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ABSTRACT 

 Response to intervention (RTI), an educational reform effort designed to meet the needs of 

struggling learners, has been adopted by an increasing number of states as a primary component 

of their educational service delivery model for low-achieving students (Burns et al., 2013; 

Castillo & Batsche, 2012).  RTI models are multi-tiered instructional systems that allow for 

increasingly intensive interventions depending on the individual student’s need or response to 

instruction as indicated by data-based progress monitoring (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009).  Because 

RTI programs require large-scale paradigm change and multi-disciplinary coordination at many 

levels of a school and district, some educators are skeptical that RTI can be implemented with 

fidelity and produce the desired outcomes.  Schools that have successfully implemented RTI in a 

highly effective manner can serve as exemplars for others who are attempting to implement, 

improve, or refine their programs.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine the systemic factors related to the successful 

implementation of Response to Intervention (RTI) programs.  The study was designed from a 

systems theory perspective, which helps to understand how the parts of an organization interact 

and influence each other and contribute to the overall performance of the system (Patton, 2002).  

Additionally, the emerging field of implementation science provided a useful framework for 

studying the transition of RTI from a research-based concept to applied practice (Forman et al., 

2013).  Using the National Implementation Research Network framework (Fixsen et al., 2005, 

2009, 2010) as an organizational structure, this study explored the system level factors related to 

successful RTI implementation in elementary schools.   

 Understanding the contextual factors or local ecology of an organization such as a school 

is important when planning the implementation of large-scale school reform projects 
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(Kratochwill et al., 2012; Patton, 2002).  Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) called for an 

increase in qualitative studies, mixed methods designs, and single-case studies when studying 

evidence-based practices in schools and human service systems to better understand the local 

contextual factors related to successful programs.  Therefore, in order to understand the unique 

local factors that have contributed to the successful adoption of RTI in elementary schools, 

qualitative methods were selected for use in this study. 

 Two qualitative case studies of successful RTI implementation sites at the elementary 

school level were investigated.  Then, cross-case analysis was conducted to search for common 

systemic themes that influenced the RTI implementation process.  The study identified factors 

that contributed to successful RTI implementation in elementary schools.  These findings 

contribute to the knowledge base regarding barriers and facilitators of evidence-based practices 

in the public elementary school setting.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

 The difficulties with implementing evidence-based programs in real-world settings are 

well established in the education and social sciences literature (Aarons, Hurlburt & Horwitz, 

2011; Earles-Vollrath, 2012; Fixsen, 2012; Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; 

Forman et al., 2013; Jones & Ball, 2012; Noell & Gansle, 2009; Sansosti, 2015).  For example, 

well-designed programs often are modified to fit local contextual factors, implemented without 

fidelity, or implemented in name only.  In some cases, programs do not have funding to continue 

after the initial start-up phase and many lack the structures needed to maintain the program over 

time.  Unfortunately, there are many examples of research-based models that produced 

promising results in controlled studies but were found to be ineffective in applied settings 

(Fixsen et al., 2005; Pogrow, 1996).  Therefore, the factors associated with implementing and 

sustaining evidence-based programs have drawn increasing interest from a variety of human 

service sectors including mental health, social work, public health, and education (Fixsen et al., 

2005).  The field of implementation science has grown rapidly in response to the call for more 

research regarding the adoption and dissemination of evidence-based programs in human service 

organizations (Forman et al., 2013).    

 Response to intervention (RTI), an educational reform effort designed to meet the needs 

of struggling learners, has made a significant impact in the fields of learning disabilities, special 

education, literacy, and school psychology (Hollenbeck, 2007).  When RTI was included in re-

authorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 2004 as an allowable 

method of identifying students with learning disabilities, some experts expressed caution that it 
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was premature to adopt RTI for wide-scale application due to conflicting research and opinions 

about the model (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  Despite the cautions, 

RTI has been adopted by an increasing number of states as a primary component of their 

educational service delivery model for low-achieving students (Burns et al., 2013; Castillo & 

Batsche, 2012).  The emerging field of implementation science provides a useful framework for 

studying the transition of RTI from a research-based concept to applied practice (Forman et al., 

2013).     

 In light of the difficulties associated with implementation of evidence-based programs in 

other fields, some experts are skeptical that RTI as a large-scale paradigm change is being 

adopted in the manner in which it was intended, and still others question whether it is producing 

the desired results, namely early identification and service delivery for students with learning 

problems (Glover & DiPerna, 2007; Hill, King, Lemons & Partanen, 2012; Hollenbeck, 2007; 

Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  However, a recent study found very little difference in special 

education referral rates in California before and after RTI implementation (Thorius & Maxty, 

2015).  The same study also found no real difference in pre-referral policies and procedures other 

than a re-labeling of the process.  Some experts expect that RTI outcomes will vary significantly 

from one site to another due to systemic factors unique to each school or district (Mellard, Stern, 

& Woods, 2011; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008).   

 Due to these identified problems regarding RTI, studying examples of successful RTI 

programs in schools is needed so that the organizational structures and system-level 

considerations used by these exemplars can be identified and shared with other schools.  

Therefore, the purpose of this proposed study is to examine the systemic factors related to the 
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implementation of RTI using implementation science as a framework for understanding that 

success.  

Social Significance  

 Unfortunately, the educational research literature contains many examples of highly 

esteemed programs and reforms that were based on quality research, yet were unsuccessful for a 

number of reasons (Kratochwill, Volpiansky, Clements, & Ball, 2007).  In many cases, these 

programs were developed and implemented at a huge monetary cost to state and federal 

taxpayers, as well as substantial amounts of time and effort for the educators involved in 

developing and implementing the programs.  Therefore, it is in the best interest of educators to 

focus their time, effort, and resources on activities that have shown to be highly effective, 

efficient, and successful in real-world applications.  This attention to effectiveness and efficiency 

is more important now than ever in light of limited resources and increased calls for 

accountability in education.  Researchers can contribute to this effort by identifying procedures 

and processes that are likely to result in successful outcomes in real-world settings.  This type of 

practice-based research described by Kratchowill and colleagues (2012) can help bridge the 

research-to-practice divide bemoaned by many scientists and practitioners alike.  

Professional Response 

 The field of school psychology is rich with studies examining the individual components 

of RTI programs such as intervention efficacy, treatment fidelity, problem-solving teams, and 

data-based decision making (e.g., Castillo & Batsche, 2012; Jones & Ball, 2012; Nellis, 2012).  

More recently, researchers have turned to studying RTI at the system level to investigate the 

problems noted in translating evidence-based programs to real-world settings.  As a result, 

systemic issues (e.g., capacity building, fidelity of implementation, and sustainability) have 
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received increasing attention in the literature (Burns et al., 2013; Forman et al., 2013; Hill, King, 

Lemons, & Partanen, 2012).   

 Several experts have called for an ecological or systems theory perspective in school 

psychology research as a whole, not just in regard to RTI (Burns, 2011; Forman et al., 2013; 

Kratochwill et al., 2012; Meyers et al., 2012).  In fact, a recent APA Division 16 Working Group 

on Translating Science to Practice in schools called for school psychologists to take a leading 

role in system level implementation research (Forman et al., 2013).  A systems theory approach 

is particularly applicable to the study of RTI because it can focus attention on the interactions 

among many levels of the school system (e.g., school, district, state, and federal bureaucracies) 

as well as the stakeholders involved in the program (e.g., students, teachers, parents, 

administrators, support personnel).    

 Recently qualitative researchers have studied the perceptions and attitudes of various 

groups of stakeholders regarding their experiences with RTI including school psychologists, 

administrators, and teachers (Bogue, Marrs, & Little, 2017; Castro-Villareal, Rodriguez, & 

Moore, 2014; Marrs & Little, 2014).  Many of these studies have found that negative perceptions 

of RTI persist for a variety of reasons, many of them related to system-level issues or factors 

beyond the control of the local school (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Stecker, 2010; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 

2008).  Others have found concerns related to changing roles and need for collaboration (Bogue, 

Marrs, & Little, 2017).  Several studies have noted greater acceptability for RTI at the 

elementary level compared to the secondary level (Sansosti, Noltemeyer & Goss, 2010).  There 

are also several qualitative case studies of RTI implementation in real-world settings; most of 

these were produced as the result of university laboratory projects or state-sponsored 

demonstration sites (Shapiro et al., 2011).   
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Gaps in the Research 

 After considering the research base regarding RTI implementation, several gaps are 

evident.  First, there is ample research supporting the individual components of RTI, but very 

little research regarding RTI as a comprehensive service delivery model (Hill et al., 2012).  

Specifically, research from a systems theory perspective is needed to better understand the 

barriers and facilitators for successful RTI implementation (Forman et al., 2013).  Additionally, 

most of the published case studies of successful RTI implementation involve sites that were 

facilitated by universities or state-sponsored demonstration projects.  Therefore, these findings 

may not generalize to non-affiliated schools.  Finally, most of the qualitative studies of RTI 

implementation have focused on perceptions and attitudes of individuals rather than 

understanding the system as a whole (Little, Marrs, & Bogue, 2016).  Therefore, there is a need 

for more investigation into the barriers and facilitators for RTI implementation under normal 

conditions.  A qualitative, multiple case study was chosen for this study following the 

recommendations of Patton (2002) and Yin (2013) for situations that call for an understanding of 

the influence of local culture and contextual factors in organizational systems.  This approach 

provides insight into the local, systemic factors that contribute to the effective implementation of 

RTI.    

Overview of Research Design 

 This study was conceptualized from a systems theory perspective, which is useful for 

understanding how the parts of an organization interact and influence each other and contribute 

to the overall performance of the system (Patton, 2002).  Using the National Implementation 

Research Network framework (Fixsen et al., 2005, 2009, 2010) as an organizational structure, 

this study explored the system level factors related to successful RTI implementation in 
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elementary schools.   

 Two qualitative case studies of successful RTI implementation sites at the elementary 

school level were investigated.  Then, cross-case analysis was conducted to for common 

systemic themes that influenced the RTI implementation process.  These findings contribute to 

the knowledge base regarding barriers and facilitators of evidence-based practices in the public 

elementary school setting.   
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Before examining systemic factors related to the implementation of Response to 

Intervention (RTI) programs, this chapter identifies the key components and proposed benefits of 

the RTI model.  Next, the concerns and cautions about RTI implementation are reviewed.  Next, 

this review addresses the theoretical perspectives relevant to the study of RTI implementation, 

and the field of implementation science is defined.  Three implementation models are introduced, 

and the key components relevant for RTI are identified. Finally, implications for implementing 

and sustaining a RTI model are discussed and directions for future research, including the 

proposed study, are presented. 

Defining Response to Intervention 

 RTI is a set of practices based on approximately 30 years of educational research (Burns 

& Gibbons, 2008; Gresham, 2007).  Generally speaking, most RTI models are multi-tiered 

instructional systems that allow for increasingly intensive interventions depending on the 

individual student’s need or response to instruction as indicated by data-based progress 

monitoring (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009).  Although the specific definition of RTI varies from one 

expert to another, all models appear to include these aspects outlined by Fuchs and colleagues 

(2003):  

1) Students are provided with ‘generally effective’ instruction by their classroom teacher; 

2) their progress is monitored; 3) those who do not respond get something else, or 

something more, from their teacher or someone else; 4) again, their progress is monitored; 

5) and those who still do not respond either qualify for special education or for special 

education evaluation (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003, p. 159).  
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 Most RTI models feature three tiers of intervention: Tier 1 or primary prevention - high-

quality instruction in the general education classroom; Tier 2 or secondary prevention - 

evidence-based interventions for academic or behavioral concerns; and Tier 3 or tertiary 

prevention - referral for special education evaluation and services if the data does not indicate a 

positive response to the Tier 2 intervention (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009; Garland & Strosnider, 2005).  

Many authors suggest that RTI models should focus equally on early intervention/prevention and 

identification of students with disabilities, although there is some disagreement about the relative 

importance of these priorities (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Fuchs et al., 2010).   

 Beyond these common features found in most models, experts have identified other key 

components that are closely related, if not embedded, within the RTI paradigm.  Kovaleski 

(2007) suggested that RTI models should also include data analysis teams, school-wide positive 

behavior supports, and differentiated instruction in the general education curriculum.  Glover and 

DiPerna (2007) added two systemic considerations for RTI models – measures to ensure 

procedural integrity (i.e., fidelity checks, outcome measures) and capacity building (planning for 

long-term sustainability) Danielson and colleagues (2007) affirmed the importance of capacity 

building and emphasized the role of professional development in RTI systems.  Burns and 

Gibbons (2008) emphasized efficient allocation of resources as an important feature of their RTI 

model.   

 In sum, these researchers and others emphasize the comprehensive, complex, and 

integrated nature of the RTI framework, which creates the need for change at all levels of a 

school and district (Hintze, 2008).  Because most RTI models attempt to incorporate evidence-

based instruction and prevention practices, data-based decision making, and disability 

determination procedures, the model requires the involvement of multiple disciplines and areas 
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of expertise (Gartland & Stronsider, 2005; Gresham, 2007; Hill et al., 2012; Kratochwill, 

Clements, & Kalymon, 2007).  Considering that the RTI framework has so many features, 

several experts have questioned whether the model is, in fact, too complicated to be implemented 

effectively (Castillo & Batsche, 2012; Hill et al., 2012; VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Barnett, 2005).  

Before examining the issues related to implementation of this complex framework, I will 

summarize the origins of RTI, describe the proposed benefits of this framework, and outline the 

cautions and concerns noted by experts in the field. 

