that students with disabilities are educated and tested. As students with 

disabilities are classified as a subgroup, and if the subgroup does not meet proficiency 

levels, the students with disabilities subgroup could cause a school to not make AYP. 

Cole (2006) notes that while NCLB (2001) has had positive effects for student with 
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disabilities in the areas of higher grades, and greater progress in reading and math, there 

are several areas of concern with the law and student with disabilities. Cole does not 

blame the NCLB (2001) act directly, but finds these areas of unintended negative 

outcomes for students with disabilities: (1) narrowed curriculum due to remediation 

needed to pass NCLB (2001) Act tests, (2) students with disabilities become scapegoats 

for low performance in a school, (3) less inclusion programs due to extensive remediation 

needs for testing, (4) increased drop outs and retention of students with disabilities. These 

"unintended consequences" make it difficult for educators to maintain the intent of IDEA 

1997 and IDEA 2004 to provide individualized inclusive education while educating 

students adequately enough to reach proficiency levels required by No Child Left Behind 

Act (Cole, 2006, p. 12). 

Kavale et al. (2008) argue that "the impetus for promoting RTI is not found in 

IDEA but rather in NCLB". These researchers argue that NCLB (2001) mandates that all 

children reach proficiency levels will require a variety of levels that all students will not 

be able to attain. Also, "the RTI process ostensibly provides a means to achieve the 

unrealistic requirement that all students achieve a minimum standard regardless of their 

inherent limitations" (Kavale et al., 2008, p. 4). 

In 2002, President George Bush charged the President's Commission on 

Excellence in Special Education to examine the state of special education in the United 

States. The commission found that services provided to students with disabilities were 

provided in an "antiquated system that did not promote high achievement." The 

commission endorsed the use of RTI as a preferred method to identify students with 

learning disabilities (President's Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002). 
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With the authorization of IDEA 2004, the first substantial changes in thirty years 

came to the field of learning disabilities. IDEA 2004 increased the domains in which a 

student could have a learning disability to eight by recognizing reading fluency as a 

deficit area. Fuchs and Young (2006) point out that "the newly reauthorized law neither 

encourages nor discourages the continued use of IQ-achievement discrepancy but allows 

practitioners for the first time to use an alternate: RTI" (p. 9). Additionally, while not 

forcing school systems to adopt RTI systems, Fletcher (2008) points out that the addition 

of required data collection for identifying learning disabled students precludes school 

districts from using any other model that an RTI model (2010). Who found that two 

states, Delaware and Georgia, currently use RTI exclusively as the process to identify 

students with disabilities with Florida, Illinois, Maine, West Virginia and ten other states 

slated to exclusively use RTI by the end of 2010. 

In 2004 IDEA was reauthorized to more closely align with the NCLB (2001). 

Both pieces of legislation called for schools to use research based interventions and 

instruction to close achievement gaps. Federally, the use of RTI is supported by the IDEA 

2004, which gives local education agencies permission to use special education funding 

provided through the bill to provide early intervention services to all student (34 CFR §§ 

300. 205 [d], 300.208[a] [2], 300.226, 300.646 [b] [2]). While IDEA 2004 does not 

mandate that states or school systems use RTI in the identification of SLD students, the 

ability to use special education funding to provide early intervention encourages schools 

to use RTI as an alternative to identifying students with SLD (Sampson & Lesaux, 2009; 

34 CFR §§ 300.307, 300.309, 300.311). 
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When IDEA 2004 allowed state departments of education to utilize RTI processes 

to identify students as learning disabled, the state of where the study took place made the 

use of RTI processes exclusive for the identification of student with learning disabilities. 

The legislative forces of IDEA (2004) and NCLB (2001), and then the State Department 

of Education has enacted the mandate on the state's districts and schools to require that 

all schools in the state must implement RTI processes to address eligibility for special 

education services. 

Zirkel (2009) further speculates that a likely trend in RTI case law will be a 

reduction in district friendly rulings for districts who adopt RTI as the method for 

identifying students with SLD. Due to poorly defined policies and procedures regarding 

RTI, and rapid changes in state laws, districts adopting RTI models are more vulnerable 

in SLD eligibility cases (Zirkel, 2009). 

Specific Learning Disabilities 

Specific Learning disabilities is an educational construct used to identify students 

who do not achieve to expected levels. As RTI was a response to increasing numbers of 

students identified as Specific Learning disabled, research of the construct was examined. 

Definitions 

The term learning disabilities was first used by Samuel Kirk in 1963 and later 

legally defined with the implementation of Public Law 94-142. While researchers argue 

about the correct definition of Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD), for thirty years, 

practitioners utilized the legal definition of SLD and utilized intelligence testing (IQ) and 

achievement testing to find students eligible for special education services through the 

specific learning disabilities category. As school systems utilized the legal definition of 
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SLD, they set up systems to identify students as SLD through the testing of intelligence 

and academic achievement. As researchers more heavily investigated the nature of SLD, 

and revised guidelines for eligibility, the student population of SLD students grew 250% 

nationally, this huge population increase as well as overrepresentation of minorities were 

deemed challenges in special education, resulting in a call to legislatures to allow for 

alternative ways to identify students with disabilities (Bahr, Fuchs, Stecker, & Fuchs, 

1991; Hosp & Reschly, 2004; MacMillan, Gresham, & Bocian, 1998; MacMillan, 

Gresham, Lopez, & Bocian, 1996). The growth of the SLD population and the stagnant 

definition of SLD created a disparity between how researchers viewed SLD and how 

practitioners viewed SLD (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008). While researchers identified 

differences in the SLD population, the definition of SLD did not change significantly to 

accommodate the varied nature of SLD (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008). The definition of specific 

learning disabilities has been operationalized in various ways since its conception as a 

disability. Bateman (1965) first defined SLD as a severe discrepancy between ability and 

achievement and his conceptualization of the SLD definition has been used as the 

primary definition of SLD by the US Office of Education since 1971 

(Kavale et al., 2009). In 1967, the National Advisory Committee on Handicapped 

Children (NACHC) developed a definition of learning disabilities which became legal 

definition included in PL 94-142: 

Specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which 
may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 
to do mathematical calculations. The term includes such conditions as perceptual 
handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental 
aphasia. The term does not include children who have learning problems which are 
primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, or mental retardation, of 
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emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage. 
(National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2005) 

Since 1990 the legal definition of SLD has stood, despite significant challenges 

identified by researchers with the IQ discrepancy model that most school systems used in 

defining the extent of processing weaknesses that affect one of the seven basic academic 

areas. For a child to be identified as having an SLD, IDEA 2004 indicates as SLD must 

include the following: 

The child does not achieve adequately for the child's age or to meet State-
approved grade-level standards in one or more of the following areas, when 
provided with learning experiences and instruction appropriate for the child's age 
or State-approved grade level standards: (1) Oral Expression, (2) Listening 
Comprehension, (3) Written Expression, (4) basic Reading, (5) Reading Fluency 
Skills, (6) Reading Comprehension, (7) Mathematics Calculation, (8) 
Mathematics problem solving. (2) (i) the child does not make sufficient progress 
to meet age or grade-level standards in one or more of the areas when using a 
process based on the child's response to scientific, research based interventions. 
(PL 105-17, 20 U.S.C. §601 et seq). 

Previous to RTI, schools were required by IDEA to identify students with the use 

of a team of professionals. These teams were supposed to use the information from 

intelligence and achievement testing to determine eligibility. MacMillian, Gresham, & 

Bocian (1998) found that while school based evaluation teams followed the process of 

testing students to verify an IQ achievement discrepancy, the discrepancy criteria were 

not consistently applied and that evaluation teams based their decisions on a student's 

need for assistance. The researchers also found that evaluation teams over identified 

students as learning disabled in comparison to the researchers and weighted the criteria of 

low academic achievement most heavily. 



28 

The IQ- Achievement Discrepancy Debate in SLD Definitions 

While IQ and achievement discrepancy was used by school systems in the 

eligibility process for the identification of students with SLD, researchers examined 

whether the use of IQ and achievement measures was indeed an accurate way to identify 

students with SLD. Many students showed that the use of IQ and achievement 

discrepancies was not a valid way to identify SLD, but schools and practitioners held that 

the policy of using the IQ-achievement discrepancy allowed for a consistent way for 

school systems to identify students with SLD and select appropriate interventions to 

assist the student (Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, & Hickman, 2003). Lyon et al. (2001) went 

so far to argue that the use of the IQ discrepancy model harms more students that it helps 

because the model delays assistance to a point where interventions come too late to help 

students overcome weaknesses. 

Kavale et al. (2009) argues that significant problems exist with the SLD definition 

that uses a discrepancy model due to the conceptualization and variety of measurements 

for intelligence and academic achievement. Siegel (1989, 1992), identified four false 

assumptions with the use of IQ-Achievement discrepancy to provide identification of a 

SLD. First, one has to assume that IQ test measure intelligence as the skills of "problems 

solving, logical reasoning, and/or adaptation to the environment" (p. 469) and no IQ test 

currently test for such skills or abilities. Second, one would have to assume that IQ and 

academic achievement are independent constructs and yet there are students who have 

processing weakness that have little effect on their IQ scores but a great deal of effect on 

their academic achievement. Third, one has to assume that academic performance, 

especially in the area of reading, can be predicted from IQ scores, but Siegel (1989) 
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points out that children with low IQ scores often can be taught to read as well as students 

with high IQ scores. Fourth, one would have to assume that "the cognitive processes of 

high IQ students with LD are different than those of low-IQ student with LD" (Fuchs & 

Young, 2006, p. 10). Siegel (1989) argued that the cognitive process associated with a 

LD were essentially the same for both low and high IQ students with a learning disability. 

In research conducted by Macmann, Bamett, Lombard, Belton-Kocher, & Sharpe 

(1989), the researchers were examining if the type of intelligence and achievement tests 

used made a difference in identification of students with SLD using one standard 

deviation between ability as assessed by an intelligence test and achievement as assessed 

by various achievement test. The researchers found that there was a wide variability 

among the scores that students would receive on achievement tests. Students would score 

high in achievement on one test and low on another. Based on the eligibility standards of 

1989, students had a 25-50% chance of being identified as having SLD and there was a 

60% chance that any student could be found eligible as having an SLD depending on 

which combination of tests were used. 

Fuchs and Young (2006) argue that academics are largely in agreement that IQ-

achievement discrepancy should play no role in the identification of SLD and point out 

that several high profile organizations such as The National Research Council, The 

Office of Special Education Programs' LD Summit and the President's Commission on 

Excellence in Special Education (2002) support academia's beliefs that IQ-discrepancy is 

no longer appropriate for SLD identification. Fuchs and Young hold that "such 

questioning in high profile venues and reports bolstered a scientific stance against 

discrepancy, making it easier for policy makers to push for an alternative" (p. 10). 
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Kavale et al. (2009) articulate that need for a new definition for SLD as it has not been 

changed for over thirty years and had made the category of SLD "over inclusive" (p. 7). 

The authors contend that the current federal definition provided in IDEA is not a precise 

enough definition of SLD and causes confusion between theory and practice (Kavale et 

al., 2009). 

Several researchers (Aaron, 1997; Fletcher et al , 1998; Gresham & Witt, 1997) 

argue that there is no organic cause for learning disabilities and that students thought to 

have learning disabilities function the same as low achieving students. Aaron (1997) 

identified that if students identified as SLD in reading engaged in reading instruction 

where the reading problem is well defined and explicit reading instruction is provided, 

the SLD students achieve reading mastery at the same rate as a non SLD students. 

Fletcher et al. (1998) argued that neurological experts have not been able to find any 

organic reason for an IQ-achievement discrepancy to exist. Without an organic reason for 

IQ-achievement discrepancy to exist, Fletcher et al. (1998) points out that SLD students 

and low achievers do not cognitively operate differently and therefore would respond to 

interventions in the same manner. 

RTI Definitions 

Zirkel (2009) holds that litigation that would define SLD eligibility with the use 

of RTI is at the beginning stages and that the definition of RTI I also at the beginning 

stages. There are several definitions of RTI (Christ et al., 2005; Mellard & Johnson, 

2007; National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010; RTI Action Network, 2010). In 

an attempt to help states, administrators and teachers with their understanding and 

implementation of RTI, the Office of Special Education has funded the IRIS Center, a 
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disabilities research center at Vanderbilt University and the National Center on Response 

to Intervention. Both institutions have websites and assist in the definition of RTI while 

being a database of information considered important by academics. One definition from 

the National Center of Response to Intervention is as follows: 

Response to intervention integrates assessment and intervention within a multi
level prevention system to maximize student achievement and to reduce behavior 
problems. With RTI, schools identify students at risk for poor learning outcomes, 
monitor student progress, provide evidence-based interventions and adjust the 
intensity and nature of those interventions depending on a student's 
responsiveness, and identify students with learning disabilities or other disabilities 
(National Center on Response to Intervention, 2007). 

Cortiella (2006) defines RTI as a "comprehensive assessment and intervention 

process utilizing problem-solving framework to identify and address student academic 

difficulties using effective, efficient research based instruction" (p. 2). Kavale et al. 

(2008) holds that "RTI is best viewed as an instructional model not an identification 

model" and makes up what use to be sound pre-referral activities (p. 9). Kavale et al. 

(2008) does acknowledge that due to the "rigorous and systematic procedures, RTI can 

enhance the pre-referral process and achieve the aim of reducing the number of 

unnecessary referrals" (p. 9). 

RTI Models 

While in principal RTI identifies which students have disabilities early in their 
education, decreases the number of students referred to special education and 
reduces the over identification of minority student to special education, it is an 
ambitious and complex process (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008, p. 1) 

Christ et al. (2005) define RTI as a "systematic process to determine whether 

change has occurred and under what conditions" (p. 2). According to Fuchs & Fuchs, 

(2008) there are two ways to view RTI tiers and the view point of the tier determines the 
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function of RTI. Those who view the tiers as a substitute for traditional evaluation 

believe that focus of RTI is on prevention (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008). Those who use RTI 

tiers as steps towards formal evaluation, view RTI as a model for early intervention and 

identification of students with disabilities, specifically SLD (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008). 

According to Fuchs & Fuchs (2008) researchers prefer a problem solving model view of 

RTI while practitioners prefer a standard protocol model of RTI. Christ et al. (2005) 

distinguishes between problem solving RTI and standard protocol RTI by the "the level 

of individualization and depth of problem analysis that occurs prior to the selection, 

design and implementation of an intervention" (p. 2). The ultimate goal of any RTI model 

is to reduce or eliminate academic problems (Christ et al. 2005). Sampson & Lesaux 

(2009) argue that despite the literature that exists for each of the two models, the models 

seem to have more in common than not. 

All RTI models start with a tier one that focuses on the core curriculum that all 

students are taught. RTI models start with the standard curriculum that is taught to all 

students because "using a quality core curriculum and effective instructional practices 

can essentially rule out poor instruction as a cause for student difficulties" (Griffiths et al. 

2007). If the core curriculum and instructional practices are effective, then practitioners 

can meet one eligibility standard for SLD eligibility as defined in IDEA (2004). 

In tier two of RTI models, students who do not make adequate progress in tier one 

despite the quality instruction and curricula delivered to all students receive additional 

instruction in Tier II. It is estimated that 15% to 20% of the student population may not 

make adequate progress in reading based on core instruction alone and these students 

would then enter the tier two of an RTI model (Griffiths et al., 2007). While much 
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research has been completed in regards to reading achievement and intervention, math 

and writing are not as well researched (Fuchs et al., 2006). In a study investigating math 

achievement in an RTI framework, Fuchs et al. (2006) did find that the use of 

instructional time with an effective curriculum and extra tutoring time significantly 

improves the math skills of students receiving Tier two instructions. In the same study 

Fuchs et al. (2006) found that using effective curricula in whole group or in supplemental 

interventions only, will not result in as substantial growth for students receiving Tier II 

instruction and that instructional changes made to the core program of instruction can 

enhance effects on achievement for students at the tier two level (Fuchs et al., 2006). 

Sampson and Lesaux (2009) argue that the concept of tier two intervention is new 

to educators and schools and both continue to struggle to "find adequate secondary 

interventions, qualified individuals to provide them and satisfactory approaches to 

implementation" (p. 155). Sampson and Lesaux also argue that because tier two is 

between regular education and special education, "it is not entirely clear who is 

responsible for providing the necessary services" (p. 155). 

Problem Solving Models 

Problem solving RTI was defined by Deno (2002) is a type of RTI where 

activities are designed "to eliminate the difference between what is and what should be 

with respect to student development" (p. 38). The IRIS center defines it as follows: "the 

problem solving approach uses interventions, selected by a team, that target each 

student's individual needs" (http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu). Fuchs & Mellard (2007) 

indicate that problem solving approaches have been in schools for more than two 

decades, primarily in the areas of reading and behavior. 

http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu
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VanderHeyden, Witt, and Naquin (2003) investigated the use of a problem 

solving model as a special education eligibility and identification tool compared to a 

teacher referral process that was previously used. All students were given a universal 

screener and those students who showed concern were then provided research based 

interventions before further investigation of a possible disability. The researchers' 

findings showed that the problem solving model resulted in 87% of the students being 

correctly identified where as the previous teacher referral model only correctly identified 

students 66% of the time. 

Standard Protocol Models 

Christ et al. (2005) define standard protocol RTI models as "a standard set of 

empirically supported instructional approaches implemented to prevent and remediate 

academic problems" (p. 2). In a standard protocol model of RTI, a standard set of 

instructional practices and interventions are used and a student's response to the practices 

and interventions is what determines the extent of an academic problem (Chris et al., 

2005; McMaster, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2005). The IRIS center identifies a standard 

protocol approach as one that uses one consistent intervention, selected by the school, 

which can address multiple students' needs. According to the IDEA Partnership Guide: 

Response to Intervention and SLD Identification Presenters Guide (2007) "using a 

standard treatment protocol intervention approach encourages the use of proven 

strategies" (p. 6). The material also identifies that "the use of standard protocol RTI 

models remove some of the local decision making, by individual teachers while reserving 

more creative approaches to circumstances when proven interventions are unavailable for 

a student's particular skill need" (p. 6). 
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Assessments and Screenings 

Most RTI models call for some form of universal screener and ongoing progress 

monitoring assessments. Catts, Petscher, Schatschneider, Bridges and Mendoza (2009) 

identify the challenge of "the development of universal screening tools that can 

accurately identify an initial pool of children at risk as most available instruments 

currently continue to be characterized by high rates of under or over identification" 

(p. 163). Catts et al. (2009) and Speece (2005) argue that the major problem with the use 

of universal screeners is that student are often in various stages in skill acquisition when 

screened and professionals then need to "hit a moving target" with the screener or assess 

students with multiple measures over an extended period of time. 

Fuchs (2003) held that when schools use RTI to identify learning disabilities, a 

specified assessment process must be in place. Fuchs describes three assessment methods 

that can be used within an RTI framework. The first type of assessment process is called 

final status where students are measured at the end of the intervention for progress. The 

second type of assessment process is called growth model where students are monitored 

periodically throughout the intervention, and decisions are made on amount of learning. 

In this model educators do not consider if the student has reached a level of acceptable 

performance in regards to the students peers. The third model is called dual discrepancy 

model where the educator measures both performance level and growth rate, and is 

applied anytime before, during or after the intervention. In the dual discrepancy model 

educators must set a standard to the scores in order to determine a cut off score so that 

non-responders and responders may be identified (Fuchs, 2003). 
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Burns and Senesac (2005) investigated the use of the dual discrepancy model 

described by Fuchs (2003) compared to a standard deviation model. In this study, in order 

for students to be considered dual discrepancy, they must earn scores on educator 

selected performance and growth measures that are below their peers' scores on these 

measures. The students were then ranked by percentiles. The researchers found that there 

was no gender or ethnic bias in the method and that the use of percentile rank models 

significantly differentiated the dual discrepancy students from other students based on 

their reading score. The researchers also found that the standard deviation approach did 

not significantly differentiate students needing intervention based on their reading score. 

