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1. Identify & Verify the Scope of the Academic Problem 
Task ‘Look-Fors’ Possible Action Steps 

• Identify students who are 
falling behind or failing to 
complete work 

• Document the magnitude 
of the student’s academic 
problem(s) 

The student may: 
• Appear unable to complete work  
• Have basic skills but work much 

more slowly than peers 
• Fail to turn in classwork, 

homework 

• Document specific curriculum tasks in which the 
student has difficulty (‘criterion-referenced’) 

• Observe the student working independently and 
examine the resulting work products 

• Review records of student work completion over time 
(e.g., teacher grade book or other archival data) 

• Compile group or classroom academic norms and 
compare the student’s performance to them (‘local 
norms’) 

 

2. Select Intervention(s) That Address ‘Root Cause’ 
Task ‘Look-Fors’ & Possible Action Steps 

• Determine whether  the 
student problem is ‘can’t 
do’ (skill deficit) or ‘won’t 
do’ (motivation deficit) 

 
 
 
 
 

• If the student completes significantly more work when given incentives, the ‘root cause’ is 
motivation. Give the student incentives to perform the skill and/or make learning activities more 
positive and reinforcing. 

• If the student can’t perform the skill yet (acquisition phase) directly instruct the student in the 
skill.  

• If the student has the basic skill and struggles only because the selected work is too difficult 
(poor instructional match), adjust the work to guarantee a high rate of success. 

• If the student can perform the skill but is not yet very fluent (fluency phase), give the student lots 
of engaging opportunities for drill & practice. 

• If the student can perform the skill accurately and fluently but does not do so across settings or 
situations (generalization phase), use incentives, encouragement, and coaching to promote 
generalized use of the skill.  

3. Set Goals for Improvement 
Task ‘Look-Fors’ Possible Action Steps 

• Decide on rate or level of 
student improvement & a 
deadline for achieving that 
improvement 

Goals should be: 
• ‘Ambitious but realistic’  
• Stated in specific, observable, 

measurable terms 
• Relevant to the student’s 

identified academic problem 
area  

• Have teacher make ‘best guess’ about feasible rate of 
improvement 

• Compute goal by (1) measuring gap between student’s 
performance and average classroom performance 
(group norms) and (2) calculating rate needed to ‘catch 
up’ with class 

• Use research-based benchmarks (e.g., DIBELS) or 
average rates of progress (e.g., Curriculum-Based 
Measurement) 

4. Monitor Student Progress on an Ongoing Basis & Evaluate Outcome 
Task ‘Look-Fors’ Possible Action Steps 

• Collect frequent data of 
student performance on 
the target skill(s) using 
several measures 

• Review outcome data 
frequently to ensure that 
student progress goals 
(step 2) are being 
achieved 

Outcome measures should be: 
• Valid indicators of the target skill 
• Feasible for classroom data 

collection 
• Sensitive to short-term student 

gains 

• Create a collection of Teacher Behavior Report Cards to 
measure common student behaviors 

• Put together a library of CBM, DIBELS monitoring 
materials for teachers to use 

• Consider other monitoring information (e.g., teacher 
records of classwork and homework completion) 
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The Instructional Hierarchy: Linking Stages of 
Learning to Effective Instructional Techniques 
 
When mastering new academic skills or strategies, the student learner typically advances through a 
predictable series of learning stages.   At the start, a student is usually halting and uncertain 
as he or she tries to use the target skill. With teacher feedback and lots of practice, the 
student becomes more fluent, accurate, and confident in using the skill. It can be very useful to 
think of these phases of learning as a hierarchy (See chart below). The learning hierarchy 
(Haring, Lovitt, Eaton, & Hansen, 1978) has four stages: acquisition, fluency, generalization, and 
adaptation: 
 
1. Acquisition. The student has begun to learn how to complete the target skill correctly but is 

not yet accurate or fluent in the skill. The goal in this phase is to improve accuracy. 
2. Fluency. The student is able to complete the target skill accurately but works slowly. The goal of 

this phase is to increase the student’s speed of responding (fluency). 
3. Generalization. The student is accurate and fluent in using the target skill but does not typically use it in 

different situations or settings. Or the student may confuse the target skill with ‘similar’ skills. The goal of this 
phase is to get the student to use the skill in the widest possible range of settings and situations, or to accurately 
discriminate between the target skill and ‘similar’ skills. 