Background and Rationale for RTI 

 Response to intervention as a model for meeting the needs of struggling learners is a set of 

practices based on approximately 30 years of educational research (Burns & Gibbons, 2008; 

Gresham, 2007).  Generally speaking, most RTI models are multi-tiered instructional systems 

that allow for increasingly intensive interventions depending on the individual student’s need or 

response to instruction as indicated by data-based progress monitoring (Fletcher & Vaughn, 

2009).    Although the specific definition of RTI varies from one expert to another, all models 

include these aspects outlined by Fuchs and colleagues:   

1) Students are provided with ‘generally effective’ instruction by their classroom teacher; 

2) their progress is monitored; 3) those who do not respond get something else, or 

something more, from their teacher or someone else; 4) again, their progress is monitored; 

5) and those who still do not respond either qualify for special education or for special 

education evaluation (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, and Young, 2003, p. 159).  

 There are several variations or models of the general RTI concept; these will be reviewed 

in detail in a later section of this paper.  Before considering the definitions and key components 

of the major RTI models, it is helpful to understand the trends in education that resulted in the 
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conceptualization and eventual adoption of RTI as a method of providing educational services to 

children.  These trends can be categorized into three general themes: dissatisfaction with special 

education services, the federal government’s call for greater accountability and improved 

outcomes for students, and increased knowledge of effective instruction and intervention 

practices (Burns & Gibbons, 2008; Gartland & Strosnider, 2005).    

Controversies and Concerns Regarding Special Education  

 Less than ten years after the passage of Public Law 94-142 in 1975, which was the first 

federal mandate for free and public education for individuals with disabilities, significant 

problems within the special education system were identified in the research literature (Burns & 

Gibbons, 2008).  In 1982, a widely-cited report from the National Research Council (NRC) 

indicated significant racial and ethnic differences in placements for the disabled, such that 38% 

of all mentally disabled students were African-American compared to only 16% of the general 

school population (Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982).  Disproportionate representation of 

minorities in special education continues to be a controversial issue despite extensive efforts to 

address the problem extending over 40 years (Newell & Kratochwill, 2007).  Several authors 

point to the recommendations to address racial inequity presented in the NRC report as the first 

description of a RTI model (Christ & Poncy, 2005; Daly, Martens, Barnett, Witt, & Olson, 2007; 

Gresham, 2007).  In fact, Fuchs and Fuchs (1998) adapted the recommendations in the NRC 

report in one of the first detailed working models of RTI that was designed to address the 

problems regarding over-identification of minority students in special education. 

 Perhaps even more controversial than the issue of racial bias in special education 

placements, the problem of valid and reliable identification of learning disabilities (LD) is 

considered by many experts in the field as another major impetus leading to the development, 
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empirical study, and implementation of an alternate model of working with students struggling in 

one or more academic areas (Aaron, 1997; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998; Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; 

Gresham, 2007; Hollenbeck, 2007; Kratchowill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007; Mellard et al., 

2011; Shinn, 2007).  Although a comprehensive examination of the controversies surrounding 

LD diagnosis is beyond the scope of this paper, the evolution of RTI as a new method of 

identifying students with learning disabilities was a key feature of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEIA) (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Stecker, 2010; 

Gresham, 2007; Mellard et al., 2011).  The traditional method of diagnosing learning disabilities 

by identifying a discrepancy between a student’s intelligence and academic achievement (IQ-

achievement discrepancy model) was deemed to lack reliability and validity (Fuchs & Fuchs, 

1998).  Furthermore, students who were found to have significant IQ-achievement discrepancies 

were no different from poor readers without such a discrepancy in their response to remedial 

instruction (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005).  Therefore, experts in school psychology and 

special education proposed an alternate method of identifying students as learning disabled using 

‘responsiveness-to-intervention” as a conceptual framework.   

 In RTI models, students are provided with evidence-based interventions in general 

education; only those who do not show a positive response to the intervention are referred for 

special education services (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005).  Generally speaking, proponents of 

an RTI system suggest that fewer students will be referred for learning disability services and 

those who are referred will be more likely to have serious learning problems if RTI procedures 

are fully implemented (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Fuchs et al., 2010; Kratochwill et al., 2007).  
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Calls for Improvement and Accountability in Education  

 Concerns regarding the prevalence, cost, and poor outcomes for students with disabilities 

are often cited as factors leading to the U.S. Department of Education’s support for RTI (Burns 

& Gibbons, 2008; Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Kratochwill et al., 2007).  The federal 

government’s call for school improvement began with the 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk 

report, which questioned the quality of U.S. education, called for greater rigor and higher 

expectations for students, and recommended greater accountability for schools (Burns & 

Gibbons, 2008; Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007; U.S. Department of Education, 1983).  

Since that time, the call for accountability continued to gain strength as studies reported the poor 

outcomes of students placed in special education classes.  In fact, Kavale and Forness (1999) 

conducted a meta-analysis of the effectiveness of various special education programs and found 

very little evidence to support the provision of most specialized services.  Despite the lack of 

success in remediating learning problems, the number of students placed in learning disabilities 

programs continued to grow at a fast pace through the 1990s and early 2000s, increasing by 

200% over a 10-year period (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005; Donovan & Cross, 2002).  By 

2007, 50% of all students served by special education were diagnosed with a learning disability 

based on the traditional IQ-achievement discrepancy model, comprising 5% of the total U.S. 

student population (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).   

 In recognition of the increasing numbers of students identified as learning disabled, the 

poor outcomes for these students, and the lack of consensus regarding LD diagnosis, and the 

success of early RTI models in Iowa and Minnesota in reducing the numbers of students placed 

in special education programs, the U.S. Department of Education established the LD Initiative in 

1999 which culminated in a series of white papers regarding the use of responsiveness-to-
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intervention as a method of identifying students with learning disabilities (Gresham, 2007).  

Soon thereafter, the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2002) recognized RTI as an acceptable alternative for identifying 

students with learning disabilities.  These proceedings coincided with the push for early 

intervention, evidence-based practice, and accountability for all students, which were introduced 

into policy with the passage of NCLB in 2001 (Fuchs et al., 2010; Gartland & Strosnider, 2005).  

The use of RTI was formalized as education policy with the 2004 reauthorization of Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which permitted, but did not require, the use of RTI in 

the identification of students with learning disabilities (IDEA, 2004).  Fuchs, Fuchs, and Stecker 

(2010) discussed how these two initiatives - one from general education (NCLB) and one from 

special education (IDEA) - have coalesced into the models of RTI that are being implemented 

across the U.S. today.  

Growth of Evidence-Based Instruction and Prevention Models 

 Over the past 10 to 20 years, educational research has identified instructional methods and 

interventions that meet the highest standard of evidence for prevention and remediation of 

learning problems (Burns & Gibbons, 2008; Kavale & Forness, 1999).  The push for evidence-

based instruction was a major feature of NCLB 2001, causing many educators to reconsider the 

types of methods used to address the needs of struggling learners in general education programs 

(Fuchs et al., 2010).  The use of evidence-based practices is at the heart of the general RTI 

framework, both to prevent the development of learning problems and to speed up the diagnostic 

process for those who will require specialized interventions (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005; 

Burns & Gibbons, 2008; Daly et al, 2007; Gartland & Strosnider, 2005).   

 Other evidence-based aspects of RTI have roots beyond the field of academic instruction 
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(Glover & DiPerna, 2007; Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007).  Gresham (2007) 

described how the preventative aspects of RTI are adapted from the medical or public health 

model, providing increasingly intensive services when the individual does not respond positively 

to less invasive procedures.  Several authors have highlighted the contribution of applied 

behavior analysis to RTI, such as an emphasis on data collection, progress monitoring, and 

problem solving (Daly et al, 2007; Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007).  The application 

of RTI to address social and behavioral problems was adapted from the literature on school-wide 

positive behavior support systems (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009).  Glover and DiPerna (2007) cited 

advances from the fields of behavioral consultation, data-based decision making, and 

curriculum-based measurement as major contributors to the RTI model.  

 The comprehensive nature of most RTI models is an attempt to incorporate the evidence-

based aspects of instruction, prevention, data-based decision-making, and disability diagnosis 

identified in recent research (Gartland & Stronsider, 2005; Gresham, 2007; Kratochwill, 

Clements, & Kalymon, 2007).  Considering that the RTI framework has so many features, 

several experts have questioned whether the model is too complicated to be implemented 

effectively (VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Barnett, 2005).  Before examining the issues related to 

implementation of this complex framework, this paper will identify the major components and 

describe the proposed benefits of RTI models. 

Proposed Benefits of RTI 

 General education.   Proponents of RTI suggest that full implementation of the model 

will result in multiple benefits for students, educators, and the school system as a whole.  Firstly, 

several authors emphasize the role of RTI in improving student achievement and accountability 

in general education classes or Tier 1 (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; Hollenbeck, 2007; 
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VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Barnett, 2005).  In fact, many view RTI as a means of ensuring 

remediation and intervention in the general education setting before progressing a student toward 

special education.  The focus on evidence-based instruction, screening, intervention, and 

progress monitoring at Tiers 1 and 2 allows staff to rule out the possibility of lack of effective 

instructional practices as the primary cause of a student’s learning problem.  It is believed that 

this procedural safeguard helps promote accountability and high expectations (Hollenbeck, 2007).  

Relatedly, universal screening in general education promotes early intervention, which has 

shown to be effective in ameliorating potentially long-term disabling conditions for many 

students (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; Gresham, 2007; Hintze, 2008; Hollenbeck, 2007; Kavale, 

Kauffman, Bachmeier, & LeFever, 2008).   

 Special education.  In regard to special education, many researchers suggest that RTI 

implementation will reduce the number of students referred for special education services and 

improve eligibility decisions so that only those with “true” learning disabilities will be identified 

(Hollenbeck, 2007).  These outcomes were predicted to reduce the prevalence and cost of special 

education services (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; Hollenbeck, 2007; VanDerHeyden et al., 2005).  

Furthermore, it was expected that the systematic screening and intervention aspects of RTI 

would reduce bias in referrals and identification based on gender, minority, or socio-economic 

status, which can address the disproportionate placement of specific sub-groups in special 

education classes (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; Gresham, 2007; Hintze, 2008; Hollenbeck, 2007; 

Newell & Kratochwill, 2007).  Furthermore, some authors suggested that an RTI framework 

would contribute to the development of meaningful individual education plans (IEPs) and 

improve the quality of instruction in special education classes since there should be an existing 

record of the results of previous interventions (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; VanDerHeyden et 
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al., 2005).  Although some studies of isolated sites have supported these propositions, at least 

partially, there is little research supporting the long-term benefits of RTI across sites (Castillo & 

Batsche, 2012; Jones & Ball, 2012).    

 System collaboration.  Systemically, some experts predicted that full RTI 

implementation would improve service delivery, collaboration, and sharing of responsibility 

between general and special education programs (Gartland & Strosnider, 2005; Hollenbeck, 

2007; VanDerHeyden et al., 2005).  Kavale and colleagues emphasized that point by stating 

“although the goal of providing effective instruction is meritorious, we believe the real goal of 

RTI is to foster greater collaboration with general education and essentially create a unified 

system without an independent special education” (Kavale et al., 2008, p. 137).  

 Hollenbeck (2007) reviewed the existing research and provided a useful categorization of 

the proposed benefits of RTI:  “benefits inherent to the model(s), benefits presumed, and benefits 

demonstrated by research” (p. 140).  According to Hollenbeck, benefits inherent to the model 

include accountability in general education and terminating the use of IQ-achievement 

discrepancy formulas for learning disability identification.  Presumed benefits are those that are 

not yet based on evidence including identification of fewer students for special education 

eligibility, increased validity of LD diagnosis, reduced cost for special education services, and 

better collaboration between general and special education programs.  Finally, benefits of RTI 

that have already been demonstrated by research include the effectiveness of early intervention 

for reading problems, the elimination of teacher bias in referrals, and a reduction in 

disproportionate placement of minorities in special services.  Of course, it remains to be seen 

whether full implementation of RTI will produce these intended outcomes.  
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Concerns and Cautions Regarding RTI 

 The push for wide-scale adoption of RTI has resulted in some controversy in the 

educational literature, particularly in the field of school psychology (Castillo & Batsche, 2012; 

Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003; Kavale et al., 2008; Kovaleski, 

2007; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  Several authors have cautioned that the push to implement 

RTI without overwhelming research support for the model as a whole runs counter to the 

evidence-based movement in education.  Reynolds and Shaywitz (2009) emphasized this point 

by stating,  “…the calls for rapid implementation of RTI – currently lacking a sufficient evidence 

base — seem to reflect a giant step backward and reek more of educational faddism and political 

correctness than of science-based, effective educational practices” (p. 3).  The use of RTI 

specifically to identify learning disabilities has resulted in strong opposition from those who hold 

that there is not enough research to support this application (Fuchs et al., 2003; Kavale et al., 

2008; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  However, even those opposed to using RTI for diagnosing 

learning disabilities acknowledge that the model remains useful as a prevention and intervention 

framework (Kavale et al., 2008; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  Fuchs and Deshler (2007) 

acknowledged that there are many unknowns about RTI such as the necessary conditions for 

successful implementation in schools, the application of RTI in middle and high schools, the role 

of comprehensive assessments in identifying students with disabilities, and the outcome 

measures that should be used to evaluate the success of RTI implementation.   

 A recent study by Little, Marrs, and Bogue (2017) found that even in systems with 

established RTI programs, many barriers remain.  Their qualitative study of school psychologists 

found three major barriers regarding RTI implementation – teacher concerns, system-level needs, 

and support from administration.  The system-level needs identified in this study were 
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specifically identified as lack of commitment, resource limitations, resistance to change, and 

need for professional development (Little, Marrs, & Bogue, 2017).  This study used a qualitative 

design to study the perceptions of school psychologists but was limited to only five practitioners 

in a single state (Washington).   