Mellard, McKnight and Woods (2009) examined the screening and progress 

monitoring practices of 41 schools nationwide when using a RTI system. They indicated 

that screenings "ideally use tests that are quick, low cost, and repeatable to assess age 

appropriate critical skills" (p. 186). Progress monitoring was identified as "formative 

assessments to determine if students are benefiting from instruction and whether those 

benefits are accruing at an adequate rate" (p. 187). Whether problem solving or standard 

protocol, both types of testing are critical to any RTI system (Mellard et al., 2009). 

The selection of appropriate screeners is so essential that Mellard et al., (2009) 

state: 

Using an approach that is not connected to a national norm or an external standard 
may err to the detriment of students or school resources. In schools with low 
prevalence of truly at risk students, schools may over identify risk and waste school 
resources serving students who do not need intensive instruction; in schools with 
high prevalence of truly at-risk students, schools may not provide needed 
instruction to students (p. 189). 

Mellard et al. (2009) identify the use of screening assessments as essential to RTI 

systems when the focus of RTI is on prevention of academic failure. 
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Purposes of RTI 

The purposes of RTI can be twofold: to identify students with disabilities and to 

increase student achievement. "RTI has been recognized as a research-based process 

which, when applied properly, can improve learning outcomes for all children and 

generate data to help identify children who may have disabilities" (Griffiths et al., 2007). 

According to the IDEA Partnership Guide: Response to Intervention and SLD 

Identification Presenters Guide (2007), RTI is identified as having two goals: to prevent 

academic failure and determine students with SLD. IDEA 2004 describes the use of RTI 

as a way to gather data for a more effective and early identification of students with 

specific learning disabilities and an accountability system to provide academically 

struggling students timely and effective support (Boardman & Vaughn, 2007; Kavale et 

al., 2008; National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2005). A RTI instructional 

process is being viewed by Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs, and McKnight (2006) as the bridge 

between IDEA (2004) and NCLB (2001) while being one of the most powerful ways to 

positively influence student outcomes. The structures of RTI systems allow for 

professionals to attend to skill gaps early, provide individual instruction as needed early 

and close any identified skill gaps early. This early intervention may increase student 

achievement without the need for excessive failures before assistance is provided to 

individual students (Mellard et al., 2009). Sampson and Lesaux (2009) argue that while 

RTI may prevent inappropriate placement into special education, the process may 

"extend the already lengthy evaluation and eligibility process for students who could 

benefit from special education services" (p. 155). 
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Identification of students with disabilities 

"While the data collected through an RTI process may be used as part of the data 

to determine eligibility for a student with a specific learning disability, it is important to 

note that participation in the RTI process only is not sufficient for determination" 

(Mellard et al., 2009). Kavale et al. (2008) argues the use of RTI to identify students with 

SLD makes RTI a "general education activity that will be funded with special education 

monies since IDEA permits an LEA to allocate 15% of its federal funding to develop and 

implement early intervention services such as RTI" (p. 4). 

Kavale et al. (2008) and Wodrich, Spencer, and Daly (2006) argue that the use of 

RTI for identification of SLD has several challenges. First, solely using RTI models does 

not allow educators to distinguish between SLD and mild mental retardation because both 

groups will have a lack of response to tier two and tier three interventions. Secondly, RTI 

models do not allow educators to distinguish between SLD students and slow learner 

students because the time of responding to interventions will be slower for both groups. 

Third, because interventions are based on initial screeners, it is hard for educators to 

distinguish intra-individual differences between students. Fourth, as screeners only point 

to deficits or weaknesses for students, they may not provide enough detailed assessment 

data of a student for educators to select appropriate interventions to address identified 

weaknesses. The correct selection of interventions is imperative because without the 

selection of appropriate interventions, a false positive for SLD may be achieved (Kavale 

et al., 2008; Wodrich, Spencer and Daly, 2006). 
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School-wide student achievement 

As early as 1997, Gresham and Witt (1997) were advocating for the use of a three 

tier intervention model as a way to provide services to all needy students, whether they 

are eligible for special education services or not. With the passage of NCLB (2001), 

school systems must take steps to ensure that all students meet standards set by their 

states and perform adequately with their peer group. Many researchers see the use of RTI 

systems as a way to address student achievement school wide (Kavale et al., 2008; 

Gresham & Witt, 1997). According to Griffiths et al. (2007), the use of RTI "allows for a 

more direct link between individualized instruction and student outcomes because the 

outcomes precisely inform the instruction and the utility of instruction is determined by 

its very effect on student learning outcomes" (p. 3). 

Kavale et al. (2008) contends that RTI systems serve as a system for schools to 

assess if "instruction results in an increase in learning and acceptable progress" (p. 2). 

Dufour et al. (2004) identify a pyramid of school wide interventions that is an RTI 

framework, to address the question "How will we respond when a student is not 

learning?" (p. 33). Vaughn, Gersten, and Chard (2000) found that techniques found to be 

most effective with students with learning disabilities were also equally effective in 

raising the achievement of all learners when employed class wide. Hosp & Reschly 

(2004) found that the predictive validity of academic achievement was a strong reason for 

high percentages of minority students in special education. The researchers suggested that 

implementation programs address low student achievement before special education 

referral such as tiered response to intervention programs. 
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Implementation of RTI 

IDEA 2004 does not provide specific guidance in the design of the 

implementation of RTI at the federal, state or local level. State departments of education 

have chosen a variety of ways to proceed with the implementation of RTI within 

individual states. While some areas of the United States have been using forms of RTI for 

many years, other areas of the United States have never used any form of RTI (Zirkel & 

Thomas, 2010). The United States Department of Education has established several 

websites and the RTI Action Network in order to assist states in their implementation of 

RTI. 

Zirkel and Thomas (2010) completed a study where they looked at the 

implementation status of RTI in all fifty states in regards to laws the state made for RTI, 

versus policies from state departments of education. The researchers articulate the need 

for more states to have a legally binding effect by creating specific laws for RTI instead 

of just state or district policies. The study found that 12 states have adopted RTI as the 

required approach for SLD identification, but of those 12 states only Colorado, 

Connecticut, Louisiana, Rhode Island and West Virginia use RTI exclusively. The 

remainder of the 12 states, Florida, Illinois, Georgia, Maine, Delaware, New Mexico and 

New York still allow a combination of approaches, but did have legal codes that 

mandated the use of RTI for identification of SLD. Zirkel and Thomas (2010) question 

the advantage of flexibility for state education agencies and local school districts with the 

frequent use of guidelines instead of binding law. The researchers cite two court cases 

that may have a relation to current RTI implementation: Holmes v. Millcreek Township 

School District (2000) and Bethlehem Area School District v. Zhou (2009). Both cases 
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involved the use of guidelines and state agency manuals for the providing of services and 

in both cases the court ruled that guidelines and state agency manuals did not have the 

binding effect that laws do. Zirkel and Thomas (2010) argue that while schools are 

implementing RTI, "its legal dimension has not sufficiently developed to be an entirely 

definitive snapshot. Moreover, its legal contours and contents are nuanced, fuzzy and 

inevitably incomplete" (p. 62). Additionally, Sampson and Lesaux (2009) argue that "no 

new federal funds have been earmarked to support RTI, nor has there been specific 

language added to legislation that identifies who is responsible for implementing and 

monitoring RTI" (p. 158). 

Previous to RTI, schools were required by IDEA to identify students with the use 

of a team of professionals. These teams were supposed to use the information from 

intelligence and achievement testing to determine eligibility. MacMillian, Gresham, and 

Bocian (1998) found that while school based evaluation teams followed the process of 

testing students to verify an IQ achievement discrepancy, the discrepancy criteria were 

not consistently applied and that evaluation teams based their decisions on a student's 

need for assistance. The researchers also found that evaluation teams over identified 

students as learning disabled in comparison to the researchers and weighted the criteria of 

low academic achievement most heavily. 

Hughes and Dexter (2008b) examine 11 RTI studies in an effort to conclude RTI 

as an entire system is effective. As RTI programs have components that have been 

individually researched such as scientifically based instruction and interventions, data 

gathering and progress monitoring tools and standards based education, researchers argue 

programs such as RTI may make sense until put into large scale practice (Dexter & 
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Hughes, 2008; Ellis, 2001; and VanDerHayden, Witt, & Gilbertson 2007). Sampson and 

Lesaux (2009) hold that RTI is "based on the theory that failures in learning are not the 

fault of the individual child and can be improved by changes in the environment" (p. 

149). The researcher also argues that educators are looking to RTI to address many 

challenges in America's educational system, including No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

and IDEA mandates while practitioners continue to have uncertainties with how to 

provide interventions, what interventions to provide and who is responsible for providing 

interventions to needy students. 

In order for an RTI framework to affect student achievement gains Dufour et al. 

(2004) identified the following common elements for a successful implementation: (1) 

clarity of purpose, (2) collaborative culture, (3) collective knowledge of best practices, 

(4) collective knowledge of current student achievement at the school, (5) action 

orientation for principals and teachers, (6) commitment to continuous improvement, (7) 

focus on results, (8) strong principals that empower teachers and (9) commitments from 

leadership and faculty to face adversity, conflict and anxiety (pgs. 1-20). 

The RTI Adoption Survey 2009 found that 73% of the 563 districts reporting use 

a three tier RTI model and 16% use a four tier model. Of the reporting districts, 80% 

stated that current data were insufficient to know if RTI was improving annual yearly 

progress as indicated by NCLB (2001) statutes. Of the reporting districts, 14% of districts 

reported that implementation of RTI has improved progress towards annual yearly 

progress as indicated by NCLB (2001) statutes. In the reporting districts, 93% had no 

legal proceedings in regards to RTI implementation and identification of students with 

disabilities. 
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Zirkel (2009) and Zirkel and Thomas (2010) hold that a common concern about 

the implementation of RTI is that districts may implement different standards and 

practices within their RTI systems, thus making the method of RTI unreliable as a way to 

identify SLD. Another concern with implementation is that a student who is eligible in 

one district may not e eligible in a neighboring district due to the differing 

implementations of RTI that can be found in one state. (Zirkel, 2009; Zirkel & Thomas, 

2010). Mellard et al. (2009) indicate that "variations among schools or districts may 

undermine the potential of RTI as an educational construct" (p. 188). While variations in 

how RTI will be implemented is a concern from the research field, respondents from the 

RTI Adoption Survey 2009 identified several barriers to RTI implementation. Barriers 

most commonly reported in the survey were insufficient teacher training, a lack of 

intervention resources, and lack of knowledge and skills for tracking student data. 

Implementation in selected states 

Fuchs & Fuchs (1998) describes an early implementation of an RTI model where 

treatment validity was an alternative to the classic discrepancy model for LD eligibility. 

The model was a four phase intervention model based on a student's performance 

assessed by curriculum based measures in comparison to an entire class. Phase one 

determines the average growth rate of the class and what is acceptable individual growth 

rate. Phase two is to compare students' growth rates. In phase three the teacher 

implements two interventions to slow growth learners and tracks movement in growth. If 

the student does not respond to the intervention then the student enters phase four for 

special education evaluation and possible services. The researchers cited the Minneapolis 
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school district as applying this early RTI model to determine LD eligibility described in 

their study since 1989. 

Montana's RTI Pilot Project worked with four elementary schools to develop RTI 

processes and the results from two of the schools were reported by Mahdavi and Beebe-

Frankenberger (2009). The process adopted by Montana identified seven key components 

necessary for successful implementation of RTI: Assessment and Progress Monitoring, 

Research-Based Curriculum and Instruction, Collaborative Teaming, Data-Based 

Decision Making and Problem Solving, Fidelity, Family and Community Involvement 

(Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009). The state department of education has a vision 

for RTI in Montana. The vision includes shared leadership and understanding of RTI, 

comprehensive state wide initiatives, and professional development processes and 

initiatives for educators that will be high-quality, accessible, affordable, and sustained 

(Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009). Montana also identified three goals for 

achievement in regards to RTI: establish a state wide steering committee that represents 

key stakeholders, make sure RTI is included in the implementation of other major 

initiatives and programs and all school districts have accesses to high quality professional 

development. In both the rural and Title one elementary schools highlighted by Mahdavi 

and Beebe-Frankenberger (2009), RTI was implemented to assist the school with 

increasing reading achievement. Both schools reached gains utilizing Dibbles as a school 

wide universal screener and a problem solving three tiered RTI approach to individual 

student reading achievement. The researchers found a key element to successful 

implementation of RTI was to implement the process incrementally. Additionally the 

researchers found, "implementing an RTI process requires excellent collaboration among 
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general and special education teachers as well as administrators, school psychologists, 

parents and other stakeholders" (Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009, p. 65). 

Rural Schools 

Over nine million children in the United State are educated in schools that are 

defined as rural. In the state up to one third of the students are identified as being 

educated in a rural district (State Department of Education, 2010). The state where the 

study took place has approximately 80 districts identified as rural and low income in 

2008-2009 (State Department of Education, 2010). In the study, "Why Rural Matters" 

(2009) the state where the study took place was identified as being third in the nation for 

rural school enrollment and ranked 45 for rural high school graduation rate. 

For many years there has been a lack of consensus of the definition of rural 

schools (US Department of Education, 1994). The federal government utilizes three 

different definitions of rural depending on the desired outcome, but the US Department of 

Education (1994) defines rural as "the total number of students in average daily 

attendance (ADA) at all of the schools served by the LEA is fewer than 60, or each 

county in which the school served by the LEA is located has a total population density of 

fewer than 10 persons per square mile" (US Department of Education, 1994). According 

to the national Center for Educational Statistics Status of Education in Rural America in 

2004 there were 9,583,000 students who were educated in rural schools. The National 

Rural Education Association estimates that one fourth of children in the United States are 

educated in rural schools. According to the State Department of Education, in 2008, 82 of 

the 180 school districts were eligible for assistance from the Rural Low Income School 

Program. This means that roughly 46% of the state's school districts are rural and server 
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low income students. Hammond and Ingalls (1999) found that rural schools are often at a 

disadvantage when implementing government mandates due to limited staff and funding 

challenges. Rural schools may then be at a disadvantage when implementing RTI 

(Brendle, 2008, Hammond & Ingalls, 1999). 

Personnel's Role and Perceptions of RTI 

In education, roles are defined by the position a person has in the educational 

organization. There is often a top down approach to implementation of any new initiative. 

The state department of education hands the initiative to the central office, which in turn 

directs school level leadership (mainly the principal), who in turn directs the teachers to 

implement the initiative. RTI requires that teams of teachers, specialists and leadership 

interact together in order to determine what assistance a student receives. Dufour et al. 

(2004) identify the need of educators to shift thinking to the idea that "learning is the 

constant and time and support are the variables" to increasing student achievement in an 

RTI framework (p. 34). 

There are many perceptions held about RTI in the educational setting. Cummings, 

Atkins, Allison, and Cole (2008) state that the "challenge [with RTI] lies in integrating 

systems of service delivery and implementing a decision-making model across the 

continuum of general and special education" (p. 25). These researchers also articulate the 

need for general educators to reconceptualize the role of the special educators and the 

special educators to reconceptualize their role in the RTI process. Vaughn, Linan-

Thompson and Hickman (2003) found that effective intervention teams consist of a 

variety of stakeholders that include regular education teachers, special education teachers, 

specialists and administrators working as a collaborative team. 
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State and central office roles and perceptions 

In the opinion of Fuchs and Fuchs (2008), "because RTI was put forth more as an 

idea than a plan in the special education law, administrators were left to create their own 

models of it" (p. 1). The task of creating RTI systems that fit within IDEA 2004 

requirements was first designed by state department of education. The Montana RTI Pilot 

Project (Beebe-Frankenberger, 2007) found that strong leadership and planning are 

crucial to successful RTI programs due to the need of leadership to take the lead on the 

following challenges: curriculum and interventions, staffing, types of specific 

assessments, differentiated classroom instruction vs. instructional grouping, RTI Team 

composition and functions, how data are retrieved, forms and procedures, parent 

involvement and community involvement. As states and school districts vary with the 

amount of control allowed from central office to local leadership, these challenges often 

rest first in the hands of central office staff (Beebe-Frankenberger, 2007). In the 2009 

RTI Adoption Survey 59% of the districts surveyed reported that the implementation of 

RTI was a unified effort between regular and special education, but 42% of the districts 

reported that the special education director initiated RTI implementation. This may 

indicate that despite RTI being a regular education initiative, the special education 

director plays a crucial role in starting the implementation process in many districts (RTI 

Adoption Survey, 2009). Forty-six percent of districts report that their state departments 

of education agencies provide leadership and support to districts implementing RTI. 

School level leadership roles and perceptions 

Fuchs and Fuchs (2008) hold that "district leaders implementing RTI must be 

organized and knowledgeable" (p. 1). Hall (2008) holds that leadership, specifically the 

principal, is the single most important factor in implementation of RTI systems. Principal 
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leadership is vital to implementation of RTI systems because of the duties and 

responsibilities of the principal in the school setting (Hall, 2008). The role of the 

principal is so crucial in the implementation of RTI that Hall holds if a principal appoints 

an assistant to oversee the implementation process; the rest of the faculty will view RTI 

implementation as a low priority at the school! Mahdavi and Beebe-Frankenberger, 

(2009) found "administrative support and leadership are absolutely essential when 

initiating a process as comprehensive as RTI (p. 71). The researchers also found the need 

for administrators to receive specific professional development to "not only understand 

the RTI process and the expectations for leadership, but also to assist them in 

implementation planning specific to their schools" (Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 

2009, p. 71). 

Harkin (2009) identified the following seven tasks associated with RTI that a 

principal must be responsible for: "(1) selecting appropriate staff for the process, (2) 

Motivating the staff that RTI is good for students, (3) managing resistant teachers, (4) 

establishing processes and procedures for decision making based on data, (5) planning 

and attending professional development of RTI, (6) participate actively in data analysis, 

(7) evaluate effectiveness of each tier of intervention at the school. The assumption is the 

principal is the chief instructional leader at the school and will then serve as the facilitator 

and motivator for RTI implementation (Harkin, 2009 p. 25). Additionally Brendle (2008) 

points out, administrators in rural school districts "must attend to diverse learner needs 

while limiting the extra duties and responsibilities required of district personnel. 

Administrators also must coordinate and support continuing professional development of 

staff in response to students needs and curricular demands" (p. 10). 
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Teachers' roles and perceptions 

Murawski and Hughes (2009) hold that the "RTI emphasis on proactive 

instruction, ongoing assessment, data-based decision making, and intensive instruction 

greatly impacts the general education teacher" (p. 268). A teacher is the front line in 

response to intervention. Teachers deliver curriculum content and are the first to identify 

students who are not achieving academically (Harkins, 2009). In most instances, teachers 

are the first professionals that deliver intervention at the tier one and tier two level 

(Harkins, 2009). Gresham (2005) identified that when intervention goals and procedures 

are acceptable to teachers there is a higher likelihood RTI will be implemented with 

fidelity. Sampson and Lesaux (2009) points out that "No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

stipulates that teachers must provide high quality instruction and scientifically based 

curriculum to all students as part of best practices" and due to this legal requirement and 

the implementation of RTI, general education teachers responsibilities increase under any 

RTI model (p. 152). Sampson and Lesaux (2009) also argue that in RTI frameworks the 

role of general education teachers shifts to include the monitoring of student progress, 

selection of interventions and providing interventions at the tier one and possibly at the 

tier two level. 

