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Objectives

•Define RtI and describe its history
•Highlight the essential components and core 
principles of RtI systems
•Identify the social work beliefs and 
professional standards that support the 
involvement of SSWs in RtI
•Propose roles SSWs can play in developing 
and sustaining RtI systems
•Challenge SSWs to become change agents in 
promoting the proliferation of RtI

The Evolution of RtI

The Pursuit of Equal Access (1965 –1988)
•Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA) of 1965

•The Education of All Handicapped Children 
Act of 1975 (PL 94-142)

•The Regular Education Initiative (REI)(1986)

The Evolution of RtI

Research, Innovation and the Pursuit of Results (1988 –2010)

•Research on assessment practices thought to be barriers to the effectiveness 
of special education programs and  services

•Large scale system change/improvement initiatives
•Renewed Service Delivery System (RSDS) –Iowa
•Three stage problem-solving - Minneapolis

•The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 1997

•The President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education (2001)

•The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004

RtI Defined

•The practice of providing high-quality instruction and 
interventions matched to student need, monitoring 
progress frequently to make decisions about changes in 
instruction or goals, and applying child response data to 
important educational decisions. (Batsche, et al., 2005) 

•The application of the scientific method to solving 
educational relevant problems –a framework for organizing 
evidenced-based practices in a systematic process for the 
purpose of determining what interventions enable learning. 
(Clark, et al., 2006) 

RtI Defined

•The practice of providing high quality instruction matched 
to student needs and using rate of learning over time to 
make important decisions. (Burns & Gibbons, 2008)

•A multi-tiered framework for organizing evidenced-based 
practices in a systematic process for the purpose of 
determining what interventions ensure the academic, 
social, emotional, and behavioral success of all students. 
(Clark & Alvarez, 2010)
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Essential RtI Components

•High-quality instruction/intervention

•Learning rate and level of performance

•Important educational decisions

(Batsche, et al., 2005)

Core Principles of RtI

•We can effectively teach all children
•Intervene early
•Use a multi-tier model of service delivery
•Use a problem solving method to make decisions within a 
multi-tier model
•Use evidence-based, scientifically validated 
interventions/instruction to the extent available
•Monitor student progress to inform instruction
•Use data to make decisions
•Use assessment for the purpose of screening, diagnostics, 
and progress monitoring

(Batsche, et al., 2005)

Universal 
Supports/Core 

Curriculum:
School/Classroom-
Wide Systems for

All Students,
Staff, & Settings

Targeted Group 
Interventions:

For Students with At-Risk 
Behavior

Intensive Individualized 
Interventions:

For Students with High-Risk 
Behavior

~80% of Students

~15% 

~5% 

Response to Intervention

Problem Intensity/Complexity

Continuum of Programs and Services

Early Intervention Intensive InterventionPrevention

No Problem Mild Problem Serious/Complex Problem(s)

School-wide Behavior Supports Model

Few

Some

Many

Osher, Dwyer & Jackson 2004

School-wide Behavior Supports Model

Provide 

intensive 

interventions 

for a few 

children

Intervene early 

for some 

children

Build a school-wide 

foundation for all 

children

Osher, Dwyer & Jackson 2004
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1-5% 1-5%

5-10% 5-10%

80-90% 80-90%

Tier 3: Intensive, Individual Interventions

ÅA few individual students

ÅAssessment-based

ÅHigh intensity

Tier 3: Intensive, Individual Interventions

ÅA few individual students

ÅAssessment-based

ÅIntense, durable procedures

Tier 2: Targeted Group Interventions

ÅSome students-identified by

tier 1 screening

ÅHigh efficiency

ÅRapid response

Tier 2: Targeted Group Interventions

ÅSome students-identified by

tier 1 screening

ÅHigh efficiency

ÅRapid response

Tier 1: Universal Supports

ÅAll students

ÅPreventive,  proactive

ÅCore academic curriculum

Tier 1: Universal Supports

ÅAll settings, all students

ÅPreventive,  proactive

ÅCore behavioral curriculum/

expectations

Response to Intervention System

Adapted from www.pbis.org

Academic Behavioral

Methodology

•Standard Protocol
•Evidence-based standard treatments or 
protocols often provided to groups of students
•Typically used for academic problems, 
particularly group interventions for reading
•Viable approach for providing targeted group 
interventions in Tier 2

Methodology

•Problem-solving
•Problem identification and defintion
•Problem analysis
•Intervention plan development and 
implementation
•Evaluation of the plan’s effectiveness

(Clark, 1998; Tilly, 2002)
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Response to Intervention System

Adapted from www.pbis.org

Academic Behavioral

RtI Beliefs

• RtI is an approach that is highly consistent with social work values 
and school social work practice standards and thus should be 
integrated into everyday school social work practice.

• The scientific method can and should be applied to efforts to solve 
educationally relevant social, emotional, and behavioral problems.

• School social workers should be active participants in supporting the 
adoption and effective implementation of RtI at state and local levels.

• The implementation of RtI should enhance problem-solving and 
positive educational results for all students and should not promote 
the labeling and categorizing of any students.

(Clark & Alvarez, 2010)

RtI Beliefs

• Social, emotional, and behavioral competence is a matter of teaching and 
learning on a par with academic competencies.  Therefore, RtI should 
promote an instructional approach to improving students’ social, emotional, 
and behavioral adjustment and performance.

• School-wide, group, and individual student performance data (academic and 
behavioral) should be systematically used to make decisions about resources 
needed to ensure student success.

• School social workers should use functional behavioral assessment 
procedures to inform the design, implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation of behavioral interventions.