 Need for research.  Kovaleski (2007) emphasized the need for research on RTI as a 

comprehensive service delivery package as opposed to studying the individual aspects of the 

model (i.e., interventions, progress monitoring tools).  However, Jones and Ball (2012) cautioned 

that empirical study of RTI as a comprehensive service delivery model may not be possible due 

to complex nature of the model and lack of consensus regarding the specific components.  They 

noted that the current literature on RTI continues to focus on individual components, resulting in 

a disjointed and scattered evidence base that is difficult to apply on a large scale.  In regard to 

research regarding the overall effectiveness of RTI, Kovaleski (2007) agreed with Fuchs and 

Deshler (2007) about the need for agreement on appropriate outcome measures or dependent 

variables for comprehensive studies.  There is some disagreement among the experts regarding 

the importance of measuring general education outcomes (e.g., percentage of students meeting 

state standards) (Kovaleski, 2007) versus special education outcomes (e.g., identification of 

students with disabilities) (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007).  A full discussion of these specific factors is 

beyond the scope of this literature review.  

 Lack of consensus.  Although some experts suggest that the absence of specific 

regulations regarding RTI in IDEA 2004 and NCLB is an opportunity for experimentation and 

growth, others hold that the lack of procedural guidance results in inconsistencies and wide 

variations in practice that may have negative effects on students (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; 

Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).  Due to significant variations in RTI models and terminology, 
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some have expressed the need for operational definitions and common standards for RTI 

accountability across states and districts (Barnett et al., 2006; Jones & Ball, 2012).  To that end, 

Fuchs and Fuchs (2009) called for a single model of RTI service delivery and provided a detailed 

account of their three-tier model.  However, there remains great variability in model 

implementation among states and school districts within states due to the lack of regulatory 

guidance (Hill et al., 2012).  Therefore, it is difficult to compare outcomes across school district 

and state boundaries.   

 Other researchers have emphasized the importance of establishing consensus regarding 

decision-making criteria, identifying cut scores to move from one tier to the next, and providing 

specific guidance regarding who will be considered a ‘responder’ versus a ‘non-responder’ in 

RTI models (Barnett et al., 2006; Batsche, Kavale, & Kovaleski, 2006; Decker, Englund, & 

Albritton, 2012; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Griffiths, VanDerHeyden, & Burns, 2006; Kovaleski, 

2007; Kratochwill et al., 2007; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2006).  Other RTI issues that are in need 

of consensus include establishing standards used to select students for more intensive 

interventions (Kovaleski, 2007; Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007); establishing the 

effectiveness of Tier 1 (Barnett et al., 2006; Kovaleski, 2007); determining when comprehensive 

assessment of a student is appropriate (Decker et al., 2012); and applying specific interventions 

to culturally diverse populations (Danielson et al., 2007; Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 

2007).   

 Despite these areas of concern, the number of school districts implementing RTI continues 

to increase at a rapid pace (Castillo & Batsche, 2012).  Therefore, it is important to be aware of 

the gaps in the research as well as unanswered questions that may influence the scaling-up of 

RTI.   
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 Fidelity.  Many experts have noted the importance of implementation fidelity, which 

refers to fidelity of specific interventions as well as the RTI process as a whole (Batsche et al., 

2006; Burns & VanDerHeyden, 2006; Danielson et al., 2007; Kovaleski, 2007; VanDerHeyden 

et al., 2005).  Kovaleski (2007) highlighted the lack of attention to treatment fidelity and 

suggested that administrators and school psychologists should be explicitly trained in monitoring 

systems to ensure that RTI is implemented as designed.  Several recent studies have addressed 

the measurement of RTI implementation fidelity (Noltemeyer & Sansosti, 2012) and some have 

created evaluation measures to monitor RTI processes (Castillo & Batsche, 2012; Noltemeyer, 

Boone & Sansosti, 2014).   

 Changing roles.  At the system level, experts have noted the importance of professional 

development in preparation for RTI implementation (Danielson et al., 2007; Fuchs & Fuchs, 

2006; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008).  Due to the changing roles of general and special education 

in an RTI model, administrators must prepare staff via professional development activities for a 

change in the overall culture of the school (Barnett et al., 2006; Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Fuchs 

et al., 2010; Kratochwill et al., 2007).  With a cautionary tone, Fuchs and colleagues (2010) 

highlighted the changing roles of general and special education teachers and pointed out the 

potential stressors related to changes in service delivery models under RTI.  The changes to the 

special education service delivery system in most RTI models would likely produce a great deal 

of upheaval at all levels of the school system (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Stecker, 2010).  Therefore, 

leaders of RTI implementation should be prepared to support staff members as they learn new 

roles and processes for serving students. 

 Organizational change.  The problems regarding implementation of new programs are 

well established across human service sectors including health care, mental health, child welfare, 
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education, and business (Aarons et al., 2011; Adelman & Taylor, 2003; Burns et al., 2013; 

Chambers, 2008; Landsverk, Brown, Reutz, Palinkas, Horwitz, 2011; Mitchell, 2011; Noell & 

Gansle, 2009).  Aarons and colleagues (2011) explained that organizations are complex, multi-

layered social systems, each within their own unique context.  The context for each organization 

includes outer influences such as political factors, funding, and support, as well as inner factors 

such as knowledge and skills, readiness, culture, and leadership.  Therefore, the implementation 

of the change process must take into account the complex interactions of all these influences.  

 To complicate matters, Noell and Gansle (2009) describe schools (and most organizations) 

as a type of system that strives for a state of equilibrium over time and is therefore resistant to 

change.  Noell and Gansle (2009) caution that attempts to change the system from the outside 

often have unintended negative consequences. Therefore, change efforts are more effective when 

guided by leaders within the organization who are well informed and prepared to address issues 

of resistance.  

  Considering that many details of RTI implementation are still under question, it is not 

surprising that many experts have expressed concern regarding the wide scale adoption of RTI.  

Since RTI models are complex and multi-faceted, implementation requires cooperation and 

planning at many different levels of a school system.  Therefore, it is important to understand the 

systemic factors that contribute to the successful implementation of programs in education 

(Burns et al., 2013; Jones & Ball, 2012; Noelle & Gansle, 2009).  To that end, the focus of this 

paper turns to the literature on systems theory and implementation science to understand the 

issues involved in implementing RTI.  
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Theoretical Perspectives of RTI 

 Systems theory.  Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) presented a systems theory 

perspective for studying the adoption of evidence-based practices (EBP).  These authors framed 

RTI and other EBPs in the context of macro (systemic) and micro (individual teacher or student) 

interactions.  To illustrate, policies and mandates from the federal and state government (NCLB, 

IDEA) influence local school policies (adoption of RTI), which influence teacher behaviors (i.e., 

universal screening, differentiated instruction, evidence-based interventions), which influence 

student outcomes (academic and behavioral).  At each level, there are unique contextual factors 

that determine how these levels interact and influence each other such as staff and student 

characteristics, professional development, and allocation of resources.  

 Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) suggested that school psychology research should 

move toward a focus on practitioners and the application of evidence-based practices in real-

world settings, which they refer to as ‘practice-based research’.  This change in focus away from 

tightly controlled experiments, the authors assert, would result in a better understanding of the 

underlying organizational influences that result in significant variations in the outcomes of 

evidence-based practices in applied practice.  

 Ecological consultation.  Meyers and colleagues (Meyers, Meyers, Graybill, Proctor, & 

Huddleston, 2012) presented a school consultation model from an ecological perspective with 

specific recommendations for addressing RTI-related issues.  These authors suggested that the 

most effective methods for individual school psychologists to influence child outcomes involve 

intervention at the systemic level, focusing on issues regarding curriculum, instruction, 

intervention, school climate, leadership, and parent collaboration, among others.  In other words, 

instead of providing intervention for the individual child, it is more effective to focus on the 
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system in which the child is embedded.  This ecological or systems-based perspective is 

increasingly important with the implementation of RTI due to the complex interaction of various 

systemic factors (e.g., professional development, selection of interventions, measurement of 

fidelity) (Meyers et al., 2012).  These authors suggested that school psychologists can contribute 

toward the success of RTI implementation by engaging in consultative practices such as 

providing training programs in universal screening, progress monitoring, effective instruction, 

and positive behavioral supports.  Furthermore, school psychologists can focus on measures to 

ensure treatment fidelity and improvement of organizational infrastructure, which are key 

components of RTI models (Meyers et al., 2012). 

Implementation Science 

 The federal government and other funding sources have shifted their focus from the 

development of new programs to the study of implementation or scaling-up of these programs on 

a large scale (Landsverk et al., 2010).  These efforts are known by a variety of labels including 

dissemination and implementation, scaling-up, replication, and implementation science 

(Adelman & Taylor, 2003; Fixsen et al., 2005; Landsverk et al., 2010).  The earliest promoters of 

this movement included the U.S. Surgeon General, National Institute of Health, National 

Institute of Mental Health, among other government-sponsored task forces and work groups 

(Chambers, 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005).  Currently, the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research (OBSSR) supports eight research 

institutes for the study of dissemination and implementation (Chambers, 2008).  The National 

Implementation Research Network (NIRN) at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill is a 

university-based research center designed to support effective implementation of evidence-based 

programs in education and social services (NIRN, 2015).  The NIRN serves as a clearinghouse 
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for implementation research and hosts biennial conferences to support implementation efforts 

(Fixsen, 2012). 

 With roots in systems and ecological theory, the emergence of implementation science as 

a field of study has focused on the difficulties in transferring evidence-based programs to applied 

practice in real-world settings (Aarons, Hulburt, & Horwitz, 2011; Fixsen et al., 2005; Forman et 

al., 2013).  Understanding the common issues faced by organizations when implementing 

evidence-based programs can be informative for administrative leaders who are in charge of 

planning such reform efforts.  As Danielson and colleagues (2007) pointed out, providing 

training is simply not enough to ensure the effective implementation of major changes.  Many 

experts agree that an understanding of the factors related to the successful adoption of research-

based programs (e.g., professional development, leadership, data management systems) is 

needed to ensure that such programs are implemented as designed and sustained over time 

(Danielson et al., 2007; Glover & DiPerna, 2007; Jones & Ball, 2012; Noell & Gansle, 2009).  

 Forman and colleagues (2013) explained that implementation science is interested in 

studying evidence-based interventions (EBI) in their natural or real-world settings, in contrast to 

intervention research, which seeks to establish evidence of effectiveness in highly controlled 

settings.  In other words, implementation science explores the contextual factors involved when 

EBIs are applied in daily practice.  To explore these contextual factors, Forman et al. (2013) 

recommended a variety of research methodologies, including quantitative and qualitative 

methods.  These authors emphasized the importance of careful observation and data collection 

throughout the implementation process including interviews, fidelity checklists, focus groups, 

direct observation, and event recording to identify key elements.  They acknowledged the lack of 

consensus regarding the best methods for studying these complex issues and predicted that new 
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methodologies and research designs will be needed to explore the complicated issues arising in 

real-world applications.    

 Regarding RTI specifically, Glover and DiPerna (2007) highlighted the lack of empirical 

evidence regarding the changes needed at the system level to fully implement the service 

delivery model.  They also acknowledged the barriers to conducting research to confirm or 

validate system-change models due the extensive resources and time required to examine the 

issue in a rigorous manner.  As a response, Glover and DiPerna encouraged educators to conduct 

local evaluations of practices related to capacity-building and other implementation components.     

Implementation Models 

 As the implementation science movement has progressed, several researchers have 

proposed models to explain the processes involved with scaling-up evidence-based programs in 

human service organizations.  Most of these models focus on two major facets: 1) stages of 

implementation and 2) organizational characteristics.  For the purposes of this chapter, three 

frequently cited models will be reviewed: 1) Adelman and Taylor’s (2003) sustainability of 

school-based innovations model, 2) Aarons and colleagues’ (2011) four phase model for public 

sector services, and 3) the National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) model (Fixsen et 

al., 2005).  The major components of the three models share some common features, although 

the specific language is slightly different, as noted in Appendix C.  Identifying the common 

features of the models provides a helpful framework for understanding the process of RTI 

implementation in schools.  

 Adelman and Taylor’s sustainability of school-based innovations model.   Adelman 

and Taylor (2003) developed a working model to support sustainability of educational 

innovations based on their experiences with school-wide programs to address learning, behavior, 
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and emotional problems of students.  They reported that grant-funded programs, despite having 

great promise and data-based evidence to support their effectiveness, were rarely sustained after 

the end of the initial project phase.  Adelman and Taylor suggested that long-term sustainability 

should be integrated into the planning phase of any large-scale program from the outset.  

Additionally, leaders of such movements must make the case that these programs are tied to 

specific school improvement outcomes, connected to the overall vision and mission of the 

school, and be cost-effective on their own.   

 Adelman and Taylor (2003) identified four stages of implementation of new educational 

programs, each with a series of key steps needed to ensure sustainability over time: 1) creating 

readiness, 2) initial implementation, 3) institutionalization, and 4) ongoing evolution/creative 

renewal.  They emphasized the importance of the first two stages – readiness and initial 

implementation – in establishing the groundwork for long-term sustainability.  For example, 

during the readiness phase, leaders must communicate the relationship of the new program to the 

larger context and mission of the school.  Leaders also must mobilize a group of influential 

stakeholders who are committed to the long-range plan and are willing to advocate for the 

program.  Before entering the implementation phase, leaders must ensure that all stakeholders 

have reached a level of readiness and commitment to the change.   

 During the initial implementation phase, leaders must attend to infrastructure, facilitation, 

action plans, resource management, and stakeholder communication.  Without these critical steps 

in the early phases, new programs are likely to fail after the initial project term, according to 

Adelman and Taylor (2003).  The implementation stages identified by Adelman and Taylor are 

similar to implementation models developed outside the realm of education.  For comparison 

purposes, Aarons and colleagues’ Four-Phase model (2010) is described next. 
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 Aarons and colleagues’ four-phase model.  Aarons, Hurlburt, and Horwitz (2010) 

reviewed implementation science literature from a variety of public service sectors (e.g. mental 

health, social services, alcohol/drug rehabilitation) and developed a four-phase model of the 

implementation process.  Within each phase, the authors emphasized the outer and inner contexts 

that were most relevant for that stage.   According to Aarons and colleagues (2010), the first stage 

– exploration – is highly influenced by external sociopolitical factors and funding issues (e.g., 

government mandates, budget allocations, and reform initiatives).  The adoption 

decision/preparation phase (stage 2) – involves the process of researching options and making 

decisions about which evidence-based programs to adopt.  This phase is externally influenced by 

legislation, advocacy groups, technical assistance centers, and inter-organizational partnerships. 