According to the National Center on the Response to Intervention the "quality of 

the instruction or intervention in the problem solving approach is dependent on the level 

of team members' skills, knowledge, and training" (National Center on Response to 

Intervention, 2007). As most teachers are the first professionals to deal with students 

when they struggle, they may need professional development in differentiated instruction, 

grouping arrangements and explicitness of instruction (Fuchs & Young, 2006). 
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As RTI links more closely general education and special education, "how special 

educations teachers position themselves to support and supplement core instruction or 

align themselves to provide intensive intervention is crucial to the RTI process in general, 

and specifically to the special education's teachers value in the system" (Cummings et al., 

2008 p. 24). As special education teachers are perceived as having training in how to 

complete gap analysis, and having additional specialized instructional strategies that are 

effective for students with disabilities, special educators may be perceived by other 

educators as having an appropriate background to address RTI interventions (Cummings 

et al., 2008). Due to the nature of the IEP process in measuring and reporting on progress 

on annual goals, Cummings et al. (2006) acknowledge special educators have more 

knowledge with "data collection, data analysis and decision making" required in RTI 

models and therefore could be of assistance to general educators who are less familiar 

with such procedures. In a survey of rural Texas teachers, Brendle (2008) found that 

special education teachers rated their perceived knowledge of RTI higher than regular 

education teachers despite the fact that both sets of teachers had received the same 

professional development. Sampson and Lesaux (2009) argue that while the role of the 

general education teacher has changed in a school using RTI, the role of the special 

education teacher has changed to include possibly providing services to students who 

previously the special education teacher had no contact. 

Mahdavi and Beebe-Frankenberger (2009) found through anonymous teacher RTI 

Acceptability Surveys that teachers perceived the "RTI process as potentially effective to 

monitor student progress and lead to greater academic outcomes" (p. 67). the researchers 

also found that teachers perceived RTI useful to screen students for additional assistance 
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and interventions and that RTI would provide "permanent improvements for student 

learning in their schools and districts" (Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009, p. 67). 

Montana researchers found that teachers perceived the RTI process as "costly in terms of 

time, personnel and resources" and that "developing and teaching small intervention 

groups were seen as particularly time and resource consuming" (Mahdavi & Beebe-

Frankenberger, 2009, p. 67). In the two schools studied by Mahdavi and Beebe-

Frankenberer (2009), the researchers found that the school that made the greatest gains in 

reading had greater numbers of teachers who perceived that RTI was "effective, useful 

and worthwhile" despite finding that teachers perceiving the time and resources required 

to maintain the RTI process as "increasingly difficult" (p. 69). Mahdavi and Beebe-

Frankenberger (2009) found that teachers' buy in with RTI process increased as increases 

in students' progress increased. 

Summary 

The literature reviewed examined the legal journey of RTI as defined by IDEA 

and No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. General Systems Theory and Turbulence Theory 

examine how organizations function and react to outside forces and assist the researcher 

in framing RTI as an outside force on school systems. Literature reviewed also examined 

the changing construct of SLD and the role SLD plays with the use of RTI. Literature 

about RTI included definitions of RTI, models of RTI, purposes of RTI, implementation 

of RTI and personnel's roles in the implementation of RTI. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative study is twofold, first to describe various leaders' 

and teachers' perceptions of the implementation of RTI systems in one district at the 

elementary level and second, examine how leaders' and teachers' perceptions influence 

the interpretations of the implementation of RTI systems within the school. The study 

utilizes a single case study design that focuses on the implementation of RTI in one rural 

Georgia school district. The use of qualitative methods allows for the investigator to 

gather data, reveal multiple perspectives and ultimately gain insights into what is being 

researched (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). The use of the case study design allows the 

researcher to understand educational processes, problems and programs so that they can 

be examined in a manner that will bring about understanding which in turn can affect and 

improve educational practices (Merriam, 1998). Merriam (1998) argues that case studies 

are appropriate when the goal of the research is to provide a rich description of 

educational innovations. 

The Researcher 

The researcher is employed in a high school setting as a special education teacher. 

As a twelve year veteran special educator, the researcher has been involved in the 

identification of student with disabilities in a variety of ways. Due to training with 

53 
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intelligence, behavior, and academic assessments, the researcher has served in the 

capacity of assessor of students' abilities in the areas of behavior and academics through 

the administering of norm referenced testing materials such as the Woodcock Johnson 

and the Gray Oral Reading Test. Also, the researcher has three children at the elementary 

level who have experienced the RTI process due to speech challenges. The interventions 

the researchers' children experienced were specialized to the extent that a private speech 

therapist had to deliver them thus limiting the researcher's involvement in the RTI 

process to attending meetings where progress was updated at the six and twelve week 

marks. 

The researcher's experiences as a high school special educator and involvement 

with the identification of special education students could cause potential challenges with 

the researcher's subjectivity with conducting the study. The researcher is using member 

checks of interview data to limit the introduction of the researchers' bias into the 

respondents' data. Also, the researcher is using three sources of data, interviews, direct 

observation and artifacts to limit the introduction of researcher biases. Triangulation of 

the data should mitigate researcher bias. 

The Research Questions 

The research questions guide the selection of methods and the collection of data 

for this study. The researcher is interested in examining perceptions at various levels in a 

school setting as those perceptions relate to the implementation of RTI processes at the 

elementary level. 

1. What perceptions are held about responsibility for the implementation of RTI? 

2. What perceptions does central office staff hold of RTI implementation? 
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3. What perceptions do school level leadership hold of RTI implementation? 

4. What perceptions do teachers hold of RTI implementation? 

Criteria for Participant Selection 

In the United States, the Status of Education in Rural America identifies over nine 

million children who are educated in schools that are defined as rural. In the state where 

the study took place, one third of the students are identified as being educated in a rural 

school district (State Department of Education, 2010). In the state where the study took 

place 180 school districts, 82 were identified in 2008-2009 as rural and low income (State 

Department of Education, 2010). In the study "Why Rural Matter" (2009), the state was 

identified as being third in the nation for rural school enrollment and ranked 45 for rural 

high school graduation rate. With almost half of the state's school districts serving rural 

populations, the researcher chose to focus the implementation of RTI in a district 

identified as serving rural students. Hammond and Ingalls (1999) found that rural schools 

are often at a disadvantage when implementing government mandates due to limited staff 

and funding challenges. Rural schools and rural schools in the state may then be at a 

disadvantage when implementing RTI (Hammond & Ingalls, 1999; Brendle, 2008). The 

perception that rural schools may be at a disadvantage when implementing RTI due to 

limited staffing and funding challenges is a yet to be researched topic and will add to the 

description of RTI implementation in the state. The district selected for examination in 

this study is a rural district in the state that is currently implementing RTI at the 

elementary level. With the selection of this rural district the researcher aims at providing 

a rich descriptive study of a government mandate, RTI, within the context of a rural 

school district. 
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Participants 

The researcher will examine the phenomena of the implementation of RTI in one 

rural school district in Georgia. The district consists of one primary school, one 

elementary school, one middle school and one high school and a central office staff. The 

school system serves a student population of approximately 1600 students. For the 

purpose of this study participants will be selected from the elementary school and the 

central office staff involved in the implementation of RTI at the elementary level. Due to 

the elementary focus of the study, the researcher will interview, collect and analyze data 

from the elementary school principal, two teachers at each grade level for a total of six 

teachers, the superintendent, assistant superintendent for Support Services, System 

coordinator of Academic Intervention and the Special Education Director. 

According to the central office organizational chart found on the district's website, 

there are thirty one members of the central office staff. Principals, assistant principals, 

athletic director at the high school and cafeteria managers were listed, but not included in 

the researchers count of central office staff because these positions are school based and 

not central office based. The Special Education Director and the System Coordinator of 

Academic Intervention report to the assistant superintendent for Support Services, who in 

turn reports to the Superintendent. The researcher identified the Special Education 

Directory to interview because RTI systems are used to place students in the special 

education programs the director oversees. The researcher identified the System 

Coordinator of Academic Intervention to interview because the coordinator is responsible 

for addressing interventions to improve student achievement and therefore is responsible 

for RTI. The assistant superintendent for Support Services was identified to interview as 
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it is the assistant superintendent's responsibilities to provide leadership for both the 

Special Education Director and the System Coordinator of Academic Intervention. The 

Superintendent was chosen to interview because the position of Superintendent provides 

leadership and responsibilities for the entire district. 

The elementary school that will be studied has a population that fluctuates 

between 500 and 600 students. According to the State AYP Report Card, the elementary 

school is identified as a title one school that made AYP under the No Child Left Behind 

Act of 2001 statues due to meeting criteria for test participation, attendance and academic 

performance as measured by Georgia's CRCT in Math and Language Arts. According to 

the Governor's Office of Student Achievement, the elementary school reported that 63 

students receive special education services and this makes up 11.9% of the total 

elementary population. 84 students were identified as receiving early intervention 

program services and this makes up 15.9% of the student population. A 14 to 1 student 

teacher ratio was reported. 

The elementary school has a principal and an assistant principal. The principal is 

an African American female who has a specialist degree and is completing her doctorate. 

The assistant principal is an African American male who has a specialist degree. There 

are 36 full time teachers employed at the elementary school with one teacher being 

Native America, six teachers being African American and twenty teachers being 

identified as white. Twenty teachers have Bachelor's degrees, 11 teachers have Master's 

degrees, 5 have specialist degrees and 2 have Doctorate degrees. Six teachers were 

identified as having less than one year of experience. 18 were identified as having 

between one and ten years experience. 10 were identified as having between 11 and 20 
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years experience and 4 teachers were identified as having between 21 and 30 years of 

experience. The average number of years of experience for the teachers of the elementary 

school is 8.95 years. 

According to the Governor's Office of Student Achievement, the elementary 

school met Adequate Yearly Progress under No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 statutes. 

In the school where the study took place, 410 students were identified as meeting or 

exceeding the standards in Language Arts. In the school where the study took place, 432 

students were identified as meeting or exceeding the standards in Reading. In the school 

where the study took place 329 students were identified as meeting or exceeding the 

standards in Mathematics. In the school where the study took place, 318 students were 

identified as meeting or exceeding the standards in Science. In the school where the study 

took place, 429 students were identified as meeting or exceeding the standards in Social 

Studies. A 5.18% gain was reported in students meeting or exceeding the standards in the 

2008-2009 school year. 

The school district studied was chosen due to the status of RTI within the 

elementary school. The school has been using school wide screenings for reading with 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Literacy Skills (DIBLES) for the past four years. School 

wide screenings are identified by several researchers as a key component for effective 

RTI implementation (Mellard & Johnson, 2007; Mellard, McKnight, & Woods, 2009; 

Jenkins, 2003). Mellard, McKnight, and Woods (2009) and Hollenbrook (2007) 

identified few examples of local implementation of RTI existing in the literature. The 

examination of the implementation of RTI in a local school district in a southern state 
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with the focus on elementary level will therefore add to the literature base and the 

understanding of implementation at the elementary level. 

The school district was also chosen to collect data in because there are a large 

percentage of rural districts in this state. Outside of the major metro area most districts 

are identified as rural. Due to the large percentage of rural school districts in this state 

that are required to implement RTI systems, the researcher chose a rural district to 

investigate. By studying the perceptions of central office staff, principals and teachers of 

implementation of RTI in a rural school district, the study will add descriptive data 

available to other rural districts implementing RTI in the state of Georgia. 

Research Design 

The goal of this research is to most accurately represent the reality of RTI 

implementation in one Georgia school district. This study will use a case study approach 

as the research questions indicate the use of one bounded system of study. (Yinn, 1987). 

The study utilizes a single case study of one district with interviews, observations and 

collection of artifacts. Yinn (1987) identifies case study designs as the preferred strategy 

when "how and why questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control 

over events and when the focus is on contemporary phenomenon within some real life 

context" (p. 13). Merriam (1998) identifies a descriptive case study in education as one 

that provides a detailed account of a phenomenon and is useful in education because a 

case study can provide basic information of new educational innovations and practices. 

As the researcher will be investigating a district that she is not employed in, she will have 

little control over any events observed. RTI is also a contemporary phenomenon that is 

taking place in the real life context of elementary schools in Georgia. 
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Interviews 

The researcher chose the use of interviews to answer all research questions. The 

use of interviews allows for the researcher to learn things that cannot directly be observed 

(Patton, 2002; Merriam, 1998). Patton (2002) points out researchers cannot directly 

observe how people organize and attach meaning to the world without asking questions. 

"The purpose of interviewing then is to allow us to enter into the other person's 

perspective" (Patton, 2002, p. 196). Research questions two, three and four seek to 

answer how perceptions shape implementation of RTI and the use of interviews is the 

most effective way to gather perceptions of the implementation process. 

McNamara (1999) holds that interviews are a beneficial tool in getting 

participants' perceptions of their experiences. Secondly, the interview allows for 

respondents to provide the researcher with their opinions, perceptions and impressions of 

their experiences in a direct and personal way (McNamara, 1999; Patton, 2002). A semi 

standardized, open ended interview allows for all participants to be asked the same 

questions, while allowing the researcher the freedom to further probe participants when 

needed (McNamara, 1999; Merriam, 1998). Semi-structured, standardized, open ended 

interviews allow for all participants to answer the same questions and the approach 

facilitates shorter interview time and analysis and comparisons of data from multiple 

sources (McNamara, 1999). As participants are all busy educators, and there is a need for 

comparisons of individual responses across participants, the use of semi structured open 

ended interviews will be employed by the researcher. The research questions focus on 

perceptions of leadership and educators in the implementation of RTI, the researcher 
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determined the most direct way to record perceptions is to use semi-structured interview 

of the participants with follow up as needed. 

Semi structured interviews of central office staff, elementary leadership and 

teachers implementing RTI in one Georgia school district will first be conducted. As the 

elementary school is a subsystem of the entire school system and does not operate in 

isolation of the entire school system, the researcher used the hierarchy of the school 

system to structure the order in which interviews will be conducted. The hierarchy of a 

school system starts with central office staff, then principals and then teachers. The 

researcher will employ a snowball sampling technique. As the Superintendent of schools 

is the leader of the entire school system, he will have direct knowledge of central office 

participants involved in the RTI implementation and willing to be interviewed. Based on 

the Superintendent's recommendations the researcher will interview other central office 

staff involved in the implementation of RTI. Central office participants will be 

interviewed using the same semi-structured interview questions and the researcher will 

ask clarifying follow up questions as needed. The principal of the district's elementary 

school will be interviewed next. Again a snowball sampling technique will be used. As 

the principal is the leader of the elementary school, the principal will have direct 

knowledge of staff implementing RTI and will to be interviewed. Based on the principal's 

recommendations the researcher will interview two teachers at each grade level. The 

researcher will use the same semi-structured interview questions utilized with the central 

office staff and the researcher will ask clarifying follow up questions as needed. Two 

teachers, at each grade level, for a total of six teachers, will then be interviewed using the 

same semi-structured interview questions that were used with the central office 
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participants and the principal. As the elementary school serves grades three, four and 

five, two teachers at each grade level will be interviewed. Utilizing two teachers at each 

grade level allows for multiple descriptions of perceptions of RTI from participants that 

deal with the same grade level curriculum and students. The researcher will ask clarifying 

follow up questions as needed. Interviews will be taped and participants will be informed 

prior to the start of the interview that the session will be taped and later transcribed 

verbatim. They of course had the option to decline audio taping. 

At the onset of each interview, the researcher will state the motives for the use of 

the interview, the purpose of the study and how the information that is gathered from the 

interview will be used in the study (Merriam, 1998). In order to protect the identities of 

the people interviewed, each respondent will be assigned a pseudonym (Merriam, 1998). 

In order to insure that information that respondents provided to the researcher is correct, 

the researcher will employ member checks of each interview after it had been transcribed. 

The respondent will be asked to review the transcript to ensure accuracy (Merriam, 

1998). 

McNamara (1999) holds that interviews are a beneficial tool in getting 

participants' perceptions of their experiences. Secondly, the interview allows for 

respondents to provide the researcher with their opinions, perceptions and impressions of 

their experiences in a direct and personal way (McNamara, 1999; Patton, 2002). A semi 

standardized, open ended interview allows for all participants to be asked the same 

questions, while allowing the researcher the freedom to further probe participants when 

needed (McNamara, 1999; Merriam, 1998). Semi-structured, standardized, open ended 

interviews allow for all participants to answer the same questions and the approach 
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facilitates shorter interview time, analysis and comparisons of data from multiple sources 

(McNamara, 1999). 

Data Analysis-Interviews 

Once interviews are completed, the researcher will listen to the interviews in their 

entirety in order to gain familiarity with the interviews. The researchers will then 

transcribe all interviews verbatim. Once an interview is transcribed it will be read as a 

whole before being analyzed. As the researcher interviewed the Superintendent first, the 

researcher will begin with the reading of the Superintendent's interview, then central 

office staff, followed by the principal of the elementary school and finally the teachers. 

After interviews are read in their entirety, the transcriptions will then be scanned to 

identify categories and attributes following the Gotez and LeCompte (1981) analytical 

framework which consists of the following steps: (1) scan collected data to identify 

categories and attributes, (2) conduct additional scanning of the data for other categories, 

(3) create typologies for the categories, (4) determine relationships between categories, 

(5) create hypothesis from any relationships that are discovered, (6) find examples that 

contradict created hypothesis, (7) refine hypothesis until all examples are accounted for 

and explained (pgs. 6-20). 

Each participant's interview will be given a first scan for categories and attributes. 

Once all interviews have received a first scan, the researcher will conduct additional 

scanning of the data for possible additional categories and attributes. The researcher will 

then create typologies for the categories. Once categories are established the researcher 

will determine what relationships exist between categories. If relationships are discovered 

between categories then the researcher will create hypotheses based on the discovered 
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relationships. Once hypotheses are established, the researcher will examine the data for 

examples that contradict the researcher created hypotheses and continue to refine the 

hypotheses until all examples are accounted for and explained. 

Direct Observations 

Direct observations of the RTI process will be made within the elementary school 

that will be examined. An observation will be made of a team meeting where teachers 

and school level leadership decide on how schools will implement RTI. The researcher 

will observe unobtrusively while RTI meetings and interventions are occurring. In order 

to observe unobtrusively, the researcher will not verbally participate in any of the 

meetings and will sit away from the primary location of the participants of the meeting. 

Through the use of field notes the researcher will record significant observations in 

regards to the RTI process. The researcher will utilize an observation protocol to assist 

with the collection of data from direct observations. This protocol will consist of an 

outline of the sequence of events that takes place during the observation. The researcher 

will also employ the use of a table of desired information to ensure that information is 

gathered for each variable the researcher wishes to investigate (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). 

The use of direct observations allows the researcher to observe RTI 

implementation within the natural elementary school setting. As the researcher will not 

be a participant in the team meetings, or the implementation of interventions with 

students, the researcher's perspective of the phenomena can be detached with limited bias. 

Direct observation allows for the researcher to compare interviewees perceptions 

recorded in the interview with their actions and behaviors in the natural setting of the 
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implementation of RTI. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) identify several advantages for the 

researcher in collecting direct observational data such as obtaining information on 

behavior and understanding the context of the environment. The advantages for the use of 

direct observation in this study include obtaining direct information about the behavior of 

interview participants and allowing the researcher to understand the context of RTI 

implementation in a rural district at the elementary level. 