• The effectiveness of interventions and programs developed for students by 
school social workers must be documented with data.

(Clark & Alvarez, 2010)
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NASW Standards for 

School Social Work Services

• School social workers shall conduct assessments of 
student needs that are individualized and provide 
information that is directly useful for designing 
interventions that address behaviors of concern. 
(Standard #12)

• School social workers shall incorporate assessments 
in developing and implementing interventions and 
evaluation plans that enhance students’ abilities to 
benefit from educational experiences. (Standard # 13)

ñAssessment is the 

process of gathering 

information to specify 

problems and make 

decisions.ò

(Salvia & Ysseldyke, 1991)

Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) 

Defined

• The process of coming to an understanding of 
why a student engages in challenging 
behavior and how student behavior relates to 
the environment. (Tilly, et al., 1998)

• Enhances understanding of the purpose and 
effect of the behaviors of concern … and 
provides data useful in designing 
interventions. (Clark, 1998; Clark et al., 2006)

The ñfunctionalò in functional 

behavioral assessment

• Examines the “function” of 
behavior

• Is “functional” in providing data 
useful in designing interventions

Most Common Functions 

Maintaining 

Problem Behavior

• Gain (attention or tangibles)

• Escape (from demands or

non-preferred tasks)

Functional Assessment 

Approach: Characteristics

Professional, data-based decision-
making assessment, tailored 
individually to student needs and 
concerns with solving student 
problems as the central purpose.
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Assessment ñBatteryò 

Approach

An assessment approach that has 
as its primary purpose the 
identification of children who are 
eligible for special education by 
determining whether they meet 
established eligibility criteria.

(Clark, 2002)

Assessment ñBatteryò 

Approach Features

• A consistent set of evaluation procedures 
used in all cases

• Primary reliance on standardized 
assessment instruments

• Assessment data used for dichotomous 
eligibility decision

• Child focused

• Descriptive 
(Clark, 2002)

Battery Approaches: Flaws

• Focus on student characteristics often 
excludes contextual or environmental 
variables

• Descriptive data do not assist in designing 
interventions

• Focus mostly on the “disability” prong of 
the two-pronged eligibility test and do not 
adequately document “need”

(Clark, 2002)

Battery Approaches: Flaws

• Inefficient use of precious resources -
professionals’ time

• Professional judgment and decision-
making not valued

• Unnecessarily delays helping efforts

• Legal???

(Clark, 2002)

Assessment Battery vs. 

Functional Assessment

Assessment

Features
Assessment

Battery

Functional

Assessment

Approach Predetermined set of

assessments in all cases

Individually tailored

Question driven

Purpose Eligibility determination

Classification

Problem-solving

Nature of

assessment

Descriptive Functional Ĵ aids in the

design of interventions

Decision

making

Non-professional

Predetermined by

procedures

Professional decision making

Focus Characteristics of the

individual

Data collection related to

assessment questions

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

• Advocate for change

• Support/facilitate the development of a 
shared vision and consensus

• Must be high level of initial commitment
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SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

• Once consensus is reached, initial implementation can begin

• Critical conditions for successful implementation include:
– Creation of a school-wide team
– Active administrative leadership
– Documented commitment to improving school climate
– Ensure adequate personnel and time for planning/implementation
– Fiscal support (materials, professional development, etc)
– Establish data management system that supports data-based decision 

making
– Development of an action plan

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

Barriers to Sustainability:

• Overreliance on external funding

• Change in staff who championed 
implementation

• Change in district/building leadership

• Shift in emphasis of district initiative

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

• Sustainability must begin at initial 
implementation

• Create durable infrastructure that can 
be maintained despite funding or staff 
changes

• Reallocate existing funds

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

Professional Development

• Strong predictor of sustainability

• Must be a comprehensive and intentional 
progression of skills training

• Must include systematic methods for 
evaluating the use of skills

• Must directly impact student performance 
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SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

SSW Case Review –The Heartland Example

• Purpose–improve the proficiency of SSWs
in implementing RtI practices with 
individual students

• Method–group supervision using 
innovation configuration

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

Innovation Configuration –11 Components

• Behavioral definition
• Baseline data
• Problem validation
• Goal setting
• Intervention plan
• Measurement strategy
• Decision-making plan
• Progress monitoring
• Formative evaluation
• Treatment integrity
• Summative evaluation

Beh Def Baseline Prob. Val
Goal 

Setting

Intervent

ion

Measure

ment
Decision

Prog. 

Mon.

Formativ

e

Treat 

Integrity

Summati

ve

2006 4.5 3.9 4.4 4.0 4.9 4.7 4.4 4.1 3.9 3.5 4.6

2007 4.8 4.5 4.6 4.6 5 4.7 4.5 4.6 4.8 4.5 5

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

Case Review Baseline by Components 2006 & 2007

2006

2007

Acceptable Practice

SSW Roles in Adopting, Implementing 

and Sustaining RtI Systems

The school social worker can:
• Take an active role in facilitating buy-in and 

building consensus
• Actively participate in teams—know the 

terminology
• Become familiar with assessments at all tiers, 

data-based decision making, and differentiating 
instruction

• Shift focus of practice to school-wide, small group 
& individual, in that order

A Call to Action

• Focus on the prevention effects of system change and 
improvement

• Use data-based decision making in a problem-solving process

• Use functional assessments to develop interventions

• Use evidence-based programs and practices

• Create and actively engage in ongoing professional 
development

• Mobilize to ensure that school social workers are both active 
contributors to and participants in the development and 
implementation of RtI