Internal influences at this level include the size of the system, leadership characteristics, and 

organizational structure. 

 External issues regarding funding and resources, integration into existing services, and 

policies and procedures are relevant during the active implementation phase (Stage 3).  However, 

Aarons and colleagues suggested that internal organizational characteristics such as leadership, 

structure, priorities, readiness, context, culture, and climate are even more important at this stage 

than external influences because of the need to establish buy-in and acceptability for the reform 

effort.  Finally, the sustainment phase (Stage 4) involves identification of factors that facilitate 

long-term implementation.  Aarons and colleagues (2010) stated that there is very little empirical 

data regarding the factors that contribute to long-term sustainability of evidence-based programs.  

However, they suggested that leadership, policies, funding, organizational culture, fidelity 

monitoring, staffing, and support are likely key components at this stage.  The final model 

presented – the National Implementation Research Network Model – incorporates most of the 
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aspects of the Aarons four-phase model as well as the Adelman and Taylor model.  Therefore, it 

is considered to be the most comprehensive of the models presented in this chapter.   

 National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) model.  Fixsen and colleagues 

(2005) conducted an extensive review of almost 2000 research studies of the implementation 

process across a wide variety of domains including agriculture, business, social services, public 

health, and education.  Their findings summarizing the state of implementation science were 

published in a monograph by the NIRN (Fixsen et al., 2005).  The monograph identifies six 

stages of the implementation process:  1) exploration and adoption, 2) program installation, 3) 

initial implementation, 4) full operation, 5) innovation, and 6) sustainability.  According to 

Fixsen and colleagues, most of the research regarding implementation involves the early stages 

of exploration and initial implementation, which is consistent with the findings of Aarons and 

colleagues (2011).  These two groups of researchers also agree on the lack of research regarding 

the factors related long-term sustainability and outcomes of evidence-based programs. 

 Based on their review of the literature, Fixsen and colleagues (2005) identified seven core 

components (“implementation drivers”) for any organization attempting to implement an 

evidence-based program:  1) staff selection, 2) training, 3) consultation and coaching, 4) staff 

evaluation, 5) program evaluation, 6) facilitative administrative support, and 7) systems 

interventions.  This model suggests that the core components are compensatory across the stages 

of implementation such that some are more important than others at various stages.  However, 

these components are integrated throughout the implementation process.   

 According to Fixsen and colleagues (2005) staff selection refers to the method and 

processes used to select the practitioners who provide evidence-based programs.  Since all the 

possible qualifications and experience needed to implement new programs cannot be provided 
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via in-service training programs, organizations must select providers who have some background 

knowledge about the program and its intended consumers.  Training includes the methods used 

to transmit knowledge about the program, including its background, philosophy, and rationale, as 

well as teaching of the skills needed to provide the service or intervention.  Coaching and 

consultation is considered to be a separate core implementation component due to its critical 

importance in supporting behavior change for the providers of new programs.  Staff evaluation 

includes measures of job performance as well as adherence to treatment protocols.  Program 

evaluation includes fidelity measures and outcome assessment at the organizational level. 

Facilitative administration refers to the role of leadership in disseminating information, 

supporting the process, organizing resources, and monitoring outcomes.  Finally, systems 

interventions include the coordination of external resources needed to implement and sustain the 

program.   

 Fixsen and colleagues (2005) emphasized the importance of integrating all of these core 

components to ensure that practitioners have the necessary skills, resources, and support to 

implement new programs in the manner in which they were intended.  The overall goal of this 

model is to address the problem of non-evidence-based implementation of evidence-based 

programs, which is the norm rather than the exception in many social service organizations 

(Fixsen, 2012).  

Common Themes   

 Across all three models reviewed here, researchers address the issues of readiness, staff 

support, and capacity building within the organization.  Leadership, especially in regard to 

facilitation of resources and processes, attention to fidelity, and measurement of outcomes, is 

also a prominent feature of all three models.  Finally, consideration of external influences such as 



 30 

regulations, funding, and coordination with existing partners and initiatives is equally key among 

these models.  Therefore, those who are considering implementation of RTI or other large-scale 

programs should prepare to address each of these important factors. 

 In regard to RTI specifically, the NIRN model (Fixsen et al., 2005) has been mentioned by 

several researchers who have explored the issues related to system-level implementation (Burns 

et al., 2013; Eagle, Dowd-Eagle, Snyder, & Holtzman, 2014; Forman et al., 2013).  Furthermore, 

Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) referred to the NIRN model in their call for more research 

into systemic issues related to school-based service delivery models.  Therefore, for the purposes 

of this study, the NIRN model (Fixsen et al., 2005) will be used as an organizational structure for 

understanding the process of RTI implementation.    

System Level Considerations for RTI Implementation 

 From the literature on implementation science, school psychologists and other educators 

charged with establishing a RTI model in their schools can focus their attention on those factors 

that have been shown to contribute to effective implementation and long-term sustainability.  

The remainder of this chapter will describe specific recommendations for RTI implementation 

and research using these NIRN implementation model components as an organizational 

structure:  1) staff selection, 2) training, 3) consultation and coaching, 4) staff evaluation, 5) 

program evaluation, 6) facilitative administrative support, and 7) systems interventions (Fixsen 

et al., 2005). 

 Staff recruitment and selection.  Fixsen and colleagues (2005, 2009) suggested that 

staff selection is often over-looked or taken for granted when implementing new programs.  

However, a program is only as effective as the practitioners who are actually providing the 

service.  Therefore, it is important to select providers who have some background knowledge and 
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experience regarding the service or program.  Although there is limited research pointing to the 

individual characteristics of providers that are most important, Fixsen and colleagues (2005) 

reported that education, experience, communication skills, ability to respond to vignettes and 

performance tasks in interviews, resilience, and self-efficacy are relevant considerations in the 

selection of quality practitioners, coaches, and support staff. 

 Staff selection is critically important in systems undergoing a transition to RTI because 

school systems do not have the time or resources to provide their staff with a comprehensive 

education in the theory and rationale behind RTI.  Therefore, systems must be strategic when 

choosing staff members who will carry out key aspects of the RTI framework (Fuchs & Deshler, 

2007; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012).  O’Connor and Freeman (2012) noted that business and 

industry pay close attention to the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of their employees when 

making project assignments, but these considerations are often overlooked in education.  They 

suggested that school districts should develop specific criteria regarding the recruitment and 

selection of staff who will be involved in RTI implementation, a point that is reiterated by Fuchs 

and Deshler (2007).  Furthermore, it is important to districts and university training programs to 

work together to define the core knowledge that beginning educators need in order to perform 

successfully within an RTI system.  This core knowledge can then be transmitted via pre-service 

training for beginning teachers and in-service training for teachers in the field (O’Connor & 

Freeman, 2012).  

 Professional development.  The importance of professional development in RTI 

implementation has also been noted by many experts in the field (Danielson, et al., 2007; 

Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007; Kratochwill, Volpiansky, Clements, & Ball, 2007; 

Nellis, 2012; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012; Ruby, Crosby-Cooper, & Vanderwood, 2011; Stein et 
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al., 2008).  Danielson and colleagues (2007) suggested that professional development activities 

will vary depending on the roles of the practitioners – every member of a school staff does not 

require the same level of knowledge about each aspect of RTI.  For example, staff involved in 

providing interventions need to be fully prepared to implement the service as it was designed.  

However, they may not necessarily need a full understanding of the history and rationale behind 

RTI.  Regardless of the level or intensity of training, all professional development activities 

should be embedded within a larger systems-change perspective to support the process of 

adoption and long-term sustainability.  Those in charge of professional development activities 

should emphasize the larger goals of RTI (i.e., prevention, integration of general and special 

education, comprehensive service delivery, school improvement) while they are providing the 

basic training necessary to implement the model (Danielson et al., 2007). 

 Kratochwill and colleagues (2007) also emphasized the importance of professional 

development in building capacity for system improvement and sustainability within an RTI 

model. These authors reviewed the research regarding professional development and provided 

additional evidence for the importance of staff training in an RTI model.  They highlighted the 

most important aspects of in-service RTI training programs including selection of evidence-

based interventions, intervention fidelity, effective classroom management practices, progress 

monitoring, and data-based decision making (Kratochwill et al., 2007).   

 The NIRN implementation model (Fixsen et al., 2005) considers consultation and 

coaching as a separate core component due to the evidence indicating the effectiveness of 

ongoing coaching and performance feedback when implementing new programs.  This model 

suggests that newly learned skills presented in one or two days of in-service training are fragile 

and tend to diminish quickly if not supported over time.  Practitioners who encounter obstacles 
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or negative feedback from consumers are easily discouraged and prone to give up on new 

initiatives (Fixsen et al., 2005, 2009).  This finding is supported in the educational literature as 

several studies have indicated that continuous staff coaching, on-site technical assistance, and 

performance feedback contribute to improved student outcomes and overall program fidelity 

(Forman et al., 2009; Kratochwill, Volpiansky, Clements & Ball, 2007; Stein et al., 2008). 

To illustrate, Stein and colleagues (2008) explored the relationships among teacher 

coaching, fidelity of implementation, and student outcomes in their study of a scaling-up of the K-

PALS program (Kindergarten Peer Assisted Learning Strategies), an evidence-based early reading 

intervention. Stein and colleagues randomly assigned kindergarten teachers to four conditions of 

professional development regarding K-PALS:  1) a control group of no support and no K-PALS 

intervention, 2) a day-long workshop for new K-PALS teachers, 3) a booster group that received 

the day-long workshop and two follow-up booster sessions from K-PALS experts, and 4) a helper 

group who received the day-long workshop, two booster sessions, and weekly technical assistance 

from a helper (research assistant).  The researchers found that the helper group had significantly 

higher ratings on measures of implementation fidelity, but the booster group achieved better 

outcomes as indicated on a measure of rapid letter-sound naming (RLS).  The authors suggested 

that the helper group may not have achieved highest gains in reading skills as predicted because 

of the characteristics of the helpers, who were graduate students new to the K-PALS program.  In 

fact, anecdotal data suggested that teachers resented the weekly technical assistance sessions from 

the inexperienced research assistants.  Therefore, the knowledge and expertise of the 

coaches/consultants may be more important than the quantity of such support (Stein et al., 2008).   

Another example of the importance of professional development can be found in Forman 

and colleagues’ study of the barriers and facilitators for implementing school-based social-
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behavioral interventions (Forman et al., 2009).  They interviewed 24 developers of well-

established programs and used qualitative methods to analyze the developer’s responses.  The 

results indicated that ongoing consultation and training was the third-most important factor 

leading to successful implementation of the programs, behind teacher support and 

principal/administrative support.  

 Leadership.  In the NIRN implementation model, the component of leadership is 

referred to as facilitative administration, which includes the administrator’s use of data to make 

decisions, support for the overall program, organization of structures and policies, and attention 

to outcomes (Fixsen et al., 2005).   The importance of leadership in RTI models has been 

highlighted in the theoretical models put forth by several experts, particularly those who 

emphasize an ecological or systems-based perspective (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Langley et al., 

2010; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012; Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008).  The key activities associated 

with effective RTI leadership are described in detail below.  

 O’Connor and Freeman (2012) developed a model that defines the role of school leaders 

in implementing RTI based on the literature on highly effective schools, continuous school 

improvement, and educational leadership.  Their model suggests that school leaders must focus 

on 1) knowledge and understanding of RTI rationale and practices, 2) establishment of routines 

and structures to facilitate RTI, and 3) incorporation of RTI into existing frameworks for school 

improvement.  Sansosti and Noltemeyer (2008) identified three primary contributions of 

effective RTI leaders based on Fullan’s (2007) three-phase model of educational change: 

development of accountability systems, establishment of policies and procedures, and facilitation 

of system level coordination and sustainability efforts.  Similarly, Fuchs and Deshler (2007) 

emphasized the need for administrator involvement in RTI adoption based on their experience 
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with the National Research Center for Learning Disabilities, a federally sponsored technical 

assistance project.  Fuchs and Deshler suggested that key activities for RTI leaders include 

setting high expectations for implementation, obtaining resources needed for the program, and 

monitoring fidelity of implementation.   

 Creation of a climate conducive to reform is another major role of the administrator in RTI 

systems.  Langley and colleagues (2010) interviewed 35 clinicians who were trained to 

implement a mental health intervention in schools (Cognitive-Behavioral Intervention for 

Trauma in Schools, Jaycox, 2004).  Qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interview 

responses indicated that the implementation climate established by the school leader was just as, 

if not more, important than other organizational factors such as school structure, norms, policies, 

and resources.    

 To summarize, various theoretical models propose that leaders responsible for RTI 

systems should be knowledgeable and supportive of RTI practices; must facilitate organizational 

coordination of routines, policies, and resources; should attend to issues of fidelity, outcomes, 

and accountability; and promote a climate conducive to change and continuous school 

improvement (Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Langley et al., 2010; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012; 

Sansosti & Noltemeyer, 2008).   

 System level coordination.  As with any large-scale reform project, RTI requires 

coordination of competing initiatives, priorities, resources, and funding among all levels of a 

school district.  This process is known in the NIRN model as systems interventions (Fixsen et al., 

2005, 2009, 2010), and includes the balancing of program requirements with external financial, 

political, and bureaucratic pressures.  These organizational priorities can shift quickly in an ever-

changing political climate, particularly during periods of economic downturn.  According to 
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Fixsen and colleagues (2005, 2009), organizations can simultaneously promote and impede 

program implementation with poorly coordinated policies and funding sources.  Therefore, 

maintaining external support and funding sources requires the full attention of program 

administrators.   