Data Analysis-Observations 

Analysis of the observation will be completed by analyzing the field notes taken 

by the researcher. First, the field notes will be reviewed in their entirety. After the field 

notes are reviewed in their entirety, the researcher will analyze the notes for themes and 

codes. The researcher will utilize the analytic framework from Gotez and LeCompte 

(1981) to analyze observational data as follows: (1) scan collected data to identify 

categories and attributes, (2) conduct additional scanning of the data for other categories, 

(3) create typologies for the categories, (4) determine relationships between categories, 

(5) create hypothesis from any relationships that are discovered, (6) find examples that 

contradict created hypothesis, (7) refine hypothesis until all examples are accounted for 

and explained (pgs. 6-20). 

After all the field notes have been read in entirety, the notes will be scanned to 

identify categories and attributes. After the initial scanning of the field notes the 

researcher will conduct multiple scanning's to identify any additional categories and 

attributes. Once multiple scanning's are completed the researcher will create typologies 

for all categories and then determine what relationships exist between categories. After 

relationships between categories have been established, the researcher will create 
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hypotheses from the relationships that are discovered. The researcher will then examine 

any examples that contradicted the created hypothesis and refine the hypothesis until all 

examples are accounted for and explained. Categories and attributes from the direct 

observations will be examined for similarities and differences with the interviews and 

artifacts. 

Artifacts 

The researcher will gather artifacts from the RTI process. The researcher will 

analyze the Georgia State Department of Education's Guide to RTI and information that 

is available to all school districts on the Georgia Department of Education website in 

regards to RTI. The artifacts the researcher will gather from the school districts include 

the districts RTI manual, school level policies for RTI implementation, RTI team meeting 

forms and teacher gathered intervention data. The researcher will also gain access to any 

professional literature that the district has used in the design and implementation of their 

RTI system. The researcher will utilize a protocol when reviewing the artifacts. The 

researcher will employ the use of a table to focus on desired information from the 

artifacts (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Within a case study, Yin (1987) identifies the use of multiple sources of evidence 

to "provide multiple measures of the same phenomenon" (p. 91). Yin (1987) also argues 

that "a major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use many 

different sources of evidence" (p. 90). The gathering and use of various artifacts from the 

state and the local school districts assist the researchers in understanding the context of 

the RTI phenomenon in a rural school district at the elementary level. Additionally, the 
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collection of artifacts allows for the triangulation of data between the interviews and the 

direct observations (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), 

Data Analysis-Artifacts 

All artifacts gathered will be first reviewed in their entirety. After all artifacts are 

reviewed in their entirety, the artifacts will be analyzed for themes and codes. A protocol 

will be used to focus analysis of information from the artifacts and generate themes and 

codes from the artifacts. Similar topics will be placed together in order to establish 

categories and codes for the artifacts (Tesch, 1990). Once themes and codes are 

established for the artifacts the codes will then be compared with the codes and themes 

established with the interviews and direct observation field notes. 

Data and Research Questions 

The researcher has aligned the data to be collected with research questions that 

the collected data may assist in answering. Data will be collected from interviews, direct 

observation and artifacts of the RTI system. The use of three sources of data comprise 

triangulation of the data in order to provide a more valid description of the RTI process in 

the rural elementary school being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The following table 

aligns the interview with data to be used to answer the research questions. 
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Table 1 
Alignment of Interview Questions and Research Questions 

Interview Questions Research Questions 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Describe how RTI is implemented in your school or 
district? 

Describe the role that you play with implementation of RTI 
in your school or district? 

Describe from your perspective what benefits you see or 
encounter in the implementation of RTI in your 
school/district? 

Describe from your perspective what challenges you see or 
encounter with the implementation of RTI in your 
school/district? 

Describe how your school/district monitors the 
implementation of the RTI process? 

Describe how your school/district monitors the 
implementation of the RTI process? 

1,2,3,4 

1 
2,3,4 

Depending on 
position 

1,2,3,4 

1,2,3,4 

1,2,3,4 

1,2,3,4 

The following table aligns direct observations with data to be used to answer 

research questions. 

Table 2 
Alignment of Observation and Research Questions 

Direct Observation Research Questions 

Roles in the meeting 
RTI verbiage used 
Teacher language used 

1,3,4 
1,3,4 
1,3,4 

Administration language used 1,3,4 
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Table 3 

Alignment of Artifacts and Research Questions 

Artifacts Research Questions 

State Department of Education RTI Manual 
State Department of Education Luminary PowerPoint's 
District RTI Manuals 
School RTI Paperwork 

1,2,3 
1,2,3 
1,2,3,4 
1,2,3,4 

Summary 

In this qualitative descriptive case study, data will be collected by the researcher 

utilizing three types of data. The semi structured interview will provide descriptive data 

on individuals' perspective of the implementation of RTI systems in a rural elementary 

school. The direct observations completed by the researcher will provide data on the 

actions individuals take while implementing RTI systems in a rural elementary school. 

The artifacts analyzed by the researcher will provide data on implementation of RTI as 

dictated by the state department of education and the district. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine perceptions held about Response To 

Intervention implementation. This study examined the perceptions held by leaders at the 

central office, the elementary school principal and by teachers at the elementary school. 

The researcher used three different types of data to answer the five research questions: 

interview data, direct observation of a RTI District Planning Team meeting and artifacts 

from the RTI implementation process. From the data the researcher generated categories 

which were then generalized into broader typologies to answer the research questions 

based on the information from the data. 

The primary source of data is the eleven interviews that were completed. The 

researcher interviewed the Superintendent, the Special Education Director, the Academic 

Coach, and the School Psychologist. From the school administrative staff the researcher 

interviewed the principal. The researcher interviewed six teachers at the elementary 

school. Two teachers at each grade level, grade three, grade four and grade five were 

interviewed. Three teachers serve on the district RTI implementation team and three 

teachers do not serve on the team. The interviews were semi-structured in nature. 

The secondary source of information was the observation the researcher completed of the 

district RTI implementation team. This meeting was the final meeting for the year where 

the objective of the meeting was for the team to complete the implementation plan for all 

70 
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schools in the district for the 2010-2011 school year. The observation was two and one 

half hours and was completed on May 11, 2010 at the central office professional learning 

room. Twenty seven people were present at the meeting and all schools in the district 

were represented. The meeting was led by the district's school psychologist. 

The third source of information was the analysis of artifacts obtained by the 

researcher from the State Department of Education and the school district where the 

research was completed. The artifacts examined were the Georgia Department of 

Education (2007) the school district's Implementation manual, goals and objectives hand 

out from the district implementation committee, handouts from the RTI implementation 

meeting and a RTI rating rubric. 

The following chart provides a visual presentation of the typologies and 

categories that were present in the interviews, observations, and documents. There were 

twelve typologies. Typologies that were present in all data sources were lack of 

knowledge of who's in charge, lack of clarity of responsibilities, lack of clarity of roles, 

vary perceptions of benefits of RTI. Typologies that were present in the interview and 

observation data were work in progress challenges of RTI implementation, lack of 

knowledge of RTI, insufficient time, communication of RTI with teachers, teachers 

helping teachers and school psychologist as guru. The typology of descriptions of RTI 

was present in the interviews and the documents. The typologies of teachers helping 

teachers and descriptions of RTI had not categories. The X in the chart indicates that the 

typology was not found in the data source. 



Table 4 

Data Overview 

Typologies 
Lack of knowledge of who's 
in charge 

Lack of clarity of 
responsibilities 

Lack of clarity of roles 

A work in progress 
Varying perceptions of 
benefits of RTI 
implementation 

Challenges of RTI 
Implementation 

Interviews 
School Psychologist 
Teachers 
Principal 
Special Ed. Director 
Lack of systems 
Who's in charge of 
monitoring 
Absolving of 
responsibilities 
Avoidance 
Resource provider 
Top Down 
Committee Members 

Resource Provider 
Top Down 
Teacher as decision 
maker 
School Psychologist 
as decision maker 
Teacher as completer 
Principal as monitor 

Timelines 
Communication 
Reflective educators 
Visual/Graphs 

Broad Challenges 
Specific Challenges 
Reaction to Change 

Observation 
School 
Psychologist 
Teachers 
Principal 
Who's in charge 
of monitoring 
Lack of systems 
Absolving of 
responsibilities 
Avoidance 
Resource 
provider 
Committee 
Members 

School 
Psychologist in 
charge 
Resource 
provider 
Teacher as 
decision maker 
School 
Psychologist as 
decision maker 
Teacher as 
completer 
Timelines 
Communication 
Long term 
achievement 
goals 
Broad Challenges 
Specific 
Challenges 
Reaction to 
Change 

Documents 
Teachers 
District 
Team 
SST teams 
Teachers as 
completer of 
RTI 
Action Plan 
School 
Psychologist 
Regular 
Education 
Teachers 
Who's in 
charge of 
monitoring 
Educators 
responsible 
School 
Psychologist 
Teacher as 
completer 

X 
Increases 
Student 
achievement 

X 

Lack of knowledge of RTI Murky 
Implementation 

Differing 
implementation 

X 
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Insufficient Time 

Descriptions of RTI 
Communication of RTI with 
teachers 
Teachers helping teachers 

Progress Monitoring 
Data Tracking 
Interventions 
Paper work 
Assessment 
Interventions 
Structure of day 
No categories 
School Psychologist 
Committee members 
No categories 

Progress 
Monitoring 
Interventions 
Paper work 
Assessment 
Interventions 

X 
School 
Psychologist 
No categories 

X 

No categories 
X 

X 
School Psychologist as guru Teacher identified School X 

Principal identified Psychologist as 
Superintendent decision maker 
identified Control 
Assistant Authority 
Superintendent 
identified 

Participants 

There were a total of eleven respondents for this study. The Superintendent of the 

district, the assistant superintendent who also served as Special Education Director and 

the School Psychologist were the respondents interviewed at the central office level. The 

principal of the elementary school was the respondent interviewed at the school 

leadership level. A total of six teachers were interviewed. Three of the teachers, Mr. N, 

Ms. Y and Ms. L serve as members of the district RTI implementation committee. Ms. T 

is a fourth grade teacher. Ms. C is a third grade teacher and serves as grade level chair. 

Ms. U is a fifth grade teacher. The following table provides demographic information of 

the respondents. 
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Table 5 

Participant Demographics 

Participants 

Superintendent 
Assistant Superintendent 

Ms. E. 

Principal 
Mr.N. 

Ms.Y. 

Ms. L. 

Ms.U. 

Ms.T. 

Ms. C. 

Position 

Superintendent 
Assistant 
Superintendent 
School 
Psychologist 
Principal 
Special Education 
Teacher 
District Committee 
Member 
Third Grade 
Teacher 
District Committee 
Member 
Fourth Grade 
Teacher 
District Committee 
Member 
Fifth Grade 
Teacher 
Fourth Grade 
Teacher 
Third Grade 
Teacher 

Years of 
Teaching 

30 
20 

10 

16 
17 

10 

13 

10 

11 

12 

Years in the 
District 

7 
10 

3 

8 
14 

8 

13 

8 

9 

10 

Research Question One: What perceptions are held about responsibility for 

implementation of RTI? 

Lack of Knowledge of Who's In Charge, Lack of Clarity of Responsibilities, 

and Lack of Clarity of Roles 

The typologies lack of knowledge of who's in charge, lack of clarity of 

responsibilities and lack of clarity of roles indicate that there was a lack of knowledge 

about the responsibilities and roles that members of the school district held. Categories 
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from the interview data, observation data and artifact indicated that responsibility for RTI 

implementation started as a top down initiative, but knowledge of specific people in 

charge was lacking at all levels in the school district examined. The analysis of the 

interview data revealed that there were varying perceptions of who was responsible in the 

district for RTI implementation. While all participants viewed RTI implementation as a 

top down initiative, the superintendent's perception of who was responsible for RTI 

implementation differed from that of the other people interviewed. The Superintendent 

identified that there were several levels within the system that were responsible for 

monitoring the implementation of RTI in the district. The Superintendent perceived his 

roles and responsibilities in regards to RTI as the "cheerleader," "motivator," a resource 

provider and evaluator for the implementation of RTI, "I like to think not just a ... 

cheerleader, a motivator but also the person behind the scenes that supplies the leads and 

offers the water for the bricks that are being put in place. Whether it's the resources 

needed, sometimes a little kick in the behind". When questioned about who monitors the 

implementation of RTI and checks that implementation is completed, the Superintendent 

responded: 

Different levels of that and at the building level has got to be the principal 
working with perhaps the guidance counselors or counselors, depending on which 
building you are in and then move that up to the district level. And Dr. M. and J. 
have a lot... Mr. G., our assistant superintendent, has oversight on this process 
then eventually it reaches me. It just depends on what the problems are. If it's 
systemic, well that's my responsibility. If it's an individual situation, then it's 
gonna be down at the lower levels making those changes. And I believe again, 
because of the communication process, how much communication there is about 
it, that it's easy to make adjustments and people willing to do that. 

One of the people that the Superintendent identified as responsible for RTI 

implementation was Mr. M who serves as an assistant superintendent and special 

education director. Mr. M was very adamant that the implementation of RTI fell into the 
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realm of regular education and that was not his responsibility. When questioned about the 

role that he has played with the implementation of RTI in the district, the special 

education director stated that he had "none at all." When furthered questioned he had the 

following response: 

I have not attended those meetings this year...but I know that they are trying to 
build a consensus of where we will proceed from here...There looking at RTI in 
the district... assessing needs... Again since it is a regular education process I 
think that the perception of special ed. involvement makes teachers think the 
pyramids are a gateway to special ed. instead of intervention to assist students. 

Ms. E, school psychologist, perceived teachers having responsibility for the 

district implementation of RTI and this was a primary reason for teachers making up a 

large percentage of the district RTI implementation committee. "My hope is this group is 

going to look at the forms and say, we like this part, we don't like this part. The person 

that created them is not a teacher. I am not a teacher, teachers need to have input into 

these things". 

Teachers who served on the district RTI committee echoed Ms. E's perception 

that the district RTI implementation committee members should be responsible for RTI 

implementation in the district. Mr. N, a committee member viewed the committee as 

establishing clarity of RTI implementation for teachers. "There are still some things about 

it we still need to tweak. There are still some challenges that are kinda murky. That's 

what we're trying to do with these committees with the schools and stuff. Ms. L viewed 

the district RTI implementation committee's members as being responsible for 

implementation of RTI at the school level. "Well I am on an RTI committee and from 

what I gather; this is the first year we have done that, I from what I gather from that 

meeting it will eventually be that group". Ms. Y who also serves on the district RTI 
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implementation committee, perceived the purpose of the committee to be responsible for 

professional learning and monitoring RTI implementation at the school level. 

I believe that the teachers, the group of us that went on the committee are fully 
capable after this year's, umm, committee meetings to implement the process. 
Umm, and you know that committee consist of several teachers, a counselor and 
one of the assistant principals. So I think we're fully capable of implementing and 
it wouldn't be the first time that you know we have trained the teachers. 

The typologies of lack of knowledge of who's in charge interacting with the 

typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of roles were prevalent 

during the observation as the team tried to establish standards and time lines. During the 

observation it was evident that there were no clear systems put in place to monitor the 

implementation of RTI and that responsibility for monitoring RTI implementation had 

not clearly been established. This was evident when a discussion about district wide 

timelines took place in the committee team meeting, the school psychologist made 

decisions on the implementation of RTI processes. Small groups discussed when their 

schools completed the three required benchmarks for RTI implementation. When the 

group came together to discuss district wide timelines for benchmarks the middle school 

argued that they complete middle of the year benchmarks in October. When the school 

psychologist indicated that middle of the year benchmarks were to be completed in 

January, the middle school reported back to the school psychologist that they would 

continue to take their middle of the year data in October and report it in January. When 

the group discussed end of the year benchmark timelines for the district, the primary, 

elementary and high school indicated that they would complete the end of the year 

benchmarking by the third week in May. The middle school again argued that they would 

complete end of the year benchmarks in February and report that data in May. The school 

psychologist indicated to the middle school team that end of the year benchmarking 
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would take place by the third week of May. This indicated to the researcher no person 

had been appointed to check that schools were reporting benchmark data at the 

designated time. 

The typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of roles 

were evident in the artifacts, but to varying degrees. The Department of Education 

(2007) does not give specific responsibilities for the RTI implementation process, just 

that schools have to implement RTI in a four tier model. The State Implementation 

manual does in a broad sense hold "educators" responsible for implementation of RTI 

(The Department of Education, 2007). The manual identifies the SST (Student 

Support Team) team as decision makers and monitors of the RTI process at tiers three 

and four (The Department of Education, 2007). Members identified as serving on 

the SST are "system psychologist, educational diagnostician, speech-language 

pathologist, occupational therapist, and or physical therapist and other appropriate to the 

evaluation" (The Department of Education, 2007). The state manual does identify 

general education staff as providers of interventions at the tier one and tier two level of 

the RTI process (The Department of Education, 2007). 

The typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of roles 

were more prevalent in the district implementation manual. The district implementation 

manual contained a three phase comprehensive action plan for implementation (District 

Implementation Manual, 2008 p. 23-35). The first phase of the implementation plan holds 

Central office staff, Principals and Academic Coaches responsible for drafting RTI 

implementation policy for the district. The second phase of the implementation plan 

holds Central office staff, Principals, Academic Coaches, School Improvement teams, 
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and mentor teachers responsible for implementation of RTI and training all teachers in 

RTI implementation. The third and final phase of RTI implementation indicated a fully 

operational model with teachers responsible for providing and documenting 

interventions. 

While the typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of 

roles were evident, the typology of lack of knowledge of who's in charge was also 

evident through the status of the comprehensive action plan that was in the district 

implementation manual. While a comprehensive action plan was developed in the district 

implementation manual, Mr. M, the assistant superintendent and Ms. E. the school 

psychologist indicated that the action plan had been abandon when the creator of the plan 

left the system in 2008. Both Mr. M, Ms. E. and the Superintendent indicated that the 

manual was undergoing changes and the District RTI implementation committee would 

be responsible for creating a new district manual. 

They typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of roles 

were evident in the district forms. The district forms indicate that intervention data at the 

tier two and tier three level are to be completed by the classroom teacher. These forms 

indicate that the responsibility for completing RTI interventions rests with the classroom 

teacher. 

School Psychologist as Guru 

A reoccurring typology that was found in all the interviews and the observation 

data was the school psychologist as guru. The categories of control, authority, provider of 

knowledge, keeper of knowledge, tasks checker and direction giver to the group indicated 

that the school psychologist has substantial responsibilities in the implementation of RTI 
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in the district. These categories comprise the school psychologist as guru typology. While 

most participants viewed the school psychologist as the guru of the implementation 

process in the district, the school psychologist appeared to have a lack of knowledge that 

this was how others perceived her in the district. The superintendent identified Ms. E., the 

school psychologist as responsible for RTI implementation. Mr. M. also identified Ms. E 

as the person responsible for RTI implementation in the district as indicated by his 

response, "the school psychologist just has kinda taken over the process now". Mr. M 

also indicated his perception of how Ms. E was doing with her responsibilities of RTI 

implementation for the district with this response, "Ms. E. has really taken the initiative 

with RTI and I'm not sure where they are in the creation of a new manual, but she is 

trying to make (RTI) a process that teachers understand and use to help students". Most 

of the teachers identified the school psychologist as the person responsible for RTI 

implementation at the district level. Ms. C, a grade level chair, indicated that the school 

psychologist controlled the paperwork in the RTI process when she responded, "(T)he 

school psychologist wants to see when they come in for a meeting, especially if you are 

doing a referral". Ms. L a district RTI implementation committee member indicated that 

the school psychologist was responsible for controlling the RTI implementation when she 

responded that Ms. E was the person she consulted as the authority on RTI knowledge. 

"We have worked with the school psychiatrist, or psychologist to come up with those 

[interventions]. And she had given us some". 