4. Adaptation. The student is accurate and fluent in using the skill. He or she also uses the skill in many situations 
or settings. However, the student is not yet able to modify or adapt the skill to fit novel task-demands or 
situations.  Here the goal is for the student to be able to identify elements of previously learned skills that he or 
she can adapt to the new demands or situation. 

 
When the teacher accurately identifies a student’s learning stage, the instructor can select instructional ideas that are 
more likely to be successful because these strategies match the student’s learning needs. 
 
Reference 
Haring, N.G., Lovitt, T.C., Eaton, M.D., & Hansen, C.L. (1978). The fourth R: Research in the classroom. Columbus, 
OH: Charles E. Merrill Publishing Co. 
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Instructional Hierarchy: Matching Interventions to Student Learning Stage (Haring, et al., 1978) 
Learning Stage Student ‘Look-Fors’… What strategies are effective… 
Acquisition: 
Exit Goal: The student can 
perform the skill accurately with 
little adult support.  

• Is just beginning to learn 
skill 

• Not yet able to perform 
learning task reliably or with 
high level of accuracy 

• Teacher actively demonstrates target skill 
• Teacher uses ‘think-aloud’ strategy-- especially for thinking skills that are otherwise 

covert 
• Student has models of correct performance to consult as needed (e.g., correctly 

completed math problems on board) 
• Student gets feedback about correct performance 
• Student receives praise, encouragement for effort 

Fluency: 
Exit Goals: The student (a) has 
learned skill well enough to 
retain (b) has learned skill well 
enough to combine with other 
skills, (c) is as fluent as peers. 

• Gives accurate responses to 
learning task 

• Performs learning task 
slowly, haltingly  

• Teacher structures learning activities to give student opportunity for active (observable) 
responding  

• Student has frequent opportunities to drill (direct repetition of target skill) and practice 
(blending target skill with other skills to solve problems) 

• Student gets feedback on fluency and accuracy of performance 
• Student receives praise, encouragement for increased fluency 

Generalization: 
Exit Goals: The student (a) 
uses the skill across settings, 
situations; (b) does not 
confuse target skill with 
similar skills 

• Is accurate and fluent in 
responding  

• May fail to apply skill to new 
situations, settings 

• May confuse target skill with 
similar skills (e.g., confusing 
‘+’ and ‘x’ number operation 
signs) 

• Teacher structures academic tasks to require that the s tudent use the target skill 
regularly in assignments. 

• Student receives encouragement, praise, reinforcers for using skill in new settings, 
situations 

• If student confuses target skill with similar skill(s), the student is given practice items 
that force him/her to correctly discriminate between similar skills  

• Teacher works with parents to identify tasks that the student can do outside of school 
to practice target skill 

• Student gets periodic opportunities to review, practice target skill to ensure 
maintenance 

Adaptation: 
Exit Goal: The Adaptation 
phase is continuous and has no 
exit criteria. 

• Is fluent and accurate in skill 
• Applies skill in novel 

situations, settings without 
prompting  

• Does not yet modify skill as 
needed to fit new situations 
(e.g., child says ‘Thank you’ 
in all situations, does not 
use modified, equivalent 
phrases such as “I 
appreciate your help.”) 

• Teacher helps student to articulate the ‘big ideas’ or core element(s) of target skill that 
the student can modify  to face novel tasks, situations (e.g., fractions, ratios, and 
percentages link to the ‘big idea’ of the part in relation to the whole; ‘Thank you’ is part 
of a larger class of polite speech) 

• Train for adaptation: Student gets opportunities to practice the target skill with modest 
modifications in new situations, settings with encouragement, corrective feedback, 
praise, other reinforcers. 

• Encourage student to set own goals for adapting skill to new and challenging situations. 
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by Jim Wright 

The quality of a school as a learning community can be measured by how effectively it 
addresses the needs of struggling students. Children who enter the primary grades with 
significant barriers to learning—such as gaps in their readiness skills—are at significantly 
higher risk of poor school performance than their non-struggling peers. Faced with limited 
resources, teachers and administrators must find imaginative ways to accommodate these 
difficult-to-teach students. Here are five suggestions schools can use in developing successful 
academic interventions.  
 