 From their experiences with statewide implementation of RTI in Nebraska, Daly and 

colleagues (Daly, Kupzyk, Bossard, Street, & Dymacek, 2008) noted the importance of system-

level integration of services for all students across existing departments or programs.  In their 

case study, they found that issues regarding organizational infrastructure and multi-disciplinary 

coordination had to be addressed before any of the other essential components could be 

implemented.  This point was reiterated by O’Connor and Freeman (2012), who created a 

theoretical model for RTI implementation that advises district leaders to engage in careful 

planning of organizational frameworks before implementing RTI. They cautioned that 

practitioners and leaders can become quickly overwhelmed and discouraged without a long-

range, coordinated plan to guide their efforts.   

 Shapiro and colleagues (2011) presented several case studies of full-scale implementation 

of RTI programs.  In each study, the leaders of each site described the system-level 

considerations that had to be taken into account (Shapiro, Zigmond, Wallace, & Marston, 2011).  

In the University of Oregon-Eugene RTI model, researchers reported that their primary objective 

in the first few years was developing the infrastructure and common understandings necessary to 

implement RTI.  In their experience, organizational support was a critical factor contributing the 

overall success of the implementation process (Liu, Alonzo, & Tindal, 2011).  For the University 

of Pittsburgh’s Project MP3, a three-year RTI demonstration project, the team worked first on 

assessing readiness and evaluating current practices, then established leadership teams at the 
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district, school, and grade level.  Before initiating the training and implementation program, the 

teams focused on building consensus, networking among stakeholders and experts, and 

identifying priorities for action (Kloo, Barron, St. John, & Zigmond, 2011).  Gischlar and 

colleagues provided examples of tools used to assess readiness, evaluate current practices, and 

establish priorities for implementation in Lehigh University’s RTI demonstration project 

(Gischlar, Hilt-Panahon, Clemens, & Shapiro, 2011). 

 Stahl, Keane, and Simic (2012) conducted a mixed methods study of RTI implementation 

in three elementary schools to how effectively the schools were able to implement three major 

components of RTI (data-based instruction, evidence-based practice, and systemic collaboration 

and coordination).  These researchers analyzed student outcomes (DIBELS progress monitoring 

measures) using repeated measures ANOVA and did not find significant differences by the end 

of the school year between classrooms that were fully implementing RTI versus those who were 

not full implementers.  Some statistically significant differences were noted in the beginning of 

the year between the two groups, but the gap between the two conditions decreased by the end of 

the school year.  These researchers used qualitative analysis of teacher questionnaires, focus 

groups, and field notes to explore the implementation issues that might explain the disappointing 

findings from the quantitative analysis of student data.  They found that system level 

considerations such as scheduling, coordination, and organizational structures were as important 

as direct interactions between teachers and students (teaching and assessment methods) and 

among teachers (collaboration and team problem solving) in explaining the effectiveness of RTI 

implementation.  However, these researchers did not provide information regarding the relative 

importance of the various factors, so it is impossible to determine which of the factors is most 

critical for RTI implementation.   
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 Fidelity of implementation.  In the literature regarding RTI, issues regarding fidelity of 

implementation have also received a great deal of attention (Keller-Margulis, 2012).  Fidelity of 

implementation is also referred to as procedural adherence (Barnett, et al., 2006), intervention 

integrity (Barnett, Hawkins, & Lentz, 2011; Kratochwill et al., 2012), implementation fidelity 

(Glover, 2010; Keller-Margulis, 2012), treatment fidelity (Kovaleski, 2007), and treatment plan 

implementation or TPI (Noell & Gansle, 2006, 2009).  Generally speaking, most experts in this 

area agree that fidelity refers to “the act of monitoring whether all elements of an intervention or 

plan were implemented as originally intended” (Keller-Margulis, 2012, p. 344).  Under the 

NIRN model, fidelity of implementation falls under the core component of staff and program 

evaluation, which includes evaluation of performance, fidelity measures, and feedback processes 

to improve service provision. 

 Barnett and colleagues (2006, 2011) suggested that the validity and reliability of decisions 

made under an RTI model (i.e., whether or not a child has responded or improved as a result of 

intervention; whether the child qualifies for special education services) are directly dependent on 

the extent to which the intervention was implemented as designed.  Therefore, they hold that 

measurement of fidelity should receive just as much attention as the selection of the intervention 

and its outcomes.  Noell and Gansle (2006, 2009) frame the issue of fidelity in terms of ethical 

and pragmatic considerations. They stated “an intervention is effective only to the extent that it is 

implemented, and RTI can be assessed only to the extent that TPI (treatment plan 

implementation) occurred” (Noell & Gansle, 2006, p. 33).  Therefore, if there are no assurances 

that an intervention was carried out with fidelity, one cannot defend any decisions that were 

made based on the outcome data from that intervention. 

 Most research regarding fidelity of implementation involves consideration of the 
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individual intervention, not the RTI process as a whole.  Keller-Margulis (2012) reviewed the 

literature on RTI implementation fidelity and found only one study that incorporated a system-

wide assessment of procedural integrity for the entire RTI model (VanDerHeyden, Witt, & 

Gilbertson, 2007).  More broadly, Bruhn, Hirsch, and Lloyd (2015) reviewed the literature on a 

variety of school-wide prevention programs from 1993 to 2012 and found that less than half of 

the studies (n = 36) included measures of treatment integrity.  However, they noted that reporting 

of treatment integrity increased steadily over the time period under study.   

 Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) pointed out that RTI research in general has major 

limitations due to the lack of system-wide integrity checks.  They asserted that without rigorous 

fidelity checks throughout the entire process, there is no way to know if the outcomes that are 

being studied can be attributed to RTI or to other confounding variables.  This point was 

reiterated by Glover (2010) who expressed concern regarding the replication of RTI research in 

applied settings due to the lack of procedural adherence.   

  Fidelity of implementation is primarily measured in three ways: self-report checklists, 

observation, and permanent products (Glover, 2010; Noell & Gansle, 2006).  Glover (2010) 

recommended collecting multiple sources of fidelity data and providing performance feedback to 

the service providers.  The importance of performance feedback was featured in the literature 

review of RTI fidelity conducted by Keller-Margulis (2012).  For example, Stein and colleagues 

(2008) demonstrated in a study of a peer-assisted learning intervention that performance 

feedback from on-site technical experts contributed to significant improvement in student 

achievement.  Other recent examples of intervention studies that incorporate fidelity assessment 

and/or performance feedback include Hagermoser-Sanetti and Fallon’s 2011 study of the Good 

Behavior Game, Newton and colleagues’ study of a positive behavior support program (Newton, 
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Horner, Algozzine, Todd, & Algozzine, 2012), and Ruby and colleagues’ study of RTI problem 

solving teams (Ruby et al., 2011). 

 Hangermoser-Sanetti and Fallon (2011) studied four teachers implementing the Good 

Behavior Game using a multiple baseline research design to determine treatment integrity using 

permanent products (worksheets, parent letters, and other products associated with the 

intervention), self-report checklists, and researcher observations as measures of fidelity.  They 

found that even if the teacher adhered to the intervention as designed (followed all the steps 

correctly), other aspects of fidelity were not maintained (number of sessions, quality of 

instruction).  These authors emphasized the importance of multiple measures of treatment 

integrity to ensure the best results.  Because of the limited sample size of this study, it is difficult 

to generalize the findings.  However, the study of treatment fidelity continues to be an active area 

of research in implementation science.   

 Newton and colleagues (2012) conducted a randomized wait-list controlled study of the 

implementation integrity of a positive behavior support (PBIS) program.  These authors 

compared the fidelity of implementation of problem solving teams that received a workshop and 

immediate follow-up technical assistance (n = 17) versus members who received only the 

workshop but no ongoing technical assistance (n=17).  The researchers developed a quantitative 

observation tool to measure adherence to all aspects of the PBIS model used by problem solving 

teams (e.g. definition of problem, use of quantitative data, and development of action plan).  The 

study found that the teams who were provided with immediate technical assistance implemented 

the problem solving method with significantly greater fidelity than the teams with no ongoing 

training.  These findings were statistically significant all six indicators measured.  As a result, the 

authors recommended that measures of treatment integrity should be embedded within all types 
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of intervention protocols to ensure the best outcomes.  However, these results were obtained in 

the context of a large-scale, university-sponsored program, so it is unclear if these findings can 

be replicated in settings that are not associated with a university research project.   

 For those educators responsible for ensuring fidelity, the National Research Center for 

Learning Disabilities (NRCLD) provides free resources for measuring fidelity in regard to the 

implementation of interventions and the entire RTI process as a whole (National Research Center 

for Learning Disabilities, 2006).  However, the responsibility for assuring fidelity is not clearly 

delegated in most RTI programs.  Kovaleski (2007) asserts that school principals are most likely 

to be responsible for assuring fidelity, but a review of education administration literature 

indicated very little attention to this process (Kovaleski, 2007).  Considering the amount of 

attention that this issue has received in the recent RTI literature, it is unlikely that the problem of 

fidelity assessment will be resolved soon. 

 Staff and program evaluation.  The NIRN core components of staff evaluation and 

program evaluation include assessment of staff member’s individual job performance as well as 

measures of organizational effectiveness to guide continuous improvement and sustainability 

over time (Fixsen et al., 2005).  This component emphasizes the use of data to improve the 

overall program such as quality improvement measures, consumer outcomes, and job 

performance evaluation systems. 

 In the RTI literature, the selection of appropriate outcome measures to evaluate models 

has received a great deal of attention, but the field is still far from a consensus (Clemens, 

Shapiro, Hilt-Panahon, & Gischlar, 2011; Decker et al., 2012; Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Fuchs 

& Deshler, 2007; Glover & DiPerna, 2007; Kovaleski, 2007; Kratochwill et al., 2012).  

Kovaleski (2007) highlighted the need for research regarding the effects of comprehensive RTI 
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models where all of the components are implemented with fidelity and at maximum operational 

efficiency.  However, he acknowledged that the selection of an appropriate dependent variable 

was still an open question.  Decker and colleagues (2012) described the variability in RTI 

definitions, terminology, assessment measures, professional roles, and implementation integrity 

to explain the complexities involved in establishing a specific methodology to measure 

individual student outcomes in RTI models.   

 A variety of outcome measures for RTI models have been suggested in the literature.  

VanDerHayden and colleagues (2007) suggested that researchers must be able to articulate the 

goal and purpose of a RTI model before identifying specific outcome measures.  Some experts 

have advocated for measurement of general education outcomes such as the number of students 

meeting state achievement standards (Clemens et al., 2011; Kovaleski, 2007), while others have 

focused on special education outcomes such as the numbers of students referred or placed in 

special education programs (VanDerHeyden et al., 2007) or a reduction in over-representation of 

minorities (Newell & Kratochwill, 2007).   

 Some researchers have aggregated individual student outcomes in RTI models to measure 

effectiveness of the comprehensive model.  In these studies, outcome variables include rate of 

student improvement in basic skills over time (Burns, Appleton, & Stehouwer, 2005; Decker et 

al., 2012; Gresham, 2007; Shapiro & Clemens, 2009; Wallace, Marston, Ticha, Lau, & 

Muyskens, 2011); status as a ‘responder versus non-responder’ following an intervention 

(Gresham, 2007); and behavioral measures such as time on task, task completion, and academic 

engagement (Burns et al., 2005; Wallace et al., 2011).  However, most researchers recommend 

that multiple outcomes should be considered when evaluating the effectiveness of RTI models 



 43 

(Burns & VanDerHayden, 2006; Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Fuchs & Deshler, 2007; Shapiro & 

Clemens, 2009).  

 Other researchers have used case studies and mixed methods approaches to study RTI 

implementation (Clemens et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2011; Zigmond, Kloo, & Stanfa, 2011,).  

Liu and colleagues (2011) used qualitative methods to evaluate RTI implementation at the end of 

a three-year model demonstration project using a pre-established rubric that was developed at the 

beginning of the project.  Other qualitative studies of RTI have examined the level of 

collaboration and sense of community in RTI schools (Liu et al., 2011); leadership qualities 

(Clemens et al., 2011); parent and teacher satisfaction (Clemens et al., 2011; Peterson, Prasse, 

Shinn, & Swerdlik, 2007); and teachers’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes regarding RTI 

(Zigmond et al., 2011).  Most of these studies have focused on the experiences and perceptions 

of individuals involved in RTI.  However, until recently, there was no qualitative research 

regarding the RTI implementation process from a systemic point of view.   

 Two recent studies have explored the implementation process from a systems theory 

perspective using qualitative and mixed methods.  Stahl, Keane, and Simic (2012) conducted a 

study of a pilot RTI implementation in three urban elementary schools using Ecological Systems 

Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) as a theoretical framework.  The researchers searched for 

evidence of effectiveness (improved student outcomes) as measured by quantitative analysis of 

student achievement data (DIBELS progress monitoring).  They also searched for evidence of 

successful implementation of key RTI components (data-based decision making, use of 

evidence-based practices, and system coordination and collaboration) using qualitative methods.  

As discussed previously in this paper, the quantitative analysis produced mixed findings, with no 

long-term differences between groups with and without ongoing coaching and technical 
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assistance.  Of greater interest for those interested in system-level factors relevant to RTI, the 

researchers used qualitative analysis of open-ended teacher questionnaires, focus groups, 

observations, and field notes to identify several themes related to successful implementation:  1) 

role of the principal, 2) role of the facilitator or coach, and 3) flexible organizational structures.  