The school psychologist, Ms. E. identified that she held significant 

responsibilities for the district for implementing RTI, but she did not perceive herself as 

being the authority, or the guru of RTI implementation like others who were interviewed 
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did. When questioned about her responsibilities for RTI implementation, Ms. E 

responded, "People look to me to decide how it goes. You know what needs to happen 

when and where and if things aren't right, they kinda look to me to tell them that. 

Although I am not the RTI coordinator, we do have an RTI coordinator". Ms. E perceived 

that she should not be the person primarily responsible for RTI implementation for the 

district. She stated, "I am not in the classroom, I'm not in a school building, I can't make 

decisions for all those people. It's not fair to them for me to do that". 

The typology of school psychologist as guru was reoccurring in the observation of 

the district RTI Implementation committee team meeting, completed by the researcher on 

May 11, 2010. The school psychologist as guru was evident by the control, authority and 

the directions that the school psychologist exerted during the district RTI implementation 

team observation. Her control was evident as she gave directions for all activities, she 

stated the objectives of the meeting and she set the time limits for all activities completed 

by the individual school teams. The categories of control and authority were prevalent for 

the observation data. Evidence of the typology of school psychologist as guru was 

evident by several categories that were prevalent during interactions between the school 

psychologist and the individual school groups had with her. During school group 

activities the school psychologist would walk to each school table and ask questions 

about what the group was talking about. She would ask questions of the group to clarify 

what they were reporting to her, or she would ask redirection questions to get the group 

to focus on completing a chart that each school was instructed by the school psychologist 

to complete. During the ice breaker the school psychologist asked for volunteers and 

when no one volunteered the school psychologist called on the Primary school to report 
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to the entire group. When the school psychologist arrived at the individual school tables, 

off task behavior such as personal side conversations and grading papers would stop. 

When the school psychologist arrived at the elementary table during the chart completion 

of the activities two teachers began to ask questions of the school psychologist in order to 

complete the chart the school psychologist had directed each school to complete. The 

school psychologist redirected the elementary team by stating "You do have standard 

things that you can do." 

The school psychologist as guru typology was evident in the district RTI forms. 

Through the responsibilities assigned to the school psychologist in the forms the 

categories of authority, control and tasks checker were identified. The district RTI forms 

indicate that all completed forms at the tier three level are turned into the school 

psychologist for review. This would indicate that the responsibility for monitoring tier 

three interventions rests with the school psychologist. 

Summary 

In regards to research question one, the interview data and the observation data 

indicated that the school psychologist has a significant number of responsibilities for RTI 

implementation in the district. All eleven participants identified the school psychologist 

as having significant responsibilities for RTI implementation in the district. All three of 

the teachers interviewed who serve on the district RTI implementation committee 

identified the committee as having some responsibilities with RTI implementation for the 

district and the school they serve. Observation data indicated the school psychologist was 

in charge of the committee meeting through her behaviors, communications and 

interactions between the school psychologist and other committee members. The 
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observation data indicated that other committee members did participate and offer 

suggestion on how parts of RTI should be implemented in the district, but he school 

psychologist made the final decisions for district implementation. The artifacts did not 

indicate that the school psychologist should have significant responsibilities for RTI 

implementation, but can serve on SST teams. The district RTI manual did not indicate 

that the school psychologist has responsibilities for RTI implementation, but indicates 

that central office staff and the principal should be responsible for RTI implementation. 

Direct RTI forms indicate that teachers are primarily responsible for completing the 

processes of RTI at the school level. 

Research Question Two: What perceptions does central office staff hold on the 

implementation of RTI? 

A Work in Progress 

Typology a work in progress indicated perceptions held by central office staff 

related to the status of RTI implementation in the district. Three people from central 

office were interviewed: the superintendent, the assistant superintendent/special 

education director referred to as Mr. M, and the school psychologist referred to as Ms. E. 

The interviews revealed descriptions of the status of RTI implementation while also 

revealing perceptions held by central office staff as it relates to RTI implementation. 

The typology of a work in progress was evident in the superintendent's interview. 

The superintendent described RTI implementation as a work in progress for the district. 

He viewed the district's implementation of RTI as a process that each school in the 

district was experimenting with and several people in the district were trying to get a 
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consensus based on what the school currently has implemented. The superintendent 

offered the following description of RTI implementation in the district: 

RTI is implemented as a district wide as, philosophical as well as a programmatic 
how shall I say it, it's in process and what we are trying to do with it is sketch it 
for the system and have buildings then run with it and we have several people 
who are integral in that whole process. Ms. E, our school psychologist, is taking a 
lead with that so she is the one who is overseeing looking at it making sure that 
what the process that we say it is, is being implemented 

The assistant superintendent also perceived the implementation of RTI in the 

district as a work in progress. He described the history of implementation of RTI in the 

district. Mr. M., offered this description of RTI implementation: 

It's a work in progress. Probably started about 4 yrs. ago. Putting together a 
manual. Creating formalized practices and procedures based upon research and 
the mandate from the state. One lady created the manual and based upon the work 
of that person the manual was created. The woman who created the manual is no 
longer with the system and the school psychologist (Ms. E) just has kinda taken 
over the process now.... She likes numbers. [T]he person that we had in place 
kinda developed a program and did a pretty good job with that. I think everyone 
thought that. 

For Mr. N, the history of implementation of RTI in the district centers on a person taking 

charge of the initiative. The first person in charge was the school psychologist and when 

she left her position the new psychologist took up the responsibilities of district 

implementation of RTI. 

The School Psychologist, Ms. E described district implementation of RTI in much 

more detail than the superintendent and the assistant superintendent, but her description 

still had elements of the work in progress typology. She focuses her description of RTI 

implementation on the actual processes involved in the day to day implementation of 

RTI. Ms. E offered this description of RTI implementation: 

We use the Georgia pyramid for interventions. We use that as a guide, but 
implementation this year has focused on getting progress monitoring tools in 
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place. Universal screeners and true progress monitoring tools that we could look 
at every two weeks. That is going a little slow, we've got it going in primary, 
elementary school, middle school and high school are still struggling to get started 
with their progress monitoring. [W]e do tier 2 is small group instruction and at 
that level we ask for three times a week, 30 minutes of intervention and progress 
monitoring every four weeks. At tier 3, our SST, we do progress monitoring every 
two weeks and we ask for interventions five days a week for 30 minutes. So that 
is how we implement it. 

The school psychologist's description of the RTI implementation was more 

detailed than other central office members. Her perceptions of day to day implementation 

may be due to her involvement in the process at tier three. Her perceptions may also be 

shaped by her responsibilities as the lead trainer for RTI implementation in the district. 

The typology of RTI implementation as a work in progress was evident in the observation 

data. The district RTI implementation committee was trying to reach a consensus for RTI 

processes in the district, as the superintendent and assistant superintendent indicated in 

their interviews, but the district schools responded either as accepting of the changes due 

to RTI implementation, or resistant to the changes. These varying responses to the 

changes caused by RTI implementation, observed in the districts RTI implementation 

committee indicated that educators' responses to changes caused by RTI implementation 

were a work in progress. Categories of participants' participation from the district RTI 

implementation committee meeting observation, indicated the elementary and primary 

participants were participating in dialogue about changes for progress monitoring, but 

middle school members of the committee resisted efforts to be persuaded to change their 

current practices. 
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Varying Perceptions of Benefits from RTI implementation 

The typology of varying perceptions of benefits from RTI implementation was 

evident in each of the interviews. While the central office staff members interviewed 

perceived benefits from RTI implementation, each of the central office respondents 

perceived different benefits of RTI implementation. The superintendent perceived 

communication as a benefit of RTI implementation. The assistant superintendent 

perceived more reflective educators as the primary benefit of RTI implementation. The 

school psychologist viewed the benefits of RTI implementation as a movement away 

from using grades to judge student performance and producing visuals of student 

progress. 

The superintendent viewed the benefits of RTI as an increase in communication 

with parents. He viewed RTI implementation as a vehicle of providing clearer 

communication about students' progress to their families. The superintendent described 

the increase in communication with parents about student achievement in the following 

response: "response means there's communication, so there's communication about kids 

and their education". The superintendent perceived the benefit of increased 

communication as a way for the school system to focus on individual students at all 

levels of the school system. He describes this communication in the following response: 

Well this is about communicating what the kids need and once we find out what 
they need is we then we respond to that need and that brings the family in, that 
brings the teachers in, that brings the administrators in, sometimes it brings 
outside agencies in and all communicating the same thing. How do we help this 
kid? And I'd like to emphasize the fact that that's on an individual basis. 

The superintendent perceived the increase of communication that RTI created as a 

factor in increasing student success, brighter futures and increased graduation rates for 
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students within the community. "I see that as the benefit and then oh by the way the kids 

succeed and we have a better test scores, we see a kid adjusted better for what his future 

might hold. Hopefully graduate". 

The observation data also revealed the perception of increased communication 

that the Superintendent saw as a benefit of RTI implementation. The opening activity of 

the work session stressed the importance of communication between schools as a crucial 

part of improvement in the RTI implementation process. Each school was asked to report 

what they wished the school below them knew and what the school above them knew 

about the work that they were doing. All the schools reported that they wished for more 

communication with the school below them and the school above them. At one point in 

the conversation the middle school began discussing the current sixth graders. The 

primary school and the elementary school shared with the middle school the difficulties 

academically and behaviorally that same group of students had at their schools. The 

psychologist pointed out those conversations like the one the group was having were 

what RTI was designed to assist. The school psychologist pointed out to the participants 

that the discussion of the current sixth graders was a "healthy" attempt at vertical teaming 

and increased communication between schools. 

The assistant superintendent viewed the primary benefit of RTI implementation as 

a process that is making educators more reflective and aware. The assistant 

superintendent's perception is that the time the RTI process takes, make teachers more 

reflective and aware of the way that they are educating students, and Mr. M perceives this 

as a positive for RTI implementation. The assistant superintendent describes how he 
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perceives that implementation of RTI causes educators to be more reflective and aware 

when he replied: 

The RTI process makes us slow down and really take a hard look at if the student 
is learning what we think the students needs to learn. There's data to show that the 
student is making progress or not making progress and I think anything that 
makes us more reflective and conscious teachers is a positive think. 

The school psychologist identified two benefits of RTI implementation. The first 

benefit of RTI implementation identified was a movement of teachers away from using 

grades to describe student performance. It was her perception that the RTI process made 

teachers focus on attainment of fundamental skills for students: 

I think a good benefit for us is the shift from grades, based on chapter test, to 
progress monitoring. Because with that you can truly see where a child is 
struggling, umm, overall not just in one class or another class but foundational 
skills free in math, writing. They cover every area, so that is nice to move away 
from the more subjective grades to objective scores. 

The school psychologist perceived that once the teachers changed their behavior 

from using objective scores, to using informative assessments to judge students' 

performance, the change would ultimately "make a huge difference for our students". The 

second benefit the school psychologist saw in the implementation of RTI is that graphing 

of scores allowed for teachers to have a visual document of progress. Ms. E. described 

the benefit from her perception of how teachers felt about the visual documents of 

progress. "[S]ome of them [teachers] are starting to see a benefit of graphing of scores 

and they can see that what they are doing is making progress for the child. They like to 

see that or when they can see that it's not and then you can change". 

Challenges of RTI Implementation 

The typology of challenges was evident in all the central office interviews. The 

typology consisted of two categories: broad challenges as identified by the superintendent 
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in his interview and specific challenges, as identified in the assistant superintendent and 

school psychologist's interviews. Each of the central office staff interviewed identified 

challenges with RTI implementation. The superintendent perceived challenges with RTI 

were educators' reaction to change. The assistant superintendent perceived challenges 

with RTI implementation was that the teachers were not comfortable with the RTI 

process. The School Psychologist identified the challenge of time for providing 

interventions as a challenge of RTI implementation. 

The Superintendent viewed the challenge of change as the primary challenge with 

RTI implementation. From the superintendent's perception, the challenges that the district 

was experiencing with RTI implementation were really challenges that any change in a 

system causes. The Superintendent responded, "[Y]ou know all the inbred problems with 

change. It's not until you start seeing some good come from it that more people are on 

board". The Superintendent described the challenge of dealing with change in his district 

as a theory of 10 to 20% for the change, 10 to 20% against the change and then trying to 

"win over" the remaining percentages. "You try to win the ones in the middle over, and 

umm and that's a lot of what's going on". The Superintendent also perceived that 

educators have difficulty changing their practices due to the constant changes that 

educators are asked to implement from outside forces. The Superintendent explained: 

The habits of teachers who and and not just teachers, educators in general this is 
the way it used to be, this is the way I've done it for years, why can't they do this 
instead of doing this? You got a lot of stuff that you have got to overcome. So 
change is very difficult especially, I'm gonna say especially in education, because 
people will sit back and say, Ohh we've been here, we've done this before, we'll 
just wait for it to come back around and there is a lot of that. 
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Lack of Knowledge of RTI 

The assistant superintendent perceived that teachers were not comfortable with 

the process of RTI due to their lack of knowledge of RTI. He specifically spoke about 

teachers keeping track of data, progress monitoring and implementing interventions for 

students. When asked about challenges with RTI, Mr. M stated: 

Teachers are not as comfortable with the process...The keeping of the data and the 
progress monitoring part of the process. There not sure about the interventions or 
what they should do in each of the tiers and in that way...just knowing that your 
gonna hit or miss, you know maybe I will try this intervention today and it will 
come back to meetings and say it didn't work. 

Keeping track of data, progress monitoring and implementing interventions are all 

processes, or sub systems of the RTI process. Mr. M's perceptions that teachers are not 

comfortable with the process of RTI were also identified as challenges in the principal's 

and teachers' interviews. 

Insufficient Time 

The school psychologist identified the challenge of time for interventions as a 

challenge with RTI implementation. Ms. E. perceived the challenge of time as an 

administrative challenge effecting teachers implementing RTI processes: 

[W]e are struggling with getting all the intervention time in because umm well the 
teachers have a hard time scheduling that much time for student intervention, in 
addition to covering all the GPS. So we are working on getting more 
administrative umm support for the scheduling aspect of RTI. So they can create 
the time that teachers need to truly do it right. 

The school psychologist did admit that she was "somewhat impatient" with the 

administration scheduling time for teachers to implement interventions. The school 

psychologist also indicated that the primary school already had made time for 

interventions for teachers and that the "elementary school was coming around, and they 
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have it for reading". The school psychologist indicated she perceived her advocacy of 

built in time for interventions was the reason why "teachers are starting to understand that 

they got to have built in time". 

The typology of insufficient time was also evident in the observation data. As the 

committee was discussing time lines for delivering universal screeners and progress 

monitoring data, many of the committee participants discussed what other school 

activities would interfere with completion of universal screeners in the time frames 

discussed. Several of the participants questioned the school psychologist on the time 

frame administration expected processes of RTI to be completed with what teachers 

already had to complete in a school day. Several of the participants at the elementary 

table discussed how they could add writing screeners and interventions in a curriculum 

that already demanded more than the hours of a school year allowed. 

Summary 

In regards to research question two, interview data indicated that the 

superintendent and the assistant superintendent both perceive the implementation of RTI 

as a work in progress. Observation data supports that RTI implementation is a work in 

progress in the district. Interview data indicated that the school psychologist and the 

superintendent could describe general processes of RTI, while the school psychologist's 

process was more detailed. The interview data indicated that the Superintendent 

perceived increased communication as a benefit to RTI implementation and the 

observation data also indicated increased communication was a benefit of RTI. Interview 

data indicated that the assistant superintendent perceived more reflective educators as a 

benefit of RTI. The interview data also indicated the school psychologist perceived 

movement away from grades, and the use of visuals as a benefit of RTI implementation. 
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The interview data indicated the superintendent perceived educators' comfort level with 

RTI processes and the school psychologist perceived time as a challenge to RTI 

implementation. The observation data indicated that educators' reaction to change and 

time were challenges to RTI implementation 

Research Question Three: What perceptions does the principal hold for 

implementation of RTI? 

In regards to the status of implementation of RTI, the principal interview data 

indicates the typology of a work in progress for the status of RTI implementation. 

Additionally, the typologies of lack of clarity of responsibilities and lack of clarity of 

roles were present in the principal interview data and the two typologies were subdivided 

into the categories of teachers as completers and principals as monitor. Analysis of the 

interview data and the artifacts indicate the principal's involvement in the implementation 

of RTI at the elementary school. The principal selected the district RTI implementation 

committee members, but was not involved with the committee team meetings and 

observation data was not used to answer question three. Analysis of the interview 

contained typologies: benefits of RTI implementation, and challenges of RTI 

implementation, which was subdivided into the categories of broad challenges and 

specific challenges. 

Work in Progress 

The typology of a work in progress was evident in the responses of the principal 

when questioned about the status of RTI implementation at the elementary school. The 

principal reported, "Response to intervention and that is something we work on". This 

response indicated that the principal perceived the status of implementation as still in 
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progress at the elementary school. When the principal was asked to describe the 

implementation of RTI at the elementary school, the principal gave a description of how 

different grade levels were progressing with their implementation of RTI: 

At third grade most of our students don't come here on folders, but we think we 
struggle at third grade because we're not familiar with the kids and sometimes we 
have to pick up. So, that's how...where the process...we implemented it more in 
third grade cause we know fourth and fifth grade...what we're doing with the 
kids...our teachers can talk to the next teacher but at third grade our kids have to 
read to learn and so if they haven't picked up their reading by the time they get to 
third grade they're struggling and so we have to make sure we hit that Response to 
Intervention quick! Because if they don't get it by the end of third grade...if they 
don't pick up reading we're struggling. And reading is our main thing and 
multiplication. 

Responsibilities and Roles 

The typologies of responsibilities and roles were present in the interview data. 

The responsibilities and roles typologies were subdivided into the categories of teachers 

as completers of RTI and the principal as monitor. The principal discusses both 

typologies in the interview responses. The principal's responses indicated that her 

perception of implementation consist of teachers reviewing tier folders and discussing 

students in teacher teams at least once a month. This perception is different from the 

descriptions provided by the central office and by teachers communicating on student 

achievement with their grade level teams was echoed by many of the teachers, but not 

specifically discussed by central office staff. 

Teachers As Completers of RTI 

Through various points in the interview, the principal indicated that teachers were 

the primary completers of RTI. According to the principal, teachers are first responsible 

for meeting on students in the tiers of interventions and keeping up with data generated 

by maintaining a tier folder for each student. "Our teachers are meeting. We have tier 
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meetings... so you have to have tier meetings and the teachers have their tier folders". 

The principal also indicated that teachers are responsible for meeting in their grade levels 

to discuss student achievement and meet monthly to discuss RTI exclusively. "They 

meet... the teachers meet at grade level... but they... they meet... have monthly 

[meetings] with RTI". There are also teachers who serve on the district team that meet for 

the purpose of shaping the implementation on the district team. "We have an RTI district 

team just to make sure we are all doing the same thing cause that's what we thought as a 

district that we were all doing something different". 

The principal also indicated that teachers are responsible for communicating with 

each other about students. "Our teachers can talk to the next teacher". The principal 

perceives the teachers as the primary communicators on a student's progress in the tiers 

of RTI. The communication is imperative to the principal and indicates to the principal if 

the teacher is completing RTI implementation. The principal felt very strongly that 

teachers are responsible for the failing status of their student and those teachers of failing 

students must provide interventions to those students: 

I check the folders, I talk to the teachers. A lot of times at progress report time 
uh... if the kids are failing... I want to know what interventions... I'm always 
asking what intervention is taking place. What are you doing? Because you can't 
talk to me unless... if the kid is failing... You can't talk to me unless you can tell 
me what kind of interventions you are giving a child. If they're failing math have 
you pulled them to the side and worked. If it's a para pro.. .are they flashing 
multiplication facts? Have you gone back because a lot of times.. .what I think 
some teachers miss is that when the kid's not getting it you just can't go on. You 
got to go back and find out the point what... they missed... cause they missed 
something and see if you can reteach that and make them connect...So, I think my 
role in it is to making sure I'm talking to the teachers. 