For skill problems, determine the student’s current phase of learning.A common 
misconception is that learning is a simple, one-step process in which the student moves from 
not knowing to knowing. In fact, the act of learning falls into three distinct phases of 
instructional hierarchy.  
 
Acquisition. The student has begun to learn the target skill but is not yet accurate or fluent.  
 
Fluency-building. The student can perform the target skill accurately but must put effort into 
increasing performance speed.  
 
Generalization. The student can now use the skill in new situations or settings where it is 
needed.  
 
Academic interventions are likely to be most effective when they match the student’s current 
phase of learning. Specific intervention strategies tied to the instructional hierarchy can be 
found at www.jimwrightonline.com/pdfdocs/instrhier.pdf.  
 
Adopt evidence-based intervention strategies. Academic interventions will have a higher 
chance of success if they are based on sound empirical research. With their many other 
responsibilities, however, teachers and principals can find it challenging to keep abreast of 
educational research into effective intervention techniques. The Web site Big Ideas in 
Beginning Reading is one excellent source for “best practice” reading interventions in the 
early grades. Sponsored by the University of Oregon’s Institute for the Development of 
Educational Achievement, it is built around the five big ideas in beginning reading—
phonemic awareness, the alphabetic principle, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension—and 
offers strategies for teaching each of them at 
www.reading.uoregon.edu/instruction/instruc_guide.php.  
 
Another source for empirically validated instructional strategies is the What Works 
Clearinghouse (www.w-w-c.org), sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education. Finally, 
Intervention Central (www.interventioncentral.org) contains a large number of research-
based teacher intervention scripts that target reading fluency and comprehension, good study 
habits, improved student motivation, and other academic goals. 

NAESP : Five Interventions that Work



 
Train staff to collect frequent progress-monitoring data. When teachers regularly measure 
the academic progress and behaviors of struggling learners, they quickly discover whether 
their academic interventions are successful. Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) is one 
widely used, classroom-friendly method for monitoring whether interventions result in 
improved academic skills. CBM assesses a student’s accuracy and speed in targeted basic 
academic areas such as reading fluency, math computation, writing, spelling, and pre-literacy 
skills. A large collection of CBM resources can be found online at 
www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/cbmwarehouse.shtml.  
 
Teachers also can measure the behavior of struggling learners on a daily basis by using 
classroom behavior report cards. These simple, convenient rating forms can help track a 
child’s work completion, attention to task, compliance with teacher directions, and other 
behaviors that influence learning. A free copy of the Classroom Behavior Report Card 
Resource Book, containing a number of ready-to-use report cards, can be downloaded from 
www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/behrptcd.shtml.  
 
Develop building-level intervention programs to address common academic concerns. 
Schools are often faced with large numbers of students with shared academic concerns. For 
example, there are many children in the early primary grades that have difficulty decoding 
text. Creating customized interventions for each slow reader might quickly exhaust a 
school’s intervention resources. One solution is to create a building-level intervention 
program to meet this need. For example, older children could tutor younger students by using 
simple, research-based techniques to boost their tutees’ reading fluency. Detailed training 
materials to start such a cross-age peer tutoring program can be downloaded at no cost from 
www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/rdngfluency/prtutor.shtml.  
 
Establish a building intervention team. A very effective way to promote quality 
interventions is to establish a building intervention team. Made up of teachers and support 
staff, the intervention team can help referring teachers design feasible strategies for 
struggling students. Intervention teams also foster a sense of collegiality and mutual support 
among educators, promote the use of evidence-based interventions, and assist busy teachers 
in carrying out intervention plans. Free training materials for one highly successful 
intervention team model can be accessed at 
www.interventioncentral.org/htmdocs/interventions/sbit.shtml.  
 

 
Jim Wright is a special education administrator and creator of the Intervention Central Web 
site. His e-mail address is JWright@bville.org.

NAESP : Five Interventions that Work


	Jim Wright, Baldwinsville Schools
	instrhier.pdf
	The Instructional Hierarchy: Linking Stages of Learning to Effective Instructional Techniques
	Reference


	acadIntv_flowchart_revised2.pdf
	Academic Problem-Solving: A Framework For Teachers
	1. Identify & Verify the Scope of the Academic Problem
	2. Select Intervention(s) That Address ‘Root Cause’
	3. Set Goals for Improvement
	4. Monitor Student Progress on an Ongoing Basis & Evaluate O