These findings can be directly correlated these aspects of the NIRN model (Fixsen, 2005):  1) 

facilitative administration, 2) ongoing coaching, and 3) system collaboration, respectively.  The 

authors concluded that external factors or exosystem (using Bronfenbrenner’s terminology) were 

critical aspects for RTI implementation.  Unfortunately, the authors of this study did not provide 

information regarding the relative importance of these factors nor any details regarding how they 

reached these conclusions.   

 Pinkelman, McIntosh, Rasplica, Berg, & Strickland-Cohen (2015) more recently 

conducted a study of enablers and barriers related to sustainability of school-wide PBIS using 

qualitative analysis of two open-ended questions presented to 860 educators involved in PBIS 

programs across 14 U.S. states.  The open-ended items (“What is the most important factor for 

sustaining SWPBIS?” and “What is the most significant barrier to sustaining SWPBIS?”) were 

part of a larger research project designed to validate an implementation and sustainability 

measure for PBIS teams.  This study is relevant to RTI implementation because RTI and PBIS 

are both large-scale school reform movements that share many common features including data-

based decision making, problem-solving teams, and use of evidence-based intervention 

protocols.  These researchers found 13 ‘enabler’ themes, listed in order of decreasing 

importance:  staff buy-in, school administrator support, resources – time, consistency among 

teams, training, resources – money, team effectiveness, agreement with PBIS philosophy, 

evidence of effectiveness, fidelity of implementation, use of data, student buy-in, and 
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coordination with other initiatives.   The researchers recruited new implementers of PBIS for this 

study; therefore, the results are likely influenced by the difficulties associated with the initial 

stages of major school reform projects.  Understanding the perspectives of those who have 

successfully implemented and sustained PBIS over time may provide more useful information 

for long-term planning and sustainability purposes.  Furthermore, it would be useful to replicate 

this kind of study regarding RTI to determine if the same enablers and barriers apply.   

Summary and Discussion 

 Implications for RTI implementation.  The research literature regarding RTI 

implementation points to several key considerations for those in charge of implementing this 

model at the district or school level, such as staffing, training, leadership, and system 

coordination.  Experts in the field of school psychology suggest viewing the implementation 

process from a systems-based or ecological point of view, which highlights the need for 

collaborative, multi-disciplinary planning across many levels or departments of a school district 

(Forman et al., 2012; Meyers et al., 2012; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012).  Furthermore, the goals 

and purposes of RTI must be aligned with the overall mission and vision of the school or district 

and fit within existing frameworks and school improvement plans (O’Connor & Freeman, 2012).  

Therefore, it is evident that successful implementation of RTI involves educators at all levels and 

across several disciplines of the organization.     

 Role of school psychologists.   Experts interested in systemic issues identify several 

common themes related to effective and sustainable RTI models:  collaborative leadership, staff 

development and training, organizational support systems, and assessment of fidelity and 

outcomes.  Given their multi-disciplinary training and experience, school psychologists are well 

positioned to play a critical role in the implementation of RTI.  In fact, Meyers and colleagues 
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(2012) encouraged school psychologists to focus their efforts on system-level factors to improve 

student outcomes rather than intervening at the individual student level.  For example, school 

psychologists can develop systems to monitor treatment fidelity through the use of 

implementation and fidelity tools, which are freely available from technical assistance centers 

(NIRN, 2012; National Research Center for Learning Disabilities, 2006) and university research 

projects (Shapiro et al., 2011).  Furthermore, most school psychologists are usually well-versed 

in statistics, data collection, and research methods, which are critical skills when planning large-

scale interventions and data collection systems.  Finally, school psychologists’ training and 

experience with school consultation at the individual and team level can be very useful for 

disseminating knowledge and supporting organizational change.   

Suggested Lines of Research 

 From a systems theory perspective, this researcher is interested in the interactions and 

influences among various levels of an organization on a specific outcome.  This point of view is 

helpful when examining RTI implementation as many experts have called for a better 

understanding of the system-level factors that contribute to effective and sustainable RTI 

implementation (Burns & VanDerHayden, 2006; Danielson et al., 2007; Hollenbeck, 2007; 

Kovaleski, 2007; Kratochwill et al., 2012; Nellis, 2012).  The NIRN framework proposed by 

Fixsen and colleagues (2005, 2009, 2010) provides the most comprehensive organizational 

structure to view system-level issues related to RTI implementation (Eagle et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, the NIRN model has been recommended by several experts as a framework for 

future implementation research (Danielson et al., 2007; Forman et al, 2009; Kratochwill et al., 

2012; O’Connor & Freeman, 2012; Shapiro & Clemens, 2009).  The NIRN model was used by 

this researcher in another qualitative project and found to be an effective structure for 
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understanding the RTI implementation process.  

 Understanding the contextual factors or local ecology of a school and/or district is also 

important when planning the implementation of large-scale school reform projects (Kratochwill 

et al., 2012).  As Patton stated, “If a process of ongoing adaptation to local conditions 

characterizes program implementation, then the methods used to study implementation should 

correspondingly be open-ended, discovery-oriented, and capable of describing development 

processes and program changes” (2002, p. 162).  McKenna and Walpole (2010) called for 

increased use of qualitative methods when evaluating the impact of local factors on the 

implementation of large-scale programs.  Furthermore, Kratochwill and colleagues (2012) called 

for an increase in qualitative studies, mixed methods designs, and single-case studies when 

studying evidence-based practices in schools and human service systems to better understand the 

local contextual factors related to successful programs.  Therefore, in order to understand the 

unique local factors that have contributed to the successful adoption of RTI in elementary 

schools, qualitative methods were selected for use in this study. 

Overview of Research Study 

 This study is presented from a systems theory perspective, which attempts to understand 

how the parts of an organization interact and influence each other and contribute to the overall 

performance of the system (Patton, 2002).  Using the NIRN implementation core components 

(Fixsen et al., 2005, 2009, 2010) as an organizational structure, this study explores the system 

level factors that may be related to successful RTI implementation in elementary schools.  A 

qualitative research design was chosen for this study because these methods are well-suited for 

understanding the influence of local culture and contextual factors in organizational systems 

(Patton, 2002).   
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Research Questions 

 Based on the aforementioned rationale, the following research questions were generated:   

Research Question #1:  How well do the systemic factors contributing to successful elementary 

school RTI programs map onto the NIRN implementation framework proposed by Fixsen and 

colleagues (2005)?   

Research Question #2:  What are the most important systemic factors contributing to successful 

implementation of Response to Intervention (RTI) programs in schools that have been 

recognized for effective RTI practices? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Purpose of Study 

 This study was designed to identify the local organizational factors and contextual 

influences that play an important role in the successful implementation of RTI in elementary 

schools.  Only schools with successful RTI programs as judged by peer review were 

intentionally selected in the manner described below.  Successful RTI programs were selected 

for this study in the hope that the knowledge and experience gained by these educators can 

inform the efforts of others who are in the initial stages of RTI implementation or those looking 

to improve their RTI framework.   

Research Questions 

1) How well do the systemic factors contributing to successful elementary school RTI 

programs map onto the NIRN implementation framework (Fixsen et al., 2005)?  

2) What are the systemic factors contributing to successful implementation of Response to 

Intervention (RTI) programs in schools that have been recognized for effective RTI 

practices?  

 The NIRN framework was used as an organizational structure for this study.  The 

qualitative data was mapped onto the key system-level implementation components identified by 

the NIRN model: 1) staff selection, 2) training, 3) consultation and coaching, 4) staff evaluation, 

5) program evaluation, 6) facilitative administrative support, and 7) systems interventions 

(Fixsen et al., 2005).  I was open to other factors as they naturally emerged in the data collection 

and analysis phase.  The additional factors identified through inductive analysis are described in 
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detail, and their implications are discussed using the lens of systems theory and the NIRN 

framework.   

Research Design 

 This study was designed as a qualitative, multiple case study, as recommended by Yin 

(2003) and Stake (2006) for situations in which the researcher wants to understand the “how” 

and “why” a social phenomenon works in a real-life context.  Two unique cases were studied in 

order to look for common themes regarding successful implementation of RTI in elementary 

schools.  The cases were analyzed individually to understand the unique local factors influencing 

RTI implementation at each school.  Cross-case analysis of both schools was then conducted to 

search for common themes across sites.  This method of analyzing multiple case studies is 

recommended by qualitative research experts (Patton, 2002; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2013) to avoid the 

confusion that may arise when trying to analyze cases individually and as a whole 

simultaneously. 

Unit of Analysis 

 For the purpose of this qualitative study, the unit of analysis is the school as a whole.  As 

suggested by Patton (2002), identifying a school as the unit of analysis is appropriate because the 

purpose of this study is to understand the local implementation of a program or process rather 

than the outcomes or experiences of individuals.   

Participants 

 Participants for this study were selected using a form of purposive sampling defined by 

Patton (2002) as extreme case sampling.  In this type of sampling, cases are chosen based on 

their status as outstanding exemplars of the phenomenon being studied, in this case, RTI 

implementation.  For the purpose of this study, only schools that have recently been recognized 
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for excellence in RTI implementation were studied in order to understand how these programs 

were able to implement RTI with success under normal conditions in the state of Georgia, as 

explained further below.   

 Inclusion criteria.  Elementary schools only were included in this study for several 

reasons.   First, elementary schools have been the focus of RTI since the initial stages of 

development.  Therefore, it is likely that elementary schools have been actively involved in RTI 

longer than middle and high schools and have had the opportunity to evolve and refine their RTI 

programs.  Additionally, middle and high schools experience unique challenges in regard to RTI 

implementation such as scheduling limitations, awarding of course credits, and restrictions on 

course offerings (Sansosti, Noltemeyer & Goss, 2010).  Finally, the conceptualization of 

effective RTI programs at the middle and high school is not as well defined as are the 

expectations for elementary schools.  In other words, there remains a great deal of variation 

among experts as to what RTI at the upper levels should look like.  Therefore, to avoid these 

complicating factors, elementary schools only were selected for this study.  

 Participants for this study were selected from a single state’s (Georgia) public elementary 

schools to avoid the varying state regulations, requirements, training, and guidance from 

different state education agencies.  By focusing the study on Georgia elementary schools, this 

study can make comparisons of local schools that have received the same level of guidance and 

training from the district, state, and federal level. 

 Schools selected for this study were examples of excellence in RTI program 

implementation as determined by their designation as Student Support Team Association of 

Georgia Educators (SSTAGE) Star Award Winners within the past five years (2010-2014).  The 

SSTAGE organization is a multidisciplinary association of educators formed in 2007 to “provide 
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leadership and support for improving student outcomes via the Student Support Team and 

Response to Intervention process” (SSTAGE, 2014).  The SSTAGE hosts an annual Promising 

Practices Conference each year to spotlight individual schools and school districts that have 

demonstrated best practices in RTI.  School teams apply to present at the Promising Practices 

conference by submitting an application that describes their RTI program in detail.  Schools 

selected for the conference are automatically considered for the SSTAGE Star Award for 

Promising Practices.  At the conclusion of each school’s Promising Practices Conference 

presentation, attendees complete an evaluation form that is modeled after the SSTAGE Best 

Practices rubric (Appendix D).   

 The SSTAGE Best Practices rubric includes five major characteristics of effective RTI 

practices developed by the SSTAGE Board of Directors.  These components include 1) effective 

systematic problem solving process at each tier, 2) a coordinated system of 

instructional/behavioral supports/resources, 3) a coordinated system of assessment and progress 

monitoring, 4) job-embedded professional learning and ongoing teacher supports, and 5) a 

systematic plan for parent/family communication and involvement (SSTAGE, 2014).  The 

presenters with the highest scores as rated by the conference attendees are selected as Star Award 

finalists at the elementary, secondary, and district level.  Student achievement data are not 

included in these rankings.  Schools and districts identified as finalists are then visited on site by 

the SSTAGE Awards Committee for an in-depth look at their implementation of RTI 

practices.  After all teams are visited, the winners are selected by vote of the SSTAGE Award 

Committee.   

 As noted previously, only elementary level Star award winners were included in this 

study.  School sites selected for this study were independent of any type of university affiliation, 



 53 

research project, or laboratory site to rule out access to outside expertise as a major contributing 

factor leading to the success of the RTI program.  

 Gatekeeper.  Participants for this study were recruited from the SSTAGE Star award-

winning elementary schools from 2010-2014.  The SSTAGE executive director, Lynn 

Pennington, served as gatekeeper and liaison for connecting the researcher with the award-

winning sites (White, personal communication, 2015).   

 Recruitment.  The Star award-winning schools from the past five years (2010-2014) were 

identified by the gatekeeper.  The principals of the two 2014 elementary co-winners were 

contacted first by email to explore their interest.  After both principals expressed interest, I 

shared the informed consent document (Appendix B) and asked the principals about any local 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements.  Neither school district required a formal IRB 

review process for research studies.  One school required approval from district level, which was 

granted by a designee of the district superintendent after she reviewed the informed consent 

document.  The other school did not require any type of approval from the district level – only 

the principal’s consent.  A third school, the 2013 Star award winner, was approached by this 

researcher to serve as an alternate but was not needed since the two most recent Star award 

winners agreed to participate.  

 The interviewees for this study included the principals for each school as well as key 

informants nominated by the principals due to their knowledge and expertise with their school’s 

RTI program.  Each informant was asked to nominate others who may have knowledge relevant 

to this project, a process known as snowball sampling (Patton, 2002).  
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School Demographics 

 The demographic details of the two participant schools for the 2014-15 school year are 

summarized in Table 1 and Table 3.  To maintain their confidentiality, the schools are referred to 

as School A and School B.  School A is located in a small city in northeastern Georgia with a 

total population of 9,432 (2010 U.S. Census).  School A serves pre-kindergarten through second 

grades with a total student population of 699 for the 2014-2015 school year.  School A is the 

only school serving pre-kindergarten through second grade in the local school district, which 

serves a total of 3,131 students in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade. 

