
Frequently Asked Questions About…RTI at the Middle & High 
School Level 

 
1. What is Response to Intervention (RTI)? RTI is a school-wide model of student support. 

While all students can benefit from the RTI model, a primary focus is students in general-
education classrooms who are struggling with academic and/or behavior problems. The 
foundation of RTI in any school is strong core instruction happening in all classrooms. The 
school also uses screening data such as brief academic assessments, disciplinary office 
referrals, attendance, and grades to identify students who need additional intervention 
assistance. The school then designs individualized intervention plans for those at-risk students 
to meet their learning needs. All interventions used under RTI should be ‘evidence-based’: that 
is, they have been shown through rigorous research to be effective in school settings. When 
the school puts students on intervention plans, the school collects baseline data to estimate 
the student’s current performance in the area(s) of academic or behavioral difficulty and sets 
goals for improvement. During the intervention, the student is monitored periodically so that the 
school can judge in a short amount of time (e.g., 6-8 instructional weeks) whether a particular 
intervention plan is effective.  

2. What type of student is RTI designed to help? The RTI model benefits all students. The first 
area of focus for RTI is on high-quality universal instruction. In a typical school, however, it is 
estimated that about 20 percent of the general-education student population may not be 
successful even when receiving high-quality classroom instruction. These ‘difficult-to-teach’ 
students require more specialized intervention plans to supplement their core instruction. 
Schools can also see benefits in applying the standards of the RTI model to special education 
students.  Schools should expect, for example, that the IEPs (Individualized Education 
Programs) of special needs students will contain evidence-based instructional and behavior 
management strategies, identify student baseline and performance goal levels, and require the 
collection of progress-monitoring data to determine if those students are in fact reaching their 
performance goals. 

3. How does RTI organize a school’s intervention services? RTI intervention services are set 
up in a multi-tier system, with intervention plans becoming increasingly intensive as students 
face a higher risk of school failure. The first tier of RTI support, Tier 1, is universal 
instruction/intervention and is available to all students.  Tier 1 is the responsibility of the 
classroom teacher, who delivers strong core instruction and also employs a range of feasible, 
practical strategies to provide additional academic or behavioral support for struggling 
students.  It should be noted that a classroom Tier 1 intervention plan continues as a required 
foundation even for those students who may eventually go on to receive more intensive 
intervention assistance at Tiers 2 and 3. 
 
In a typical school, up to 20 percent of students will need additional interventions to address 
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academic delays beyond what is available in the classroom. Most of these students would 
receive supplemental Tier 2 intervention services. When setting up Tier 2 services, a school 
will typically adopt what is referred to as the ‘standard treatment protocol’ approach. That is, 
the school identifies common areas of student concern (e.g., deficits in general academic 
vocabulary, limited reading comprehension ‘fix up’ skills) and purchase or create an evidence-
based ‘standard treatment’ program to target these student academic deficits. Tier 2 services 
are most often delivered in small groups (capped at 6-7 students) or via computer-based 
learning.  
 
Approximately 5 percent of general-education students in a typical school receive Tier 3 
intervention support in a given year. The profile of a Tier 3 student is one who has not 
responded to lesser interventions and who is facing a potentially negative, high-stakes 
outcome such as course failure if that student cannot significantly improve his or her academic 
or behavioral performance. Most schools adopt a ‘problem solving protocol’ when planning 
intensive, Tier 3 interventions: The school establishes an RTI Problem-Solving Team that 
meets with the referring teacher(s) and efficiently uses the intervention resources of the 
building to develop a customized intervention plan that matches the unique needs of the 
student.  

4. What role do assessment and data collection play in the RTI process? Student 
assessment is a necessary part of RTI, as data allows the school to locate students who need 
intervention support and to judge in ‘real time’ whether specific interventions are actually 
helping those students.  At Tier 1, the teacher who has a student on classroom intervention 
collects information from the instructional environment to show if the student is benefiting from 
that intervention plan. Because teachers typically intervene proactively at Tier 1 to address 
emerging student deficits before they become major, the stakes are lower. Therefore, the kinds 
of data collected by teachers to document their classroom interventions can be varied and may 
not be as time-intensive or rigorous as data collection at the higher-stakes Tiers 2 and 3. At 
Tier 1, for example, a high school English teacher may document a student’s classroom writing 
intervention through work samples of student writing assignments, grades, occasional scoring 
of writing assignments using a rubric, and a weekly administration of a Curriculum-Based 
Measurement writing probe. 
 
RTI schools also adopt a proactive approach to identifying struggling learners by selecting 
several methods to screen the entire student population at several points per year. Middle and 
high schools may use a mix of data sources in their screenings, including brief, timed 
academic measures (e.g., Curriculum-Based Measures such as oral reading fluency probes 
and Maze Reading Comprehension passages); disciplinary office referrals; grades; 
attendance; recent state test results; etc. Individuals who are flagged in these universal 
screenings as needing additional intervention support are placed in supplemental (Tier 2 or 3) 
intervention services.  
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Academic measures selected to monitor the progress of students at Tiers 2 and 3 should 
possess ‘technical adequacy’: that is, they should be valid, reliable, have multiple alternate 
forms to allow repeated administration, and be sensitive to short-term student academic gains.  
Examples of CBMs that can be useful for assessing academic skills for secondary students 
include  oral reading fluency, reading comprehension (Maze passage), math computation, and 
writing probes. Students who receive Tier 2 ‘standard treatment protocol’ interventions should 
have their progress monitored at least 1-2 times per month. Students on high-stakes Tier 3 
interventions overseen by the RTI Problem-Solving Team should be assessed at least weekly. 

