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DETERMINING THE RESPONSE IN RTI

Online chat sponsored by the National Center on Student Progress Monitoring

May 1, 2008

3-4:30 EDT; 2-3:30 CDT; 1-2:30 MDT; 12-1:30 PDT

Visit www.airassistance.org to pre-submit questions and participate in the live chat session with Drs. Hintze, Radford, and Burns (instructions below)
The National Center on Student Progress Monitoring asked two Response to Intervention experts, Pamela Radford and Matt Burns, to respond to a set of stimulus questions prompted by John Hintze’s 2008 (in press) paper, Conceptual and Empirical Issues Related to Developing a Response-to-Intervention Framework.  The paper, like this document, is available for download at www.studentprogress.org.  John Hintze is a Professor of Student Development and Pupil Personnel Services at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.  Pamela Radford is a Problem Solving Services Coordinator for the Northern Suburban Special Education District in Illinois.  Matt Burns is an Associate Professor of Educational Psychology at the University of Minnesota.

How to Participate in Live! Interviews

· Go to http://www.airassistance.org/ using your web browser.  The title of your discussion should appear under the “Current” or “Upcoming” headline.  Click on the discussion title.

· The next screen has a box where you enter your question, name, email, and other information that will be helpful for answering your question.  Once you enter your question and personal information, click on “Ask your question”.

· The next screen allows you to enter another question without re-entering your information.  You can use this as many times as you like.  You can also use this screen to view the answers to your questions when the expert posts them.  If other people have posted questions you can view their questions from here as well.

Pamela Radford

Northern Suburban Special Education District in Illinois

Response to Hintze (2008) - Conceptual & Empirical Issues Related to

Developing a Response-to-Intervention Framework
1. What is your experience and preference for identifying students at-risk based on their response to the core curriculum?  (e.g., relative normative, percentile criterion, benchmark or other?)
Based on my experience and preference, a norm based approach is desired to allocate resources (i.e., identify at-risk students in need of additional intervention supports) and a standards based approach for program evaluation purposes (i.e., evaluate how the school is doing overall).  Within a norm based approach, schools have used percentile rank norms to identify at-risk students that are derived from either local or national normative data.  For example, if the desired expectation selected is the 50th percentile nationally, then the score associated with the 50th percentile for the specified grade level becomes the cut off score or indicator for identifying at-risk students.  So, if the 50th percentile score on R-CBM for 3rd grade students in the fall is 80 words read correct (WRC), then all 3rd grade students who fall below that criterion score in the fall would be considered “at-risk”.  Once identified using the screening score, further diagnostic data available in the school is reviewed to determine if Tier 2 or 3 supplemental supports and resources are warranted.  Some schools are using percentile rank cut scores (another example of a norms based approach) to allocate resources for intervention supports.  For example, students who score between the 25th and 10th percentile locally are considered “at-risk” and may need Tier 2 supplemental supports.  
When utilizing a standards based approach, schools identify benchmarks that are derived from statistical analyses that predict meeting standards on high stake tests.  For example, the benchmark is the score students are expected to achieve to increase the likelihood of passing the state mandated test.  If the benchmark for 3rd graders is 80 WRC on grade level material by fall, any student below that benchmark would be identified as at-risk and potentially in need of additional intervention resources to meet the benchmark and reduce the likelihood of not meeting standards on high stake tests.  
When selecting a method to define the level of discrepancy (i.e., educational need), it is essential to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of each approach based on needs and resources within each school/district. Due to some of the disadvantages inherent in both the norm and standards based approaches, many schools are using a multi-gated approach to identify at risk students who are in need of Tier 2 supports.  Just because a student is “flagged” based on the initial screening tool (regardless of the criteria) does not necessarily warrant Tier 2 supplemental supports and resources.  Additional data available within the school (e.g., other scores from standardized assessments, classroom performance as evident in permanent products, teacher report, observational data) is used for further diagnostic review of the student’s needs. Triangulation of data to make any educational decision is ideal.  

2. When creating decision-rules for tier movement, what data sources have you used to establish slope or learning rate guidelines in each tier?
Typically rate of improvement or slope is determined by Curriculum Based Measurement (CBM) tools. 

3. When creating decision-rules for tier movement, what data sources have you used to establish relative performance level criteria in each tier?