 Of the almost 700 students who attend School A, 77% are white, 10% are black, 8% are 

Hispanic, 3% are multi-racial, and 2% are Asian/Pacific Islander.  In regard to socio-economic 

status, 32% of School A students are classified as free and reduced lunch (family income up to 

185% of federal poverty level), and 68% of students are not.  School A’s population includes 11% 

students with disabilities and 6% English Language Learners.  School A can be classified as a 

high achieving school based on “A” ratings (A-F scale) by the state of Georgia for the past three 

years for which data is available (2012-2014).  The school’s overall score indicator (College and 

Career Ready Performance Index or CCRPI) for the 2014 school year was 98.8 (0-100 scale), 

compared to the district’s score of 89.2 and state of Georgia average of 72.3. 

 School B is also located in a small city in northeastern Georgia with a population of 

2,832 (2010 U.S. Census).  School B serves kindergarten through fifth grades with a total student 

population of 513 for the 2014-2015 school year.  School B is one of six elementary schools 

within its district, which serves a total of 6,966 students in kindergarten through 12th grade.  Of 

the 513 students who attend School B, 87% are white, 5% are Hispanic, 3% are black, 3% are 

multi-racial, and 2% are Asian/Pacific Islander.  In regard to socio-economic status, 21% of 
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School B students are classified as free and reduced lunch, and 79% of students are not.  School 

B’s population includes 12% students with disabilities and 3% English Language Learners.  On 

the state of Georgia school rating system, School B’s ratings ranged from “B” for 2014 and 2013, 

and “C” for 2012.  The school’s overall CCRPI indicator for the 2014 school year was 86.7, 

compared to the district’s score of 90.5, and state of Georgia average of 72.3. 

Data Collection 

 Data collection for this study consisted of interviews with key informants, document 

analysis, and the researcher’s field notes.   

 Standardized open-ended interviews.  Key educators responsible for RTI in each school 

as identified by the school principal were interviewed using a semi-structured open-ended 

interview protocol (Appendix E).  The open-ended interview procedure was recommended by 

Patton (2002) to maximize efficiency, aid in transparency and replicability, and facilitate 

analysis.  The key educators identified by the principal each school were asked to nominate 

additional knowledgeable staff members for interviews, a process known as snowball sampling 

(Patton, 2002).  The number of interview participants varied,, depending on the nominee’s level 

of knowledge and willingness to participate.  

 The semi-structured interview items were designed to explore the major aspects of the 

NIRN framework for implementation of programs in human service organizations (Fixsen et al., 

2005).  Open-ended items were also included in the interview protocol to elicit additional 

information regarding the RTI process at their school such as opinions and perceptions of the 

process.  According to Patton (2002), open-ended questions provide the researcher with the 

opportunity to pursue any topics of interest that may arise during the structured portion of the 

interview.   I also took detailed field notes on the interview protocol including key quotes and 
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nonverbal communication (e.g., body language, inflections, emphasis) from the interviewee.  

The interviews were recorded using a voice recording device and transcribed verbatim into a 

Microsoft Word document for analysis.  The researcher’s field notes and reflections were 

transcribed on the same document in real-time order in a side column.    

 Documents.  Documents analyzed for this study included the RTI procedural manuals for 

each school, blank forms and checklists used by the RTI teams, and data collection systems (e.g. 

spreadsheets, charts, graphs).  For privacy purposes, any identifying personal information 

contained in the data collection documents given to the researcher was redacted.  The SSTAGE 

conference presentation for each school was also be analyzed as a separate source of data.  These 

documents were analyzed for content using procedures described below.   

 Documents were analyzed using a checklist that was adapted from the NIRN model 

(Fixsen et al., 2005) (Appendix F).  Each document was assigned a code as outlined in the 

appendix.  If the document revealed an example of one of the NIRN core implementation 

components (staff selection, pre-service and in-service training, ongoing consultation and 

coaching, staff evaluation, program evaluation, facilitative administrative support, and systems 

interventions), the code for that document was entered in the respective cell of the checklist.  The 

checklist was used as evidence to support the themes that are identified in the interviews and 

field notes.  Alternately, the analysis also served as a source of disconfirming evidence if the 

documents did not correspond with the themes identified in the interviews..  

 Field notes.  Patton described field notes as “the fundamental database for constructing 

case studies and carrying out thematic cross-case analysis in qualitative research” (2002, p. 305).  

I took detailed field notes throughout the site visits, and these were used as an additional source 

of data to improve credibility (Morrow, 2005).  The notes contained descriptive information 
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(physical setting, interactions, activities, direct quotes) as well as my thoughts and feelings about 

what was observed.  The field notes also served as a beginning for interpretation and analysis as 

the site visit unfolded.  The field notes were transcribed in chronological order in a separate 

column beside the corresponding interviews. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Protection of human subjects.  This study was granted approval from the FSU 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) before any data was collected.   I obtained informed consent 

from each interview participant (Appendix B), which included a description of the study, my 

credentials, steps to protect privacy and confidentiality, and possible risks and benefits to the 

participants.  All data was maintained in a secure manner, and all electronic documents were 

password protected.   

 Participant feedback.  All interview participants were provided with preliminary findings 

and asked to give feedback regarding the accuracy of the findings.  This process, known as 

member checking, is described further in this section.  The final results of the study will be 

summarized in presentation format and offered to the principals of the participating schools as a 

debriefing procedure after the final report is approved.  

Data Analysis 

 The data collected from the four sources was analyzed following the recommendations of 

Stake (2006) and Yin (2013) for qualitative multiple case studies.  Both experts recommended 

analyzing each case as a single unit of analysis before performing a cross-case analysis to search 

for over-arching themes and patterns that best describe the phenomenon under study.  This 

process facilitates an understanding of the common local factors that contribute to successful 

RTI implementation.  Therefore, I initially performed in-depth single case studies of each school, 
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and then conducted a cross-case analysis of both cases to search for common themes that 

addressed the two major research questions: 

 1) How well do the systemic factors contributing to successful elementary school RTI 

programs map onto the NIRN implementation framework (Fixsen et al, 2005)?  This study 

searched for agreement between the systemic factors identified in the qualitative data and the 

core components identified in the NIRN framework.  If there is a high level of correspondence, 

the NIRN model would be considered a good fit for the study of RTI implementation.  If there is 

little correspondence (i.e., if the data reveals many factors that cannot be mapped onto the NIRN 

framework), then the model would be considered to be a poor fit for the study of RTI 

implementation.  

 2) What are the systemic factors contributing to successful RTI programs in award-

winning elementary schools?  To answer this question, this study mapped the qualitative data 

derived from interviews, documents, and field notes on the NIRN core components (staff 

selection, training, consultation and coaching, staff evaluation, program evaluation, facilitative 

administrative support, and systems interventions) as well as additional components identified 

through inductive analysis.  I was open to identifying other factors not included in the NIRN 

framework as the data was collected and analyzed.  The most important themes identified at each 

school were identified as key systemic factors leading to successful RTI implementation.  

 Single case studies.  My strategy for analyzing the single case studies was based on a 

combination of theoretical propositions and inductive analysis (similar to grounded theory) as 

described by Yin (2013).  The theoretical proposition strategy addresses research question #1, 

which searches for correspondence between the NIRN framework and the experiences of 

successful RTI implementers in Georgia public elementary schools.  The inductive analysis 
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strategy allows for identification of any other possible systemic factors or local themes that may 

not be accounted for in the NIRN framework.   

 The transcripts of each school’s key informant interviews and field notes were analyzed 

using NVivo 10 software (QSR International, 2014) following the guidance provided by Leech 

and Onwuegbuzie (2011).  I identified a priori codes that reflected the NIRN framework’s seven 

core components for implementing evidence-based programs:  1) staff selection, 2) training, 3) 

consultation and coaching, 4) staff evaluation, 5) program evaluation, 6) facilitative 

administrative support, and 7) systems interventions.  Each example of the seven NIRN core 

components in the transcripts was highlighted, copied, and entered under the appropriate code in 

the NVivo program.  The text was entered under multiple codes as appropriate.  The remaining 

text in the transcripts that was not highlighted was inductively analyzed to search for additional 

systemic factors that may not have been captured under the NIRN framework.  All new 

meaningful themes were given a code and entered into the NVivo program as a new category.  

These new codes signified additional systemic factors contributing to successful RTI 

implementation that were not captured under the NIRN framework.   

 The most prominent systemic factors in each single case were identified using several 

NVivo program functions such as stripes, frequency counts, and node matrices.  The results were 

displayed in a variety of visual formats including charts, graphs, word clouds, tree maps, word 

trees, and connection maps (QSR International, 2014). I searched for naturally occurring breaks 

in the frequency data that separated the major systemic factors related to successful RTI 

implementation from minor factors.   

 The documents (procedural manuals, forms, data collection documents, and conference 

presentations) were used as evidence to confirm or disconfirm the major systemic factors 
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identified from the data collected in interviews.  This triangulation process (Stake, 2006; Yin, 

2013) will be described in further detail in the subsequent section of this paper that describes the 

procedures for establishing credibility and trustworthiness. 

 The findings for each school’s single case study are presented in a narrative report that 

includes extensive examples for each of the systemic factors identified using rich and thick 

descriptions of the context, direct quotes from participants, and document-based evidence to 

support each theme.  The findings were also summarized in a survey that was used for member-

checking procedures and in graphical form for presentation purposes.  

 Cross-case analysis.  The cross-case analysis served as a synthesis of findings across both 

cases (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2013).  The goal for cross-case analysis was to develop assertions about 

the phenomenon of RTI implementation that may be applicable across settings.  These assertions 

were examined for supporting evidence, presented to participants for member checking 

feedback, and are expressed as the major findings of the study.   

 The importance of the systemic factors for each school was determined using the model 

for classical content analysis presented by Leech and Onweugbuzie (2011) for NVivo software 

users.  This type of analysis identifies themes (or nodes) that occur most often via frequency of 

mentions in the interview transcripts.  Based on the frequency counts, supporting evidence from 

documents, and feedback from member checking surveys, the nodes were judged to be either 

important or non-important for the implementation of RTI at each school, depending on the level 

of support in the data.  Then, I searched for patterns across both cases to generate the findings of 

the cross-case analysis.  These findings are reported in detail and supported with illustrative 

descriptions, direct quotes, supporting documents, and field notes. 
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Quality and Trustworthiness 

 Patton (2002) described how researchers use many different paradigms or standards to 

judge the quality of a project (e.g. traditional scientific, social constructivist, artistic).  This study 

relied on the social constructivist concept of trustworthiness as defined by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) to establish a high standard of quality and rigor.  Trustworthiness, according to Lincoln 

and Guba, requires the establishment of credibility (analogous to internal validity in the 

quantitative scientific tradition), transferability (external validity), dependability (reliability), and 

confirmability (objectivity).  Lincoln and Guba recommended several techniques to establish 

trustworthiness; those included in this study will be described in detail below.   

 Triangulation.  Triangulation is recommended by qualitative experts to improve the 

quality and trustworthiness of a qualitative study (Patton, 2002; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2013).  

Triangulation is the use of multiple sources and multiple methods to corroborate the major 

findings of the study, which increases trustworthiness (Patton, 2002).  Furthermore, the use of a 

multiple case study design is another type of triangulation, which Yin (2013) stated adds to the 

overall quality and strength of the study.  This study was designed to incorporate multiple types 

of data (interviews, documents, and field notes), multiple respondents (key informants at each 

school), and multiple cases (two schools) for triangulation purposes to increase trustworthiness. 

 Thick descriptions.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) described the importance of rich, thick 

descriptions in improving the transferability or external validity of the findings.  Qualitative 

researchers are expected to describe a phenomenon and local context in great detail so that 

readers can determine the extent to which the findings can be transferred to other settings.  I 

provided rich, thick descriptions of each school (demographic, physical) and participants 

(demographic) as well as any social interactions and environmental factors within the school that 
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were relevant to RTI implementation.  These field notes were transcribed as data along with the 

interviews.  Each school was described fully so that the reader can determine whether the results 

may be relevant to other settings.    

 Member checking.  Several qualitative experts suggest the use of member-checking to 

add credibility, a process in which the study participants are asked to review the preliminary 

findings and provide feedback that will either confirm, disconfirm, or refine the local themes 

identified by the researcher (Patton, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I provided all interview 

participants at each school with a list of the systemic factors generated from the qualitative data.  

The participants were asked to rate the importance of the factors identified in the data as having 

High, Medium, or Low importance regarding the implementation of RTI in their school.  

Furthermore, the participants were given open-ended questions so they could add further 

information, correct any errors, challenge the findings, and report their reactions to the data.   

 Negative case analysis.  Another method of establishing credibility for the research study 

is the analysis of negative cases, as described by Patton (2002) as well as Lincoln and Guba 

(1985).  This process requires the researcher to search the data for cases that do not fit the overall 

findings.  This search for disconfirming evidence was facilitated by using the document rubrics 

and cross-case analysis to identify outliers in the data.  These cases were analyzed inductively to 

determine if alternative explanations were needed. 

 Reflexivity.  Several experts state the importance of describing the researcher’s 

background and perspective so that readers may judge the overall study for bias, motivation, or 

self-interest (Patton, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This process adds to the credibility and 

trustworthiness of the study because readers are able to interpret the findings in light of possible 

factors that may have influenced the researcher.  Patton stated that the credibility of the 
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researcher should be established by reporting “any personal and professional information that 

may have affected data collection, analysis, and interpretation” (2002, p. 566).  In response to 

that call, the following section provides a description of the role and background of this 

researcher.   