In the interview, the principal indicated that "the teachers put it together". 
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Principal As Monitor of RTI 

The principal indicated that teachers meet with her twice a year on SST 

administrator days. Administrator days were days that the principal set aside on her 

calendar to meet with teachers individually about their students' progress. At these 

meetings the teacher must discuss the performance of the student and review data with 

the principal. "We have SST administrator days where they have to come in with their 

folders... talk to me about the kid... what's working and what's not working and we do 

that twice a year". The principal also indicated that the purpose of these meetings is for 

her to check that the teacher is administering the correct interventions and not getting lost 

in the paper requirements of RTI. In these meetings the principal may have to guide the 

teacher: 

To make sure... that the strategy is not working sometimes you know you have to 
push the teacher along and say what are you doing cause it can get stuff on paper 
and that's the frustrating part about it because there can be stuff on paper we want 
to talk to the teacher make sure they're doing what they're supposed to do. 

The principal does take an active role in the implementation of RTI, but the role 

appeared more a consultant role and took place when the teachers needed reassurance 

that the decisions the teacher was making aligned with the principal's philosophies. When 

asked how decisions were made in the RTI implementation process and how students 

move between the tiers, the principal had the following response which indicated to the 

researcher that the teachers were the primary decision makers for RTI implementation in 

the building: 

The teachers met together. The teachers meet together and sometimes they come 
to me if I am not in the meeting. They'll come run it by me, "cause they know that 
I like to know. Uhh but they make the decision and they run it by the counselor 
first then the counselor is the one that comes to me. Sometimes the teachers come 
too, but the counselor comes to me and says, This is where we are, we thought 
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we'd try this and I decide. I don't decide, necessarily, but I will give my input and 
we all will decide. 

The typology of principal as monitor of RTI is present in two of the artifacts. 

Analysis of the artifacts indicated that the principal should be involved in the 

implementation of RTI. The State Implementation manual does not directly mention the 

principal in any roles and responsibilities. The District Implementation Manual does 

mention the principal as responsible for all parts of phase two of the action plan. The 

principal is identified as being responsible for ensuring that teachers have the needed 

professional learning and knowledge to implement RTI (District Implementation Manual, 

2009). The district manual also identifies the principal as the person responsible for 

ensuring that teachers complete interventions and data of progress monitoring (District 

Implementation Manual, 2009). It appears that the State Implementation manual and the 

District Implementation manual contradict. The RTI forms for the district do not indicate 

that the principal needs to be involved in tier three meetings, but data from teachers 

interviews indicated that the principal does review tier two and three data for students 

that exhibit severe behavior or academic difficulties. 

Perceived Benefits of RTI Implementation 

The typology of perceived benefits of RTI implementation was evident in the 

principal's interview responses. The principal perceived several benefits to the 

implementation of RTI. The principal perceived the focus on individual student 

achievement as a benefit of the implementation of RTI. The researcher examined the 

principal's perception that a benefit of RTI is a greater focus on individual student 

achievement. Throughout the interview, the principal expressed her perception that the 

increased student achievement focus was a benefit of implementation of RTI. One of the 



97 

principal's primary beliefs that came through during the interview was her focus on 

student achievement. According to the principal the purpose of any program that is 

implemented in the school is "to make it better for our kids". Based on the words the 

principal used, student achievement was the responsibility of the entire school team. "If 

they don't pick up reading we're struggling". The interview revealed not only that the 

principal viewed RTI as a way to address student achievement, but the principal had 

specific beliefs in regard to where students should be with their skills. The belief that 

students should master specific reading skills was tied to the principal's belief that RTI 

could assist students in achieving necessary skills: 

At third grade our kids have to read to learn and so if they haven't picked up their 
reading by the time they get to third grade they're struggling and so we have to 
make sure we hit that Response to Intervention quick! Because if they don't get it 
by the end of third grade... if they don't pick up reading we're struggling. 

The principal also spoke about how RTI allowed professionals to know where 

students were specifically struggling over longer periods of time. The principal's 

perception that when teachers know specifically where students are struggling, the 

teachers are better able to address achievement needs of students was evident from the 

following quote: 

... It's important to know where the kid is struggling and I think with RTI you can 
see that you can see that from grade to grade and the teachers can connect and 
say... you know... that this strategy worked with this kid. 

As opposed to the way that students' achievement was monitored prior to RTI 

implementation, the focus on the student over a longer period of time was viewed as an 

additional benefit of RTI. The focus on the student over longer periods of time was 

perceived by the principal as a RTI benefit that focuses on individual student 

achievement. It was the principal's perception prior to RTI implementation that students 
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could proceed through the school system without necessary skills to complete grade level 

work. Students who were able to make it to twelfth grade but were unable to complete 

grade level work were viewed by the principal as a call to action to assist struggling 

students. The principal viewed RTI as an accountability measure now in place to ensure 

that students would not make it to high school without necessary skills: 

... I think that it's a good thing because it puts the eye on the kid. I think a lot of 
times kids were just sometimes they got to 12th grade, nobody knew it and they 
weren't in special ed. and they were nothing but they couldn't do any work. But 
they were just passed along. But I think once we see a kid struggling we have to 
do something now. And I think that's all the accountability taking place anyway. 
You have to do something. So I think it benefits schools I really do. 

The principal indicated that a second benefit of RTI implementation was the 

knowledge that the teacher receives about a student because of RTI. The principal 

indicated through her interview responses that she perceived that the administrator and 

the teacher really know the student and that would help increase student achievement. 

The principal's belief that knowing the student translated to the twice a year tier checks 

that she completes and the time the principal takes in "knowing every kid" in the tiers of 

intervention: 

I want to make sure I know every kid. And you can ask me about every tier kid 
and I can tell you who's struggling and who is failing. I can tell you which kid 
cause I think I need to know that part. I think that's important for me to know not 
just numbers but names. 

A third benefit the principal identified was the clear communication that teachers 

could have with parents about student achievement. This was also a benefit that the 

Superintendent held for RTI implementation. The principal discussed how RTI helped the 

teachers express to parents the actual achievement levels of students to parents. The 

progress monitoring graphing and the information about how a student responds to 
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interventions provided closer home to school working relationship to increase student 

achievement. 

I think it benefits kids and I think as the parents come to the meetings we try to 
give them information cause they have to come to the tier meetings as well. We 
give them information... try this at home and we're going to try this and we're 
going to see how we're going to get this all together. 

Challenges of RTI Implementation 

The typology of challenges of RTI implementation was evident in the principal's 

interview. The principal identified one broad challenge and two specific challenges. The 

principal perceived three challenges with RTI implementation: all schools in the district 

implementing RTI in a similar way, the time the RTI process takes, and the knowledge 

base that teachers have about RTI. 

Broad challenge: differing implementation in the district 

The principal also perce8ived that differing ways that other schools in the district 

were implementing RTI was a challenge for RTI implementation at the elementary 

school. When discussing challenges with RTI implementation the principal responded, 

"All of us doing it together. Making sure what you see in primary school is the same as 

elementary, the same at middle and I think we are working towards that". Earlier in the 

interview, the principal recounted her perception of how the differences between primary 

school RTI implementation and elementary school implementation impeded the 

elementary RTI process: 

When we asked for tier folders from the primary school they said, "What are tier 
folders?'... Where are our folders for the kids... for the kids who are struggling?" 
'Cause everybody met, but that's impossible because they can't meet if they still if 
they get over here and they're still reading at 20 words per minute on the Dibbles 
or if they can't comprehend. So there's no way that you're meeting if you're not on 
a grade level... So, you can't...if they're meeting that means then somebody needed 
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to add something extra needed to add another goal if we were meeting. So, that I 
think that was part of the disconnect with the primary school. 

The principal's perception that teachers at the elementary school did not have 

necessary information from the primary school for their incoming third graders caused an 

increase of communication with the primary school. The result as reported by the 

principal of the elementary school was that the primary school has started completing 

RTI tier folders like the elementary school. 

The typology of differing implementation in the district was also evident in the 

observation data. The observation data supported the principal's perception that schools 

in the district had not implemented RTI similarly. This was evident by the responses that 

each school offered when questioned by the psychologist about what universal screeners 

were used at each school and the time frame that the universal screeners were given and 

resulting data reported to the central office. The middle school utilized a drastically 

different time schedule for universal screeners than the other schools. The primary and 

middle schools kept tier two and tier three data differently than the elementary school. 

Specific challenge: time and the RTI process 

The principal perceived the twelve week time line of tier two and three 

implementation as a challenge with the implementation of RTI. The principal expressed 

concerns with the time it takes to identify struggling students and the time it takes to get a 

student appropriate assistance: 

[H]ow long I does it take it before they see. You know... before they see a kid is 
struggling. I... that 12 week thing gets me sometimes, because a lot of times the 
teacher knows ahhh this is something here and you can see it, but the process I... 
I think I worcy about is how far we have to get and what we have to do to be in 
place to see that this kid is in trouble and sometimes I think it might take too long. 
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The typology of time of the RTI process was also evident in the observation data. 

The observation data also supported the principal's perception that time was a challenge 

to implementation of RTI as the schools debated how much time universal screeners take 

to complete and debated time lines and reporting dates for completion of universal 

screeners. Participants argued about completing the universal screeners in a timely 

manner. Elementary and middle school participants questioned receiving data from 

feeder school in a timely manner so that teachers in the receiving school would not waste 

time using interventions that had not previously been successful. 

Specific challenge: lack of knowledge of RTI 

The third challenge that the principal perceived was the challenge of teacher 

knowledge base for implementation of RTI. During the interview of the principal, the 

researcher questioned the principal about the knowledge base of the teachers in regards to 

progress monitoring and selecting interventions to progress monitor. The principal 

indicated "I do think they struggle with coming up with appropriate interventions, I do 

think that". The principal also indicated that teachers struggle with selecting interventions 

and monitoring the status of the interventions that are used to increase student 

achievement: 

I definitely think that is difficult, I sure do. We always say that sometimes the 
teachers don't know what to go back to. Like I said, when that kid is missing it, 
we gotta figure out. I do agree with that. It's that sometimes we don't know what 
intervention to give. 

The perception of the principal that teachers do not have the knowledge base to 

come up with appropriate interventions did not deter the principal from expecting her 

teachers to implement interventions and progress monitor for students as evidenced by 

her statement "we gotta figure it out". 
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The typology of lack of knowledge of RTI was evident in the observation data. 

The observation data also supported the principal's perception that there were concerns 

about the teachers' knowledge base for implementation of RTI. During the committee 

meeting the school psychologist explained three times the difference between a universal 

screener and a progress monitoring probe to the committee. The school psychologist held 

several individual conversations about the use of particular interventions and what 

specifically the interventions listed on paper were designed to address with individual 

students. 

Summary 

In regards to research question three interview and observation data revealed that 

RTI implementation is a "work in progress" (Principal Interview). The principal 

described RTI implementation as a "work in progress" in her interview. The observation 

data supported the principal's perception, as the committee being observed was 

attempting to create time lines for universal screeners and progress monitoring. The 

interview data revealed that the principal perceived teachers as the primary completers of 

RTI, and that the principal's role in RTI is that of consultant and one who monitors of 

RTI. The interview data also revealed that the principal perceived that RTI allows for 

clear communication, knowledge for teachers to know a student's specific weaknesses 

and an increased focus on individual student achievement. The principal perceived 

challenges to RTI implementation as the time it takes to complete RTI processes, district 

schools' varying implementation procedures and the knowledge base of the teachers. The 

observation data supported the principal's perceived challenges of RTI implementation in 

the areas of district schools' varying implementation procedures and teacher knowledge 
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base. Artifact data supported the principal's perception that the principal was responsible 

for monitoring teacher implementation of RTI. Artifact data also indicated that the 

principal was to be responsible for ensuring professional learning for RTI implementation 

for teachers. 

Research Question Four: What perceptions do teachers hold about the implementation of 

RTI? 

All three data sources, interviews, observation and artifacts reveal the importance 

of the teacher in the implementation of RTI. According to the codes from the interviews 

teachers have some common perceptions about RTI implementation. Common typologies 

that were generated were: descriptions, responsibilities/roles, benefits, challenges, 

professional development, communication, and teachers helping teachers. The 

observation data revealed that most of the district committee members were teachers in 

the district who were on the committee to offer the teacher perspective of implementation 

efforts. Analysis of the artifacts revealed that the teacher is the primary completer of 

paperwork, and selector of the interventions. 

Descriptions of RTI 

Teachers had varying descriptions of RTI implementation. The researcher found 

that the teachers that served on the committee or in a leadership role at the school had a 

much broader view of RTI and more detailed knowledge than those teachers who were 

not directly involved in the implementation process. This was apparent by the varying 

descriptions that the teachers provided when asked by the researcher "How is RTI 

implemented in your school?" Ms. T. is a fourth grade teacher and does not serve in a 

leadership role or on the district committee. Her response describing implementation was 



104 

very short and did not provide many details. "Each building and classroom is responsible 

for making sure it is fully functioning. RTI is designed to put interventions into place to 

help all struggling students succeed in the classroom". Ms. C serves as a grade level 

chair, but does not serve on the district committee. She provided a much longer, detailed 

response that also focused on the teacher making decisions in the RTI implementation: 

In my school, umm, RTI started off as, you know from SST to RTI. We were 
given a power points presentation by the school psychologist. Is how we were 
introduced to RTI with a bunch of handouts and umm, really have to read up on it. 
Uhh, the tier, the visual from the state always helps me, umm, but it's really still 
left up to the teacher. I mean when u have a parent meeting and you're trying, you 
know, to decide the committee there does decide, but really it's the teacher who's 
with the child all day that knows if the child is struggling. I'm a huge data person, 
so I collect a lot of data, I graph all my data so when I take it to a meeting I can 
show the line where they're supposed to be, excuse me, and the line they are 
actually at. Which helps with deciding if they need to go up or if they can even 
come back to tier one. As fast as it's implemented here, we still do, you know, our 
grade level SST or tier meetings are left with people on our hall. Umm, our 
counselor attends sometimes if there are not enough teachers and, but there is no, 
RTI is still new and it's still very judgmental, it's still very, umm, kind of left up 
to you. I think the district RTI committee which I couldn't serve on cause I did 
way to much this year, umm, but there trying to get some consistency as far as the 
schools and the district all having you know something consistent to go to and the 
one thing that's really confusing for us is the paper work here. It's the same 
paperwork for our school, for the primary school, for the middle school, for the 
high school so on one paper, you know, it could have CRCT scores it could have 
EOCT, it's just you know very blank so that everybody can use it. 

Ms. Y is a third grade teacher who serves on the district committee for RTI 

implementation. In the response that she provided she described the status of the 

implementation in the elementary school and then the process that teachers were expected 

to go through when they implement RTI: 

Well right now we are in the process of implementing. Last year they came to us, 
before we had just basically SST students in fourth team. They came to us last 
year and said we needed to have tiers. And so where in the process of 
implementing those, some of our teachers still don't quite understand the tiers and 
the implementation so it's a work in progress. We look at umm any kids who are 
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failing, who have not done well in benchmark test that we give at the beginning of 
the year and we place those students in tier two. After several weeks of 
interventions, if they are still struggling, they still have not showed any progress, 
then we move them to tier three. At the tier three level we do intense every day 
interventions, if the students are still not making any progress, then we move 
towards testing. If their making progress we might move them back to tier two or 
to tier one. That is the ultimate goal, have we gotten there yet? No. Right now we 
have kids who will be placed in tier three and will stay in tier three their entire 
lives just about. The movement in between tiers has not gotten where it needs to 
be, and were finding that a lot of kids that need to be in a tier are not being placed 
in the tiers as young as they need to be placed in there, but like I said, it's a work 
in progress. 

The three interview excerpts illustrate how the involvement of the teachers in leadership 

roles and the implementation committee lead to a broader view and more detail 

knowledge of RTI implementation in the elementary school. 

Perceptions of Responsibilities and Roles of RTI 

Teachers indicated that they perceived various roles and responsibilities for 

teachers, administration and central office staff. The teachers primarily replied about the 

roles and the responsibilities of the teacher in implementing RTI. Teachers also 

responded on their perceptions of the roles and responsibilities of the principal, central 

office and the school psychologist in the implementation of RTI. Most of the teachers 

identified the teacher as the primary decision make and the interventionist for RTI 

implementation. 

At the school level most of the teachers pointed to the guidance counselor as the 

person in charge of RTI implementation, but the teachers who responded were not 

entirely sure her responsibilities in regards to RTI implementation. This was evident by 

several of the teachers' responses when questioned about who was responsible for RTI 

implementation. Mr. N responded "I guess you would say is kinda steer at this point by 

the counselor". Other teachers concurred with Mr. N's perception that the counselor was 
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in charge of RTI implementation. Ms. U reported that once she identifies a struggling 

child then she and the counselor "come up with different activities that we can implement 

with that child to help them become more successful in the classroom". Ms. Y identified 

the counselor's role as the person who keeps track that meetings are held, and when a 

student moves tiers. "[T]he school counselor keeps track of when we're meeting, if we're 

not meeting, and at the transitions; who's in which tier, the movement between tiers. She 

keeps track of all that". Mr. N concurred with the perception that the guidance counselor 

is responsible for the RTI files and monitoring meetings. "More or less yeah, she is the 

one that keeps file SST information and umm and you know is called into a lot of 

meetings". Ms. C identified the counselor's role and responsibility as the person who 

should give teachers ideas about interventions, but identified that the counselor lacked 

knowledge base to fulfill this role: 

I do think the person from our school that has always been our SST, now RTI 
person, is our counselor. Umm, but I don't think she's even as up with RTI as she 
should be. I think she's received some training outside of school, but I think she 
needs more professional development on RTI and I think she would then do a 
better job with providing us with, you know, more research based things or just 
ideas. 

Several of the teachers identified themselves as the identifier of students who are 

struggling and as the person responsible for selecting and implementing interventions for 

struggling students. Ms. U identified her role in RTI implementation as the person who 

identifies students' weaknesses for intervention. "I'm pretty much one of the ones that can 

identify the child and then report that to the counselor". While Ms. U identified the 

counselor as a person who selects interventions for students, Ms. U also described her 

role in selecting interventions for a student. "I kinda look at the individual child and what 

they been doing so far for me in the classroom". Other teachers relied more on data they 
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obtained from universal screeners to identify struggling students. When asked to describe 

her role in implementation of RTI she offered the following description that shows her 

role as identifier and implementer: 

I take that information 'cause we have parapros that do those benchmarks tests. So 
I take that information and we look at it as to which kids are in need and I help 
other teachers make decisions on how, what interventions might work and move 
the child through the tiers. [I] make recommendations if they do think they need 
to be tested then that's my job to do as their teacher. I schedule meetings and 
make sure which, this year I don't have any tier three. 

Ms. T also identified her role in RTI implementation as the interventionist "my role is to 

ensure that each student who is served by RTI is administered the correct level of 

interventions to help them catch up and succeed. 

While the other teachers identified themselves as interventionist, Ms. C, a grade 

level chair, identified herself as a data manager for the implementation of RTI. "So in my 

hall I photocopy, I sort, I make everybody's data charts". Ms. C. provided the most direct 

description of her perception of roles and responsibilities as it relates to implementation 

of RTI as it relates to teachers, "with RTI the decision is still left up to the teacher 

mostly". 