5. What is the role of the classroom teacher in the RTI model? The classroom teacher is 
responsible under RTI for providing high-quality core instruction to effectively reach the widest 
possible range of learners. Additionally, the teacher notes any struggling students who need 
additional ‘differentiated’ instructional or behavioral support and provides that support in the 
form of a Tier 1 (classroom) intervention plan. Of course, the teacher should document Tier 1 
interventions. The teacher should also be prepared to refer any students who do not respond 
sufficiently to classroom Tier 1 interventions for higher levels of RTI support--while continuing 
to use RTI classroom strategies with those students. The classroom teacher should also 
contact parents of struggling students to share concerns about these students and to 
encourage open, positive and regular communication between school and home.  
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6. What are student responsibilities under RTI? Teachers and administrators in secondary 
schools rightly expect that students receiving RTI support will follow through with their part of 
the intervention plan. After all, schools are accountable for teaching students to become self-
advocates for their learning needs. However, many struggling students are disengaged 
learners who lack the skills or motivation to seek tutorial help from their teachers or take part in 
other commonly offered RTI supports. Middle and high schools should consider routinely 
inviting students who are on intensive, Tier 3 interventions to RTI Problem-Solving Team 
meetings and having those students and their parents sign a ‘school success intervention plan’ 
to signify that they understand and agree to participate in all intervention strategies. 
Additionally, school staff should ensure that they communicate with struggling students and 
their parents in a manner that clearly details the school’s concerns about student performance 
but also conveys the message that they value these students, welcome them in their 
classrooms, and are optimistic that—if home and school work together—student academic or 
behavioral goals can be achieved. Finally, marginal students benefit from having mentor 
figures in the school setting, to whom they can turn when they encounter problems with their 
RTI plan or need encouragement and guidance. 

7. What is the parent’s role in the RTI model? The school is responsible for finding ways for 
struggling students to be successful—whether or not parents choose to actively participate in 
their children’s educational program. Nonetheless, there is wide agreement that parents play a 
crucial role in guiding and motivating their children toward academic success,. For example, 
parents can serve as influential role models for work and study skills, set up and supervise 
homework sessions, stay in close communication with the school about their child’s academic 
performance and behaviors, and dispense home privileges contingent on the effort that their 
child makes in school. There is no question that the protective factors offered by parents who 
are positively involved in their children’s schooling directly promote academic success and 
support the mission of RTI. Schools must, however, also recognize that, for a variety of 
reasons, not all parents find it easy to be involved in their child’s education. Schools can most 
fully engage the power of parent participation by expecting that teachers will contact parents 
when a student begins to experience difficulties in school, inviting parents to attend RTI 
Problem-Solving Team meetings, taking care that staff adopt respectful language and tone 
when speaking with parents about their children, and treating parents at all times as respected 
colleagues in the RTI process.  

8. How can RTI information assist schools in identifying students who need special 
education services? When a student is being considered for possible special education 
services, the school must first answer a fundamental question: Are that student’s academic 
problems primarily a result of educational factors such as a mismatch between student and 
instruction--or do they stem instead from a chronic, within-child condition such as a learning 
disability? The RTI model provides evidence that helps schools to rule out instructional 
explanations for underperformance by clearly defining a student’s problems, matching those 
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problems to evidence-based interventions, verifying that all interventions are fully carried out 
as designed, and collecting formative assessment data to judge whether the student has made 
adequate progress in moving from baseline to goal levels. In other words, when a general-
education student is ultimately found to be a ‘non-responder’ to appropriate evidence-based 
interventions, that failure to respond can be viewed as one diagnostic marker serving as partial 
evidence for a possible underlying learning disability or other special education condition. 

9. Why must schools use ‘evidence-based’ interventions in RTI? Schools have limited 
resources and time to put effective interventions in place for struggling students. That is simply 
a reality of our public education system. Therefore, the RTI model requires that schools be 
able to justify the intervention strategies that they select by showing that they are ‘evidence-
based—i.e., that there is sufficient research to support these strategies. Most researchers 
agree that evidence-based interventions are those whose effectiveness has been 
demonstrated through well-crafted studies that use rigorous research methodologies. Ideally, 
too, these studies should have been published in reputable research journals that have a blind 
peer-review process to ensure that only studies of the highest quality are published.  

10. Is RTI required by law? RTI was first introduced to public schools across the nation with the 
reauthorization by Congress in 2004 of the Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act (IDEIA 2004). This federal legislation encourages the spread of RTI in public education by 
directing states to allow any of their schools to adopt an RTI model if they so choose and by 
explicitly preventing states from mandating the continuing use of a test score discrepancy 
formula in diagnosing learning disabilities. However, IDEIA 2004 also lets states decide 
whether to require that their schools adopt RTI and –if so—what the particulars of each state’s 
RTI model might look like. At present, then, the U.S. Department of Education strongly 
supports schools’ efforts to restructure their student support according to RTI guidelines. 
However, schools should contact their state education departments for guidance in 
determining whether RTI is mandated statewide and for specifics about what RTI model(s) 
their state supports. 
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