The same data sources that are used to define the initial level of discrepancy (i.e., screening tool) and the rates of improvement (i.e., progress monitoring tool) are typically utilized to establish the decision making rules for tier movement.  Data sources have typically included the various CBM tools, office discipline referrals, attendance and other various data sources that are available within each school. 
4. When creating decision rules for moving a child from a higher to a lower tier, to what extent are relative performance level and rate of learning each incorporated?  For example, how close to expected grade level performance must a child be before moving him or her back down a tier?  Or is slope the sole criteria regardless of relative level of performance?   Would your answer differ for a child with an identified disability?
Both the level of discrepancy (i.e., relative performance level) and rate of learning are essential in determining tier movement.  Movement through the tiers is dependent upon on the standards on which the student was identified for additional support and the standard on which the goal was established.  In addition, the intervention resources being utilized to achieve the current learning rate are also important in making a decision of moving up and/or down the tiers.  For example, if a student slightly discrepant from his/her peers is making acceptable progress (i.e., slightly faster than his/her peers) with current level of resources, then a change in the tier may not be warranted since the learning rate indicates that the discrepancy will likely close within a relative short time period (e.g., within 3 months) with the current level of resources.  If that same student’s rate of learning drops to a rate slower than his/her peers, then additional intervention support may be warranted.  This same criterion applies regardless whether or not a child has an identified disability.   
5. The paper mentions that “additional intervention is likely unwarranted” (p. 13) when a student is making progress at an expected rate, even if she is initially low-performing.  Some would intervene with such a student to actually speed the rate of learning so that the student can catch up, or increase her relative level of performance.  What do you think?   

The learning rate indicates that the current instructional intervention will not close the gap between the low performing student and his/her peers.  The intervention is effective but in order to perform at the same level of peers, additional intervention may be warranted. However, that additional intervention could be delivered in Tier 1 through differentiation or Tier 2 interventions.  Essentially, it depends on the level of the discrepancy and the resources available within each school/district.  
6. Are there any Tier II or Tier III response profiles that would lead you to reconsider the time-limited nature of Tier II and III interventions?   That is, are there some students who do not need special education services, but who still struggle with the core curriculum if they do not receive intensified instruction?  Such a student, for example, may have an acceptable rate of learning in Tier II but not in Tier I after moving down from Tier II, despite data that meet decision rules.  
A data based decision making process has pre-established criteria that provides a framework for consistently monitoring and evaluating the progress of students.  With that being said, the framework does not provide absolutes, including time-limited interventions.  Time limited interventions place too much emphasis on when is enough, enough?  Rather than placing the emphasis on what instructional strategies need to be in place for the student to be successful?  Just because a student is receiving additional supports through Tier 2 or 3, does not mean the core instructional strategies are sufficient.  Students who continue to need Tier 2 support (e.g., year after year) will likely need more differentiation within the core curriculum than other students who may only need Tier 2 supports for a short time basis (e.g., 3 months).  The emphasis should be on finding the instructional strategies for what works rather than on what did or did not work within a specified time frame.  Instead the time limit nature of the intervention is about evaluating the effectiveness of the intervention every 6-8 weeks to make resource allocation decisions.  
Matthew K. Burns

University of Minnesota

Response to Hintze (2008) - Conceptual & Empirical Issues Related to

Developing a Response-to-Intervention Framework
I read Hintze’s (2008) paper with great interest and was not disappointed. The manuscript discussed the potential for response-to-intervention (RtI), but outlined some important and as of yet unanswered implementation questions. Before I address questions presented by the National Center on Student Progress Monitoring in response to Hintze’s paper, I would like address one fundamental issue. In my opinion the primary objective of RtI is not to identify children as learning disabled. My colleagues and I (Burns & VanDerHeyden, 2006; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007) defined RtI as the systematic use of assessment data to most efficiently allocate resources in order to enhance learning for all students. If we conceptualize RtI as a resource allocation model, then the focus is on student learning and LD identification becomes a byproduct rather than an outcome. Having said that, the points raised by Hintze are still salient and I will respond to them below.

Identifying students as at-risk based on their response to the core curriculum.

There are two aspects of identifying students as needing a more intensive intervention than what can be provided in the core curriculum (Tier I). The first of which is whether the deficit is specific to the individual student or the classroom. Benchmark data are examined for individual students but are then also aggregated by grade and class by reporting a grade-level average and a class median score. If the class median falls below a given criterion, then the problem is deemed to be specific to the classroom rather than the individual and it would be more efficient to bring the intervention to the class than to take individual students to an intervention. Perhaps the best criterion to which to compare the class median is the grade-appropriate 25th percentile on a national norming such as the oral reading fluency data available at http://www.readnaturally.com/howto/whoNeeds.htm. Class medians that fall below the grade-appropriate 25th percentile suggest classwide problems. 

VanDerHeyden and colleagues (VanDerHeyden & Burns, 2005; VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Naquin, 2003) have consistently demonstrated the importance of identifying classwide problems. For example, VanDerHeyden and Burns (2005) found classwide problems in mathematics and implemented a peer tutoring model within the classrooms for approximately 15 minutes each day. After just a few short weeks, the class median increased until it exceeded the criterion and the classwide problem was factored out. At that point individual students were then targeted for additional intervention. 