Ms. Y identified the school psychologist as the person responsible for RTI 

implementation at the district level. Ms. Y described the school psychologist's role in 

presenting RTI to teachers. "[W]ell J.T. is the one that came in and umm did the initial 

training with us. she basically came and did like a 30-45 minute training". When asked 

who was responsible for implementation at the school level Ms. Y, a district RTI 

committee member, responded, "I believe that on a school level, I believe that the 

teachers, the group of us that went on the committee are fully capable after this year's, 
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committee meetings to implement the process". Ms. C also identified the school 

psychologist as the person leading RTI for the district. "The school psychologist leads it". 

The interview data revealed that teachers held different perceptions of the roles 

and responsibilities of the principal in the implementation of RTI. Ms. C. reported, "Well 

I don't really see the administration getting involved with RTI as much". According to 

Ms. C.'s perception of the work load of the principal, "I don't think it's fair to put it on the 

administration". Mr. N perceived the principal as being involved due to the perceived role 

of the principal being in charge of the entire school. He also notes that the principal 

delegates this role to others in the building. "She's involved with it. I think there is a lot 

she has to be in charge of and I mean she does have to rely you know on this committee". 

Mr. N did point out that in high profile, or difficult cases the principal is more involved in 

the RTI process. "With certain students I know she is involved in making sure that things 

are moving along so". Ms. L responded that she thought the principal was supportive of 

the teachers' efforts to implement RTI because, "She listen to me gripe and groan on a 

regular basis". 

Ms. U described the principal's role differently then Ms. C and Mr. N. Ms. U's 

perception of the principal's role was to be supportive of the teachers, provider of 

resources, provider of information and trying to get the teachers more time to complete 

RTI implementation: 

[S]he understands and she works with us and you know she is like ok you know 
and she gives you everything you need. You know she provides us with weekly 
newsletters so you are aware of what you have to do and what's coming up and 
what you may or may not have to turn in. So she is very good about that and she 
is also great as far as when we have to do the math benchmark, she gives us, you 
know the ones that have to grade. Ok, well I will give you this day off and you 
stay in here and you get it graded and you do everything so she works with us. 
She is great about that. 
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Ms. Y. perceives that the principal places importance on the RTI implementation 

to address student achievement as indicated by her response, "she thinks it is very 

important, she wants it implemented". Ms. Y also responds that the principal's view on 

RTI implementation is very clear to the teachers, "That it's very important that we get 

these kids identified and help them to you know, if there is not a specific learning 

problem to help them catch up so they won't continue to struggle. You know it's very 

important to her and she's you know told us that". 

The observation data contained the typology of teachers responsible for the 

implementation of RTI. Observation data indicated that teachers were playing various 

roles in the implementation of RTI in the district. During the work session, the majority 

of the participants were teachers. The group was very vocal about progress monitoring 

and provided the school psychologist a great deal of feedback on the subject. Ms. L and 

Ms. Y from the elementary school were two teachers that worked diligently to complete 

the district progress monitoring chart and the intervention chart. One teacher from the 

high school asked who was to be responsible for training all the other teachers on what 

transpired in the committee meetings. The school psychologist indicated that the 

committee members would be assisting in professional learning needs for their schools 

and that was why committee members were participating in the cwrent sessions. 

The responsibilities and roles typologies were also evident in the artifacts. The 

State Implementation manual indicates that the general education teacher is responsible 

for implementation of interventions at tier one and tier two. The District Implementation 

Manual indicates that teachers are responsibly for tier one, tier two and tier three 
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interventions (p. 27-28). The District manual also indicates that teachers should select 

and implement interventions as a grade level team (District Manual, p. 29). 

The District RTI forms indicate that the classroom teacher is the completer of the 

forms. Teachers must set academic goals, establish baselines, select a research 

intervention, record progress towards completion of the goal by graphing progress points 

every two weeks, hold a meeting to discuss progress and ultimately decide if the student 

requires more intervention. The multiple responsibilities that the completion of the 

District RTI forms requires that the teacher has significant responsibilities to ensure 

proper implementation of RTI. As the forms completion relies heavily on the teacher's 

professional judgment, data from the teacher's interviews that indicated much of the day 

to day implementation relies on "teacher's professional judgment" appears valid. 

Perceived Benefits of RTI Implementation 

The typology of perceived benefits of RTI implementation was present in the teachers' 

interviews. The categories of focus on individual student achievement and giving students what 

they need were dominating categories in the teachers' interviews. While perceived benefits 

shared with the researcher were limited, the categories of focus on individual student achievement 

and giving students what they need were discussed in the interviews 

Focus on Individual Student Achievement 

The typology of perceived benefits of RTI implementation was evident in all the 

teachers' interviews. Teachers indicated that they perceived various benefits to RTI 

implementation. Responses varied by the teacher, but the increase focus on the individual 

student was a common help perception based on the interview data. The teachers' 

perceptions concurred with the principal's perceptions that a benefit of RTI 
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implementation is an increase in student achievement. Ms. C. indicated that the progress 

students make under the implementation of RTI is rewarding to the teacher: 

Well with my kids it is fulfilling when you know when they start out struggling 
and they get bumped up to tier two and then you work with them and they 
improve and they get to go back down. Umm, with SST it was more you're kinda 
in SST it kinda lingered longer then I think RTI. I think with RTI it can be much 
more positive because you can see them go back down. 

Giving Students What They Need 

Ms. T. reported that "it catches them up when you work with them. It does bring some 

parents in that you normally can't". Ms. L., a fourth grade teacher and committee member 

reported, "I think that it's helping the students get the need, the things they need to get 

back on track". Ms. U, a fourth grade teacher, responded "[RTI] really helps the students 

because it gives them that one on one." Ms. Y, a third grade teacher and committee 

member responded with the most detailed description of benefits of RTI: 

I can see that students that truly have problems being identified at an earlier age. I 
see a lot of kids slipping through the cracks until they get older and get so far 
behind that it's hard for them to make any progress and get caught up. Umm, I' 
also seeing kids who see where kids, who do not have a learning disability, do not 
have a problem being able to get the intervention they need so they can get caught 
up. It's not a matter of them having a learning problem it's just somewhere along 
the way missed some instruction and I think the RTI process allows them to get 
that instruction they need to get caught up so that their not lagging behind. 

Challenges of RTI implementation 

The typology of challenges to RTI implementation was evident in the teachers' 

interviews. The categories of paperwork, time to complete RTI processes and a lack of 

knowledge of RTI resulting in a need for professional learning were dominant categories 

from the analysis of the teacher interviews. In the interviews the teachers identified 

several challenges about the implementation of RTI. Paperwork, time, and a need for 
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more training were three challenges that were more frequently discussed in the interviews 

with the teachers. 

Paperwork As A Challenge 

Paperwork was a category that was present in three of the teachers' interviews. 

While teachers identified paperwork as a challenge, the teachers identified different 

aspects of the paperwork as challenges in RTI implementation. Mr. N stated that the 

paperwork required for RTI was "convoluted at times you know and maybe kinda 

contradictory". Ms. T. reported, "it's a lot of paperwork, there is more paperwork 

involved in tier three". Ms. C. reported, "the paperwork, it's not that it's time consuming, 

as it is so unclear". Ms. Y. reported, "it's a lot of paperwork you have to keep up with". 

Other teachers that they struggled with specific components of the RTI paperwork 

process such as keeping track of the data and progress monitoring. Ms. C's response 

illustrates the challenges teachers have with creating charts and graphs for progress 

monitoring, "some teachers go in and they know they've done everything they are 

supposed to do but maybe they don't have the data on paper and they go into a meeting 

and then that really flusters the teacher because they leave there basically feeing like an 

idiot". Ms. C used an example of a teacher she knew to stress how a teacher not 

completing data for paperwork makes teachers less receptive to the RTI process, "one of 

the older teachers at our school, she has been teaching you know twenty-six years, she 

had all of her data beautifully on like a manila notebook but that's not what they wanted". 

Ms. T reported not reporting data in the accepted format causes delays in the RTI 

process, "getting all the data and putting it into an actual table or cause if you don't have 

it in a table form they won't even look at the information that you have". 
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Time to complete RTI processes 

The category of time to complete RTI processes was present in three of the 

teachers' interviews. A second challenge that was discussed was time. The time to 

complete interventions, the time it takes for a student to progress through tier two and 

three, and in one teacher's perception, the time RTI interventions take away from the 

instruction of the state mandated curriculum were challenges associated with RTI 

implementation. Ms. T. discussed time as a challenge in that teachers do not know how 

long to implement interventions, and thus do not know how long to keep students at tier 

two or tier three, "how long you should try the strategies: six weeks, nine weeks, twelve 

weeks?" Ms. U. discussed how implementing RTI was another task on an already busy 

teacher's plate and requires a teacher to utilize time management skills, "classroom 

teachers, we have some much to do as it is already, and you have so many kids in a 

classroom with different levels it's really difficult if you're the only person in there. So, 

it's really a time management thing and there's really nothing we can do about it at this 

time". Ms. L. gave an example of what she meant by RTI taking time out of instruction 

by describing how RTI is currently implemented in her classroom. Ms. L. reported "we 

do stations at least three times a week because of the tier two children so, we have to do it 

at least the three times and it cuts into a lot of instruction time". 

The category of insufficient time for RTI was present in the observation data. 

Several teachers voiced concerns about being able to complete interventions within 

established timelines with the responsibilities that teachers cunently have. Even when the 

school psychologist established timeline standards for the district, several teachers from 
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the middle school voiced that they would continue with their present implementation of 

RTI because that was what they could do with the time they cunently had. 

Lack of knowledge of RTI resulting in a need for professional learning 

Present in the teachers' interviews was the category of lack of knowledge and a 

resulting category of a need for professional learning due to the lack of knowledge of 

RTI. A third challenge that interview analysis revealed was the need for increased 

professional development and training for RTI implementation. All teachers mentioned 

the need for professional development and training in their interviews, but the teachers 

focused on different aspects of the RTI implementation process for professional learning. 

From Ms. C's perception the need for professional learning makes RTI implementation 

ineffective at the elementary school. "I really don't think people just understand it. So, I 

think that is a problem with effectively implementing it if you don't understand it". Ms. T 

echoed similar thoughts when she stated, "we're still confused, I mean some of the time, 

you know, like how to do it?" Along similar lines, Ms. L reported a basic professional 

learning concern as knowing the steps of the RTI process, which she revealed when she 

stated, "my biggest concern is once I know the steps". Even though Ms. L serves on the 

district committee she went onto say, "I do my best but sometimes I struggle with 

knowing and how it is all suppose to work out". 

Ms. Y. identified with Ms. L and Ms. C. that teachers had not received enough 

professional learning and needed a larger knowledge base of RTI information as 

indicated by her reply, "so far it's just that the teachers haven't had enough training". 

Later in the interview Ms. Y went on to describe what knowledge she thought would 

assist teachers with the implementation of RTI at the elementary school. As Ms. Y. also 



115 

serves on the district committee for the implementation of RTI, her perception that 

clearer guidelines were needed was expressed: 

It's gonna take a lot of teacher training and I'm hoping that once we finish with 
this committee this year and we get our guidelines in order that we'll be able to sit 
down with the teachers and go over the guidelines so they can be better informed 
of what they need to be doing. 

Ms. C thought that teachers needed to receive professional learning in two areas. 

The first area Ms. C thought needing addressing was the skill of breaking down why 

students do not achieve. "What is she consistently missing?" We have to identify and 

pinpoint the certain things and I think regular ed. teachers still look at the whole picture 

instead of you know... Breaking it down". The second need for professional learning that 

Ms. C identified was a lack of knowledge with RTI that the school psychologist thinks 

the teachers already have: 

I also don't think that the school psychologist probably feels that it is her job to 
come and tell us what we need, that maybe she thinks we should know. But after 
sitting through a power point presentation, you don't get what RTI is, it takes a lot 
of other research, it takes experience just going through it. 

Mr. N. expressed that teachers needed to understand how to progress monitor 

within the implementation of RTI. "I talked within this committee; you know they have 

been trying to make teachers understand you have to do some progress monitoring". Mr. 

N also expressed how "daunting" it is to teachers to progress monitor without the 

knowledge to clearly progress monitor. "I think sometimes they don't realize how 

daunting it can be you know to teachers to say progress monitor this and progress 

monitor that, how are you progress monitoring". 

The category of lack of knowledge resulting in need for professional learning was 

evident in the observation data. They questioned the school psychologist about how 
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teachers should select interventions and track data on consistent bases to complete district 

forms. During the observation one teacher asked who was to be responsible for training 

all the other teachers in the new standards that were being created by the committee. The 

school psychologist indicated that the committee members would be providing 

professional learning for their schools. 

The category of lack of knowledge resulting in need for professional learning was 

also evident in the artifacts. One artifact, the district manual did provide some guidance 

for teachers, but not the detailed instructions that many of the teachers were seeking. 

While the District manual is currently being revised by the District RTI implementation 

committee, one chapter of the manual is devoted to assisting teachers plan reading 

interventions within their regular instruction time (p. 43-59). On pages 43-59, the District 

Manual does provide teachers with specific examples of interventions at each tier level 

that can be used by the teacher during intervention time. The District manual does not 

provide teachers with examples of progress monitoring or graphs that they are expected 

to create for tier three paperwork. 

Communication of RTI with teachers 

Communication was a typology that was evident in four of the teachers' 

interviews. Communication about RTI implementation was discussed by many of the 

teachers. Most of the teachers viewed the communication loop as a top down loop for 

implementation of RTI. Ms. T described the communication loop as, "it probably goes 

from administrative, what are we gonna do and then it goes to probably Ms. J. and then to 

Ms. A (counselor) and then to us". Mr. N perceived the communication about RTI 

implementation as "murky". Ms. Y described communication as open between teachers. 
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"We do talk among ourselves and you know suggest different kinda intervention, will this 

has worked for my child maybe it will work with yours". Ms. L also identified open 

communication between teachers and replied, "Most definitely we sit and try to make 

decisions together you know as much as possible". Ms. L also discussed how 

implementation of RTI fostered open communication between teachers. "I like that we 

can discuss it and talk about umm things that other teachers have used that work". Ms. L 

identified her communication with the central office in regards to RTI implementation as 

a question and answer session between her and the psychologist, and perceived her 

question asking as the primary reason she was selected to serve on the district committee. 

Ms. L offered the following statement as an example of her communication with central 

office, "I've been in J's office several times saying if I had to intervene with all of them, 

all those children that are in red, I just don't know". Ms. T viewed communication with 

central office as limited and a reason why teachers were not implementing RTI fully at 

the elementary school. "I think a lot more would be willing to do that part if they knew 

how to, exactly what she wanted". The "she" that Ms. T was referring to was the school 

psychologist, who Ms. T perceived as the person in charge of RTI for the district. Ms. T. 

did stress that communication was difficult due to lack of a time when all parties were 

together to discuss RTI implementation. "It's kind hard unless you're all together at the 

same time and everybody kinda gets the whole picture at once". Ms. C reported that she 

found the communication with central office to be "responsive" when dealing with RTI 

implementation, which is why the district RTI committee was created. Ms. C. also 

identified communication with the elementary principal as "responsive". Ms. C offered 

the following response when questioned about communication with the school level 
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administration, "When we speak I do think they listen. You know, if we say something's 

unclear I don't understand it, most of the time they are like you're right". 

Teachers helping teachers 

Teachers helping teachers was a reoccurring typology in all the teachers' 

interviews. The perception of the teachers varied on why teachers were helping teachers 

implement and understand RTI. Some teachers perceived teachers were helping teachers 

understand and implement RTI because teachers were the logical people with the desired 

information. Ms. L was one teacher who held this perception evidenced by her statement, 

"Until you're in the room and it you say ok yeah this is working". Ms. L. also stated that 

one of the benefits of RTI implementation was teachers helping teachers with the 

implementation process. "I like the fact that the teachers help out and that we're for the 

most part any of that I have dealt with are very open to given ok this idea worked for me 

here why don't you try I". Ms. Y perceived the purpose of the district RTI implementation 

committee's purpose to help other teachers. "In fact I am on a committee right now that 

where trying to setup some guidelines to help teachers, especially to help teachers with 

the transition between the tiers". Ms. U perceived the collaborative spirit that the 

principal fosters in the building as the reason why teachers help teachers with the 

implementation of RTI. "[the principal] encourages us, especially in the beginning of the 

year; she actually sets up a schedule where during your planning you go visit two 

teachers". Ms. U saw these teacher visits as a catalyst of trying new things in her 

classroom: 

Oh it was like, you know, I could adapt that to my class so I went back to the 
room and I cut out the little, you know, the different shapes and I said ok were 
gonna, here's a number and then on each window you put the different forms of 
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that number. So, you know, just give them a visual. So, you know, you take things 
that I tell, you know I'm stealing you idea. 

Other teacher perceived that they had specific knowledge that they used to help 

teachers better understand RTI implementation. Mr. N was one such teacher. Mr. N 

serves on the district RTI implementation committee and is the special education chair at 

the elementary school. He responded "sometimes I'm called in if it's you know if there's 

some something that stands out about a particular student". Ms. C was another teacher 

that perceived her skills and knowledge in graph making as a way to help other teachers. 

"They wanted a graph and umm that's where I have that skill and I will say let me plot 

your data". Ms. T perceived that when teachers have their RTI paperwork in order, then 

that teacher has helped the next year's teacher know the student better. "[When] their 

paper works all in order so that the next year's teacher doesn't say, "hey where is this at?" 

Or, you know, they can get a heads up on hey this student had trouble with this last year. 

They can kinda look forward and see ahead of time". 

Summary 

In regards to research question four interview data revealed that teachers that 

serve on the district committee or on the school leadership team were able to offer a more 

detailed description of RTI implementation. Four of the six teachers interviewed 

identified the counselor as being responsible for RTI implementation and monitoring at 

the elementary school, and four of the six teachers interviewed identified the principal as 

having a limited role in RTI implementation at the elementary school. Two of the six 

teachers interviewed identified the school psychologist as being responsible for RTI 

implementation at the district level. Three of the six teachers interviewed identified their 

role in RTI as the person responsible for identifying struggling students, and three of the 
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six teachers interviewed identified their role as the provider of interventions. Five out of 

six teachers identified an increased focus on student achievement as a benefit of RTI 

implementation. Three out of six teachers reported time as a challenge with RTI 

implementation. All the teachers interviewed identified the need for more professional 

learning, communication as important to effective RTI implementation, and the need for 

teachers to help teachers in implementing RTI. Observation data supports that committee 

members saw time as a challenge. Observation data supports that the school psychologist 

appears to be responsible for RTI implementation at the district level as she lead the 

committee meeting. Observation data supported the need for increased professional 

learning and teachers helping teachers, as committee members were identified by the 

school psychologist as assisting with professional development at their schools. 

Observation data supported the teachers' perception that communication was important in 

RTI implementation as all schools communicated with each other. Artifact data supports 

the teachers' perception of their roles as selector of interventions and provider of 

interventions. Artifacts also indicated that teachers were responsible for completion of all 

district forms. 

Major Findings 

1. The typologies of responsibilities/roles and lack of knowledge of who's in charge 

led the researcher to conclude that responsibility for implementation and 

monitoring of RTI implementation is unclear to participants of the study. 

2. The typology of benefits was found in all three data sources and led the researcher 

to conclude that all participants identified benefits of the RTI implementation. 

The typology of benefits was related to the typology of responsibilities/roles as 
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identified benefits of RTI implementation differed based on participants' position 

in the district. The closer a participant was to central office leadership, the more 

global their perceptions were of RTI implementation benefits. 

3. The typology of challenges led the researcher to conclude all participants 

identified challenges with RTI implementation. The superintendent identified 

broad challenges with RTI implementation, while the school psychologist, 

principal and teachers identified specific challenges to district implementation 

challenges. 