After addressing or ruling out a classwide problem, individual students can then be identified for more intensive interventions. If RtI is conceptualized as a resource allocation model, and classwide data are compared to a national norm, it is appropriate to use a local norm to identify students for a Tier II intervention. In this scenario, the lowest 20% of each grade could be identified for Tier II.

Decision rules for slope or learning rate and performance level guidelines. 

Hintze adequately described the dual discrepancy (DD) approach for RtI decision making, which is the interpretive model that I endorse. Previous research found that a DD approach is superior to a single discrepancy approach, which would rely on either a low reading level or rate of achievement (Fuchs, 2003). The results of some studies provide evidence that DD criteria for identification and diagnosis converge with the outcomes of norm-referenced reading tests (Burns & Senesac, 2005; McMaster, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2005; Speece & Case, 2001; Speece, Case, & Molloy, 2003). More importantly, several DD models consistently differentiated between students who are responding and students who are not responding adequately to their current instructional environment (Burns & Senesac, 2005).

There are many approaches to identifying slope and level criteria including local norm (e.g., 1 standard deviation below the grade mean), national norms (e.g., 25th percentile), or absolute level criteria (e.g., benchmark standards associated with the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills). However, I support following the model outlined by Hintze and Silberglitt (2005; Silberglitt & Hintze, 2005) in which inferential statistics are used to calculate scores that predict the student that will pass the state accountability test. This approach is preferable for several reasons including the direct link between RtI and the standards-based education and assessment mandates of No Child Left Behind. 
Level criteria can be somewhat simply computed by correlating the benchmark data with a criterion measure such as the state accountability or group reading test administered at the end of the school year. Those data can then be used to determine what score students have to achieve to predict that they will obtain a passing score on the criterion measure. The resulting fall, winter, and spring benchmark scores that predict later proficient performance can then be used as the respective benchmark criteria. Moreover, Silberglitt and Gibbons (2005) then used the empirically derived benchmark criteria to compute slope requirements by placing those data within the context of the timeframe in which they were collected. For example, the benchmark criteria for 2nd grade are 43 words correct/minute (wc/m) in fall, 72 wc/m in winter, and 90 wc/m for spring. Students would need to maintain 1.31 wc/m per week in order to move from the fall to spring benchmark standards in the time allotted between the assessment dates. The growth standards for other grades would be 1.36 wc/m per week for 1st grade, 1.03 wc/m per week for third grade, .83 wc/m per week for fourth grade, .78 wc/m per week for fifth grade, and .86 wc/m per week in sixth grade (Silberglitt & Gibbons, 2005). 

Once level and slope standards are derived, individual student data need to be compared to them. It is probably best to simply compare level data to the empirically derived criteria and scores below the cut score are considered discrepant. Two options for rate of growth are to either compare the rate of growth to the empirically derived criteria listed above and scores below the appropriate criterion (e.g., 1.31 wc/m per week for 2nd grade) are discrepant for rate of growth, or to compute the numerical slope of growth for every child and slope scores more than 1 standard deviation below the grade-level average growth are considered discrepant. Interventions for students who exhibit discrepant data for both level and slope are not successful, and a more intense intervention is needed (e.g., from Tier II to Tier III). 

Need for additional intervention if progress is sufficient.

Hintze states that “additional intervention is likely unwarranted” (p. 13) when a student is making progress at an expected rate, even if she is initially low-performing.  I absolutely agree with this statement. Certainly different interventions may be implemented within the tier to attempt to accelerate learning, but I would not implement a more intense intervention (e.g., from a Tier II intervention to a Tier III intervention) for a child who is making sufficient progress. 

Response profiles that warrant reconsidering time-limited nature of Tier II and Tier III.

There are three potential outcomes associated with tiered interventions including special education. The first is that the intervention is successful. Secondly, the intervention is not successful and a more intense intervention is needed. Finally, the intervention is successful, but needs to be continued for success to be maintained. In my opinion, the third option is an appropriate use of resources in an RtI resource-allocation model. Take special education eligibility for example. If a student is receiving a Tier III intervention he may experience success and start receiving a Tier II intervention or the intervention may not be successful and special education eligibility is considered. However, it may also be that the student experiences success but that the intervention is so resource intensive that special education is needed to maintain that success. If this latter example is the case, then special education eligibility is considered and the intervention is continued indefinitely. 

Conclusion

I agree with Hintze that RtI holds great promise but that “continued research is warranted to operationalize procedures and judgments, and evaluate the decision-making utility of the models in practice” (p. 16). An operational definition of student response and lack thereof needs to be objective, meaningful, and empirically supported. A growing literature already supports the DD approach over traditional LD identification, but being superior to a highly criticized model is neither convincing nor the ultimate objective. Thus, whether or not the decision-making framework enhances student learning should be the goal and standard with which procedures and practices are evaluated.
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