4. The category of insufficient time led the researcher to conclude that insufficient 

time is perceived as a challenge to implementation of RTI at the central office 

level, principal level and teacher level. 

5. The typologies of knowledge and lack of knowledge resulting in need for 

professional learning led the researcher to conclude that all participants identified 

a need for increased training and learning for RTI implementation. 

Summary 

The major findings of the study are based on the perceptions analyzed from the 

interview data, observation data and artifact analysis. The difference of perceptions 

appears to be based on the role the participant plays in the district. Common perceptions 

were held between those who served the district in like capacities. Implications of the 

data and findings for current implementation of RTI may be significant for other school 

districts implementing RTI. The findings also indicate the need for further research into 

RTI implementation. 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, RECCOMENDATIONS 

This study described the perceptions of the RTI process held in one rural Georgia 

school district. The study examined perceptions of central office staff, the principal and 

six teachers at the elementary level in one Georgia school district. Literature that was 

examined included theoretical background of systems theory and turbulence theory, the 

legal background of special education generally, specific learning disabilities definitions 

and debates, RTI definitions, RTI models, purposes of RTI, implementation of RTI, rural 

schools, and personnel's roles and perceptions of RTI implementation. The study utilized 

three sources of data: interviews, an observation of the District RTI Implementation 

Committee, and artifacts consisting of the Georgia Implementation Manual, the District 

Implementation Manual and District RTI forms. Major findings of the study were: 

1. The typologies of responsibilities/roles and lack of knowledge of who's in charge 

led the researcher to conclude that responsibility for implementation and 

monitoring of RTI implementation is unclear to participants of the study. 

2. The typology of benefits was found in all three data sources and led the researcher 

to conclude that all participants identified benefits of the RTI implementation. 

The typology of benefits was related to the typology of responsibilities/roles as 

identified benefits of RTI implementation differed based on the participant 
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respective positions in the district. The closer the participant was to central office 

leadership, the more global their perceptions were of RTI implementation 

benefits. 

3. The typology of challenges led the researcher to conclude all participants 

identified challenges with RTI implementation. The superintendent identified 

broad challenges with RTI implementation, while the school psychologist, 

principal and teachers identified specific challenges to district implementation 

challenges. 

4. The category of insufficient time led the researcher to conclude that insufficient 

time is perceived as a challenge to implementation of RTI at the central office 

level, principal level and teacher level. 

5. The typologies of knowledge and lack of knowledge resulting in need for 

professional learning led the researcher to conclude that all participants identified 

a need for increased training and learning for RTI implementation. 

Discussion of Findings 

Responsibility for implementation and monitoring of RTI implementation is 

unclear to participants of the study. Descriptions of the implementation process varied, 

depending on the position of the person interviewed. The lack of one person for educators 

in the system to question or for parents to question and complain to potentially opens the 

doors for legal actions. Without a knowledgeable contact within the school system, 

parents may seek legal counsel and action to answer questions and complaints of RTI. 

This finding coincides with the literature that is currently available about RTI 

implementation and the literature on program implementation generally supports the 
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appointment of a strong leader for RTI implementation (Dufour et al., 2004). Sampson & 

Lesaux (2009) contends that the lack of "specific language added to legislation that 

identifies who is responsible for implementing and monitoring RTI puts schools legally at 

risk for lawsuits". Sampson & Lesaux (2009) also contends that educators have 

uncertainties regarding who is responsible for providing and monitoring implementation 

of RTI. Zirkel & Thomas (2010) point out that "the legal contours of RTI are nuanced, 

fuzzy and inevitable incomplete" (p. 62). The lack of legal guidance for the 

implementation of RTI appears to play out in the district studied as demonstrated by a 

lack of clear responsibilities for RTI implementation. Zirkel & Thomas (2010) questioned 

the legal advantage that states like Georgia had by not specifying who is legally 

responsible for the implementation of RTI at the district level. The district studied lacked 

a clear delegation of authority as to who was ultimately in charge of RTI implementation. 

Despite a detailed District Implementation manual, the district disregarded the guidance 

provided in the manual and operated RTI processes based on district members' 

perceptions which were varied. Descriptions of the implementation process varied, 

depending on the position of the person interviewed. The lack of one person for educators 

in the system to question or for parents to question and complain to opens the door for 

legal actions. 

The perception that the school psychologist is in charge of RTI implementation in 

the district goes against findings in the literature. Beebe-Frankengberger (2007) found 

that leadership needed to take the lead on curriculum and interventions, RTI team 

composition and functions, how data are reviewed, and forms and procedures. In the 

district studied, the school psychologist has become responsible for the leadership roles 
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that Beebe-Frankenberger (2007) identified as crucial to effective implementation of RTI. 

Traditionally, school psychologist responsibilities focus on testing and assisting students, 

not leading district initiatives such as RTI implementation. Fuchs & Fuchs (2008) 

identified the principal as the single most important factor in RTI implementation. 

According to the interview data of the principal, the principal in this study checks RTI 

data twice a year and teachers did not identify the principal as the responsible party in 

RTI implementation or monitoring. 

All participants identified benefits of the RTI implementation, but benefits of RTI 

implementation differed based on the participant's position in the district. The closer a 

participant was to central office leadership, the more global their perceptions were of RTI 

implementation benefits. The superintendent viewed the benefit of RTI implementation 

as increased communication and better outcomes for students. The superintendent's 

perception is supported in the literature by Griffiths et al. (2007) which contends that the 

use of RTI "allows for a more direct link between individualized instruction and student 

outcomes" (p. 53). The assistant superintendent viewed the benefit of RTI 

implementation as creating more reflective educators. The literature supports the 

perception the assistant superintendent. Griffiths et al. (2007) holds that "the outcomes 

[of RTI interventions] precisely inform the instruction and the utility of instruction is 

determined by its very effect on student learning outcomes" (p. 54). In order to inform 

instruction teachers will have to become reflective teachers. Kavale et al (2008) also 

contend that RTI systems allow schools to assess if instruction is increasing student 

achievement. This "assessment" requires an increase in reflective teachers which the 

assistant superintendent in this study perceives as a benefit of RTI implementation. 
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Based on the interview data, the school psychologist viewed benefits of RTI as 

being a movement away from using grades to describe student performance and an 

increased teacher focus on individual student attainment of fundamental skills. The 

principal also found the increased focus on student skills as a benefit of RTI 

implementation. Several researchers, (Hughes & Dexter, 2008; Griffiths et al., 2007; 

Kavale et al., 2008) did support the perception of both the school psychologist and 

principal that RTI implementation causes teachers to increase their focus on individual 

student attainment of fundamental skills. 

The principal identified an increase of teacher awareness of individual student 

achievement weaknesses and the teachers' ability to address individual student 

achievement weaknesses for academic gain as a benefit of RTI implementation. All of the 

six teachers concurred with the principal's perception that RTI implementation allows for 

teachers to better address individual student achievement weaknesses for academic gains. 

The literature generally supports the implementation of RTI for student achievement 

gains. (Dufour et al., 2004: Griffiths et al., 2007: Kavale et al , 2008: and Vaughn, 

Gersten, & Chard, 2000) all found the implementation of RTI was effective in increasing 

student achievement. The concurrence of the teachers with the principal perception of 

increased student achievement as a benefit of RTI indicates the influence the principal 

may have over her teachers. The literature supports the importance of the role the 

principal plays in the perception of the teachers. Dufour et al., (2004) contend that a 

strong principal who empowers teachers and commits to assisting their faculty with 

change allows for effective implementation of RTI. Beebe-Frankenberger, (2007), Hall, 

(2008), Mahdavi and Beebe-Frankenberger, (2009) contend that strong leadership by the 
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principal is essential for teachers to implement RTI effectively and that how the principal 

chooses to implement RTI will shape teachers' perceptions about RTI. 

All participants identified challenges with RTI implementation. Central office 

superintendents identified global challenges with RTI implementation, while the school 

psychologist, principal and teachers identified specific district implementation 

challenges. The superintendent perceived the major challenge with RTI implementation 

as educators' reaction to change. The literature does not specifically identify educators' 

reactions to change as an impediment to RTI implementation, but Harkin (2009) does 

identify the responsibility of leadership to manage teachers resistant to RTI 

implementation. Sampson and Lesaux (2009) acknowledge that the roles of general 

education and special education teachers are changing due to RTI implementation. 

Cummings et al., (2008) advocate that a necessary component of RTI implementation is 

that general education teachers "reconceptuahze" their roles as it relates to RTI processes. 

The assistant superintendent perceived that the major challenge to RTI 

implementation was teachers' comfort level with the process of RTI. The literature does 

not specifically mention teachers' comfort level with RTI processes. Several researchers 

do express the need for teachers to have effective professional development and sufficient 

knowledge base in order to implement RTI (Beebe-Frankenberger, 2007; Cummings et 

al., 2008; Hall, 2008; Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009). 

The principal perceived the differing implementation of RTI at the district schools 

as a challenge to effectively implementing RTI. The literature supports the principal's 

perception as a challenge to RTI implementation. Several researchers argue that 

variations in district implementation effect RTI implementation at all schools in a system 
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(Cumming et al., 2008; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008; Mellard, McKnight, & Woods, 2009). 

Zirkel (2009) and Zirkel and Thomas (2010) also argue that variations in the 

implementation of RTI between district schools and neighboring districts in the same 

state are legal concerns for future RTI litigation. 

The principal and several of the teachers perceived the lack of knowledge about 

RTI as a challenge to RTI implementation. The principal and the teachers' perception of 

the challenges caused by a lack of knowledge about RTI processes are heavily supported. 

Beebe-Frankenberger (2007), DuFour et al. (2004), Fuchs & Fuchs (2007), Harkin 

(2009), and Mahdavi and Beebe-Frankenberger (2009) all stress that RTI will not be 

implemented effectively if teachers are not knowledgeable of RTI processes. The RTI 

Adoption Survey (2009), contained in the literature, found that insufficient teacher 

training and lack of knowledge and skills were common barriers to RTI implementation. 

Three of the teachers perceived completion of RTI paperwork as a challenge to 

RTI implementation. There was no evidence in the literature that completion of 

paperwork was a barrier to RTI implementation. Zirkel and Thomas (2010) do argue that 

RTI is too new in implementation and too varied in the implementation for compliance 

challenges to be addressed. Additionally, Zirkel (2009) argues the lack of federal and 

state regulations and legal actions dealing with RTI provide school systems with little 

precedents to shape legally sound RTI processes. 

Insufficient time was identified as a perceived challenge at each level of the 

school district. The school psychologist, the principal and several teachers identified the 

challenge of time as an impediment of effective RTI implementation. The school 

psychologist identified time in regards to teachers having time built into their daily 
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schedules to complete interventions in the manner interventions were intended to be 

completed in. The school psychologist viewed time to complete interventions in the 

normal schedule of the day as something that she continually advocates for with 

principals and encourages teachers to advocate for time built into the schedule for 

interventions also. The principal perceived the time RTI processes take as too long for 

some students. Her perception was that most teachers know before nine to twelve weeks 

that a student is struggling. Three of six teachers also reported that there was not enough 

time to complete the demands of teaching and supply interventions within the current 

school day schedule. Observation data indicated that time was a challenge to 

implementation, as much debate took place over establishing timelines for universal 

screeners and how frequent progress monitoring took place. The challenge of time may 

not currently be found in the literature due to what Fuchs and Fuchs (2007) and Zirkel 

and Thomas (2010) identified as a lack of studies on teacher experience with RTI 

implementation. 

All participants identified a need for increased professional training and expected 

outcomes for RTI implementation. The perceived need for increased professional training 

and expected outcomes by central office staff, the principal and the teachers addresses 

what the 2009 RTI Adoption Survey found as barriers to effectively implementing RTI. 

Two of the teachers reported struggling with correctly tracking student data. Two of the 

teachers, the principal, the school psychologist and the assistant superintendent identified 

that teachers in the district lacked necessary skills to feel comfortable progress-

monitoring the interventions employed and needed more professional learning on 

progress monitoring techniques. Also, the principal indicated that she could see that 
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teachers were struggling with selecting interventions and progress-monitoring. The 

literature supports the findings that there is an increased need for professional training 

and expected outcomes for RTI implementation processes. The 2009 RTI Adoption 

Survey found two of the most common barriers to effective RTI implementation were 

insufficient teacher training and lack of knowledge and skills for tracking student data 

(DuFour et al., 2004). Beebe-Frankenberger (2007) and Mahdavi & Beebe-Frankenberger 

(2009) advocate that RTI be implemented incrementally so that teachers can sufficiently 

possess knowledge of RTI processes. Fuchs and Young (2006) argue that teachers will 

need professional learning to address providing research interventions to students. 

Conclusions 

The findings concerning benefits, challenges and professional learning, led the 

researcher to conclude that while some members of the school system held common 

perceptions in regards to RTI implementation, there were some significant variations in 

these perceptions as well. The turbulence to the system, caused by the implementation of 

RTI, varied by participant due to the position that was held in the school system and the 

responsibilities for implementation that the participant held (Gross, 2004). The teacher 

participants experience the most turbulence for RTI implementation, but the teachers also 

had the most direct interaction with RTI implementation. Gross (2004) identified that 

various parts of an organization could experience the turbulence change causes at 

different levels. Members of an organization who have to interact with the changes 

caused by an outside force most frequently are those who report the most turbulence. In 

the case of the district studied, the teachers appear to experience the most turbulence 

from the implementation of RTI. 
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The literature identifies the need for a collaborative environment/culture as 

essential to effective RTI implementation. DuFour et al., (2004) contend that a 

collaborative culture, with a strong principal that empowers teachers, is essential to 

successful RTI implementation. Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, and Hickman (2003) 

advocate that successful intervention teams must consist of a variety of educational stake 

holders working in a collaborative team. Mahdavi and Beebe-Frankenberger (2009) 

found that "implementing an RTI process requires excellent collaboration among general 

and special education teachers as well as administrators, school psychologist, parents and 

other stakeholders" (p. 65). While the district studied had begun a collaborative team 

consisting of a variety of stake holders from the district, the data gathered indicates that a 

clear communication change needs to be established in regards to responsibilities for RTI 

implementation. The findings concerning responsibility for RTI implementation and 

professional training and expected outcomes led the researcher to conclude that the sub 

systems of the school system were not acting as a cohesive whole, but were supportive of 

RTI implementation due to the finding of communication in a collaborative environment 

in the system and between the teachers at the elementary school. The system's 

collaborative culture and inclusion of varying subsystems for the district implementation 

committee allowed for the system to still press forward with RTI implementation. Bowen 

(2007) and Coleman (1997) find sub-systems of schools do not share equal power, but 

must balance subsystem needs in order to react to and complete necessary functions. The 

district studied appears to have achieved this balance. 
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Implications 

The implications of the findings of the study indicate that districts need to be clear 

to who is in charge of implementation of RTI. The person who is in charge should be 

knowledgeable of the district processes and interventions that the district has available for 

teachers to use. The person who is appointed responsible for RTI implementation should 

also frequently communicate with building level leadership and teachers to ascertain 

what additional professional learning is needed for the implementation of the day to day 

processes of RTI. The suggestion of Ms. Y that each school needs an RTI coordinator is a 

valid suggestion. This researcher contends that a person who can address the needs of 

teachers in a school, while monitoring the data and completion of interventions would be 

an effective use of resources for time strapped and teachers learning the process of RTI. 

A second implication of the findings is that professional learning resources need 

to be available to teachers implementing RTI. These resources need to be easy to 

understand, accessible and allow teachers the opportunity to use the resources before 

applying the resources to their daily RTI process. The findings of the study indicate that a 

PowerPoint and a thirty- to- forty minute presentation is not enough for teachers to learn 

all they need to learn for implementation of RTI processes. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. The researcher recommends that future research extend to examining RTI 

implementation of a state and national level: comparison between different state's 

perceptions of RTI implementation may reveal common benefits and challenges 

that districts experience when implementing RTI. Also, further examination, 

perhaps with the use of a survey instrument, of who is responsible for RTI 
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implementation at other districts in the state of Georgia could provide districts 

details on which positions are most suited to lead implementation of RTI. 

2. Another avenue for future research is to further investigate how the challenge of 

insufficient time impacts the implementation of RTI. 

3. Investigations utilizing surveys and additional interviews of a wider sample may 

add to the literature of a perceived challenge that participants of the researcher's 

study indicated as a significant challenge to RTI implementation. 

4. Research conducted that examines what teachers assess as their professional 

learning needs as it relates to the processes of RTI, may assist school districts 

with implementing effective professional development for teachers responsible 

for the processes of RTI implementation. 

Summary 

In a qualitative study, the researcher utilized data from one school in one Georgia 

school district to investigate perceptions that were held about RTI implementation. Data 

used to answer the research questions were interviews of central office staff, the principal 

and six elementary teachers, observation of a district RTI implementation team meeting 

and artifacts consisting of manuals and paperwork dealing with RTI. There were six 

findings of the study: (1) Responsibility for implementation and monitoring of RTI 

implementation is unclear to participants of the study (2) All participants identified 

benefits of the RTI implementation, but benefits of RTI implementation differed based on 

the participant's position in the district. The closer a participant was to central office 

leadership, the more global their perceptions were of RTI implementation benefits (3) All 

participants identified challenges with RTI implementation, while the school 
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psychologist, principal and teachers identified specific district implementation challenges 

(4) Communication between stakeholders is a necessary element for successful RTI 

implementation (5) All participants identified a need for increased professional learning 

for RTI implementation (6) Collaboration between teachers and between teachers and 

leadership is necessary to effectively implement RTI in a school. The researcher held that 

the common and varying perceptions of RTI were due to the varying turbulence that 

participants experience and that the turbulence experienced increased as participants took 

more active roles with the implementation of RTI processes. The researcher also held that 

while the school system did not act as a cohesive system in the implementation of RTI, 

the communication in a collaborative culture allowed subsystems to progress with RTI 

implementation. Implications of the study were that districts need to be clear as to who is 

in charge of RTI implementation and monitoring and increased professional learning is 

needed for effective RTI implementation. The researcher recommends future research is 

conducted to investigate RTI implementation on a national level, who is responsible for 

RTI implementation at other districts, how the challenge of time impacts the 

implementation of RTI and what teachers assesses as their professional learning needs as 

it relates to the processes of RTI. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Describe how RTI is implemented in your school or district? 

2. Describe the role you play with the implementation of RTI in your school and or 

district? 

3. Describe from your perspective what benefits you see or encounter in the 

implementation of RTI in your school/district? 

4. Describe from your perspective what issues you see or encounter with 

implementation of RTI in your school or district? 

5. Describe how decisions are made in the RTI implementation process? 

6. Describe how your school/district monitors the implementation of the RTI 

process? 



APPENDIX B 

TYPOLOGIE 

Interview Typologies 

Issues 

Responsibilities/Roles 

Work in Progress 

Benefits of RTI 

Challenges of RTI Broad 

Challenges of RTI Specific 

Insufficient Time 

Insufficient Knowledge of RTI Needing Professional Learning 

Observation Typologies 

Issues 

Responsibilities/Roles 

Work in Progress 

Benefits of RTI 

Challenges of RTI Broad 

Challenges of RTI Specific 

Insufficient Time 

Insufficient Knowledge of RTI Needing Professional Learning 

Turbulence 

Outside Forces 

Systems/Subsystems 



Artifacts Typologies 

Issues 

Responsibilities/Roles 

Work in Progress 

Benefits of RTI 

Challenges of RTI Broad 

Challenges of RTI Specific 

Insufficient Time 

Insufficient Knowledge of RTI Needing Professional Learning 

Turbulence 

Outside Forces 

Systems/Subsystems 
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