Role and Background of the Researcher 

 My interest in system-level implementation issues resulted from my experience as 

practicing school psychologist during the initial phases of the Response to Intervention (RTI) 

movement in K-12 education.  I served as a school psychologist for two Georgia public schools 

districts for 18 years, including the period in which RTI was introduced and implemented.  My 

experience as a practicing school psychologist heavily influenced my research interests as a 

doctoral student in counseling and school psychology.  My general interests involve the study of 

system processes in school districts and mental health agencies related to the implementation of 

evidence-based programs (EBP).  In other words, I am interesting in studying the aspects of an 

organization that contribute to their adoption of practices and processes that are supported by 

research.  

 As a member of a district-level team responsible for introducing and implementing the 

RTI framework in a medium-sized, rural school district, I co-authored policies and procedures, 

provided teacher in-service training, and consulted with school-based teams regarding RTI over 

a three year period.  During this experience, I encountered a wide variety of reactions from 

teachers, administrators, support staff, and parents.  Responses ranged from full support and 

engagement to repudiation and refusal to participate.  As this was my first experience with large-

scale organizational change, I was surprised at the level of resistance that our team encountered 

at all levels of the school district, including principals and other high-level administrators.  Our 
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district RTI team spent many hours planning and organizing our local RTI program and sought 

input from all stakeholders over a period of one year.  Yet, we were often frustrated and 

confused about the barriers that we encountered as the program was implemented across the 

district.   

 As a result of this process, I developed an interest in implementation science, a relatively 

new field in the social sciences that promotes the dissemination and implementation of evidence-

based practices in real-world settings.  Based on my experience, I have an understanding of some 

the factors that should be addressed when introducing new programs in schools, and I am eager 

to learn if my experiences are similar to others in the field.  It is likely that this prior knowledge 

will inform my impressions and perceptions of the cases being studied.  However, as a 

researcher, I must strive to remain objective, neutral, and open to new information that may not 

be consistent with my experiences as a practitioner.  To reduce the possibility that my personal 

experiences may bias my perceptions of the cases being studied, I will aim for empathic 

neutrality, defined by Patton (2002) as “a middle ground between becoming too involved, which 

can cloud judgment, and remaining too distant, which can reduce understanding” (p. 50).   

 Ultimately, I hope to learn more about the factors associated with successful 

implementation of complex programs in applied settings.  It is my hope that the information 

generated from this study will inform future RTI implementation efforts so others may avoid the 

trials and tribulations that I encountered in real-world practice.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The findings of this study are presented in this chapter.  First, the two school sites and the 

interview participants are described in detail.  Next, the findings pertaining research question #1 

are presented; specifically, an analysis of how well the factors identified in this study relate to 

the NIRN implementation framework proposed by Fixsen and colleagues (2005).  Then, the 

findings pertaining to research question #2 – identification of the most important systemic 

factors contributing to successful RTI programs in elementary schools are presented, starting 

with single case studies each school’s RTI program.  Finally, the findings from the cross-case 

analysis will be presented, which will identify common factors contributing to successful RTI 

implementation efforts across both schools.  

Descriptive Characteristics of School A Participants 

As previously noted in Chapter 3 and summarized in Table 1, School A serves 

approximately 700 students from pre-kindergarten to second grade and is located in northeast 

Georgia.  According to data from the state of Georgia Governor’s Office of Student 

Achievement website, the student population in 2015 was comprised of 77% White, 10% Black, 

8% Hispanic, and 5% other/mixed race students.  Approximately one-third of the students were 

economically disadvantaged as indicated by free and reduced lunch classification.  The school 

received very high ratings on the 2015 statewide report card published by the Governor’s Office 

of Student Achievement (Score of 98.8 or A on the College and Career Readiness Performance 

Index or CCRPI), which incorporates data from performance on statewide assessments, school 

climate ratings, and other indicators.  
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Table 1 

 

 

Demographic Characteristics of School A (2015) 

 

Population 699 

Grades served Pre-K – 2 

  

White 77% 

Black 10% 

Hispanic 8% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2% 

Multi-racial 3% 

  

Free/Reduced price lunch 32% 

Not Free/Reduced lunch 68% 

  

Students with disabilities 11% 

English language learners 6% 

  

College and Career Readiness 

Index (CCRPI) (1-100) 

98.8 

 

School Rating (A-F) 

 

A 

Data from Governor’s Office of Student Achievement School 

Report Card website:  https://gosa.georgia.gov/report-card  

 

 Five staff members of School A were interviewed for this study.  Demographic 

characteristics for each participant are summarized in Table 2.  The following section is a 

description of each participant’s professional education, relevant experience, and current 

involvement in their school’s RTI program.  To protect the privacy of the respondents, some 

demographic information that was collected is not included here or is generalized to avoid 

identifying individuals.   
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Table 2 

 

Demographic Characteristics of School A Interview Participants 

Case 

ID 

 

Race/Gender 

 

Position 

 

Highest degree 

Years of 

Experience 

Role in RTI 

process 

A1 White 

Female 

School  

Psychologist 

Ed. S.  

School 

Psychology  

 

5-10  District-level 

consultant, 

attends most RTI 

meetings 

A2 White Female Early 

Intervention 

Teacher 

Ed.S. 

Curriculum and 

Instruction 

5-10 RTI Coordinator 

(50%), 

Intervention 

teacher (50%), 

attends most 

meetings 

A3 White Female Early 

Intervention 

Teacher 

Ed. S. 

School 

Administration 

 

15-20 Intervention 

Teacher, 

RTI team 

member, attends 

most meetings 

A4 White Female Principal Ed.S. 

School 

Administration  

15-20 School 

administrator, 

attends meetings 

on as-needed 

basis 

A5 White Female Assistant 

Principal 

M.Ed. School 

Counseling, 

Administrator 

Certificate 

 

25-30 Past RTI 

Chairperson, 

now attends 

meetings as-

needed 

 

 Participant A1.  Participant A1 is the district’s school psychologist.  She earned an 

Educational Specialist degree in school psychology and has five to ten years of experience in 

Georgia public schools.  Her previous RTI training and experience includes participating in the 

initial rollout of RTI in 2005-2006.  She was employed as RTI coordinator/school psychologist 

in a neighboring district in northeast Georgia for three years, and she attended in-depth training 

in RTI/PBIS for leaders at state level during this time.  Then, she was employed as Data/RTI 

coordinator for that district for three years, where she was responsible for training and leading all 
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school-based data teams.  She has been employed as the only school psychologist for School A’s 

district for the past three years, and she serves all four schools in this district.  Participant A1 

encouraged School A to present at SSTAGE conferences, and she participated in those 

presentations.  Participant A’s involvement in RTI at School A includes attendance at all Tier 3 

meetings or consultations on each case if she cannot attend the meeting.  She also attends 

quarterly data meetings focused on standards-based common assessments.  Participant A1 views 

her role as consultant and trainer, but not supervisor.  

 Participant A2:  Participant A2 is School A’s RTI coordinator and early intervention 

teacher.  She earned a master’s degree in Applied Cognition and Development and an education 

specialist degree in Curriculum and Instruction.  She has five to ten years of experience, all at 

School A.  She taught second grade for three years and has served as RTI 

coordinator/intervention teacher for four years.  Approximately five years ago, she conducted a 

research study of School A’s RTI program for her specialist degree and presented the results to 

the faculty.  She was moved to her current position as RTI coordinator the following year after 

she expressed interest in the position.  Her research study identified strengths and weaknesses of 

School A’s existing RTI program, and she worked from that framework in her position as RTI 

coordinator.  She was given specific direction from the school district to revamp School A’s RTI 

program to be less time-consuming and easier for teachers and administrators.  In her first years 

as RTI coordinator, she focused on streamlining the process and maximizing efficiency.     

 Participant A3:  Participant A3 is employed as an early intervention teacher and was 

recently assigned as School A’s new RTI coordinator following the resignation of Participant A2.  

Participant A3 earned a master’s degree in Early Childhood Education and an education 

specialist degree in School Administration.  She has 15-20 years of experience, all at School A.  
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She taught first grade for 13 years and early intervention for two years.  Participant A3 stated 

that she switched to an intervention teaching position because she wanted a change of pace after 

teaching first grade for many years, enjoyed working with struggling students, and enjoyed 

collaboration.  She gave much credit to School A’s principal and current RTI coordinator for 

their work on creating a collaborative process that respects teacher feedback.  She expressed her 

opinion that there will be a seamless transition to her new position as RTI coordinator due to the 

well-established processes and procedures at School A.      

 Participant A4:  Participant A4 has served as School A’s principal for four years.  She 

earned a master’s degree in School Counseling and an educational specialist degree in 

Educational Leadership..  She has 15-20 years of experience including teaching kindergarten, 

middle school science, and English.  She has also worked as a middle school and high school 

counselor and assistant principal.  Participant A4 stated that her experience in high school 

scheduling and budgeting is a major advantage for RTI purposes because she has maximized 

federal Title I funds for interventions and staff with creative scheduling not used by most 

elementary schools.  When hired as principal four years ago, Participant A4 was given specific 

instructions by the district superintendent to reduce the assessment requirements and paperwork, 

reduce teacher anxiety, and limit teacher time out of the classroom.  Participated A4 stated that 

she is a strong believer in transparency, data analysis, and collaboration.  She also stated that she 

believes in assigning the most effective teachers to the students with the greatest needs.  She 

intentionally elevated the position of early intervention teacher to one of high status by assigning 

seven of the most effective and experienced teachers at School A to those positions, which she 

refers to as the “intervention army”.  Participant A4’s role in RTI is limited at the present time 

because she has developed what she considers to be a trusted team to handle day-to-day 
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operations.  She attends RTI meetings as needed.   

 Participant A5:  Participant A5 has served as School A’s assistant principal for 10-15 

years.  She holds teaching certificates in secondary social studies and special education. She also 

earned an education specialist degree in School Counseling and a certificate in Educational 

Leadership.  Participant A5 taught special education for five years and served as an elementary 

school counselor for 12 years before moving to her current position as assistant principal.  She 

has participated in RTI trainings and implementation since the program was first mandated by 

the Georgia Department of Education in 2006.  Participant A5 participated in the initial 

implementation of RTI at School A designed by staff members who are no longer employed at 

this school, and she stated that the initial program was too intensive and time-consuming for 

teachers. She attributes the success of School A’s current RTI program to the current team of 

school psychologist, principal, and RTI coordinator for creating a reasonable and efficient 

process.  Participant A5 is no longer involved directly in regular RTI meetings, but she attends as 

needed to help.  

Descriptive Characteristics of School B Participants 

As previously noted in Chapter 3 and summarized in Table 3, School B serves 

approximately 500 students from kindergarten to fifth grade and is located in northeast Georgia.  

According to data from the state of Georgia Governor’s Office of Student Achievement website, 

the student population in 2015 was comprised of 87% White, 5% Hispanic, 3% Black, and 5% 

other/mixed race students.  21% of the students were economically disadvantaged as indicated by 

free and reduced lunch classification.  The school received high ratings on 2015 Governor’s 

Office of Student Achievement report card (Score of B or 89.5 on the College and Career 
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Readiness Performance Index or CCRPI), which incorporates data from performance on 

statewide assessments, school climate ratings, and other indicators. 

Table 3 

 

 

Demographic Characteristics of School B (2015) 

 

Population 513 

Grades served K-5 

  

White 87% 

Black 3% 

Hispanic 5% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2% 

Multi-racial 3% 

  

Free/Reduced price lunch 21% 

Not Free/Reduced lunch 79% 

  

Students with disabilities 12% 

English language learners 3% 

  

College and Career Readiness 

Index (CCRPI) (1-100) 

89.5 

 

School Rating (A-F) 

 

B 

Data from Governor’s Office of Student Achievement School 

Report Card website:  https://gosa.georgia.gov/report-card 

 

 

Six staff members of School B were interviewed for this study.  Demographic 

characteristics for each participant are summarized in Table 4.  The following section is a 

description of each participant’s professional education, relevant experience, and current role in 

their school’s RTI process. 

Participant B1:  Participant B1 is employed as a kindergarten teacher at School B.  She 

earned a master’s degree in Early Childhood Education and education specialist degree in 

Curriculum and Instruction. She has taught kindergarten at School B for five to ten years. 

Participant B1 serves as the kindergarten grade level chairperson and attends most monthly RTI 
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meetings.  She has been involved in RTI at this school for four years.  Participant B1 stated that 

the RTI program at School B has reached a sustainable level year after year in spite of personnel 

turnover because of the involvement of multiple staff members who are capable of facilitating 

meetings and understanding data.    

 

Table 4 

 

Demographic Characteristics of School B Participants 

Case 

ID 

 

Race/Gender 

 

Position 

 

Highest degree 

Years of 

Experience 

Role in RTI 

process 

B1 White 

Female 

Kindergarten 

Teacher 

Ed.S.  

Curriculum and 

Instruction 

20-25 Team member, 

kindergarten 

chairperson 

B2 White 

Female 

School 

Counselor 

Ed.S. 

Educational 

Leadership 

20-25 Co-facilitator, 

chairs or attends 

most meetings 

B3 White 

Female 

2
nd

 grade 

teacher 

Ed.S. Early 

Childhood/Gifted 

Education, 

20-25 Team member, 

2
nd

 grade 

chairperson 

B4 White 

Female 

Speech-

Language 

Pathologist 

Dual Ed.S. 

Speech-

Language 

Pathology,  

Curriculum & 

Instruction 

15-20 Team member, 

data specialist 

B5 White 

Female 

Assistant 

Principal 

Dual Ed.S. 

Curriculum and 

Instruction, 

Educational 

Leadership 

 

25-30 Co-facilitator,  

Chairs or attends 

most meetings 

B6 White Male Principal M.Ed. 

Educational 

Leadership 

15-20 School 

Administrator, 

attends on as-

needed basis 

   

 Participant B2:  Participant B2 is the school counselor for School B.  She holds a 

master’s degree in Middle School Education, an education specialist degree in Educational 

Leadership, and a certificate in School Counseling.  Participant B2 taught elementary school for 
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eight years (2
nd

, 3
rd

, and 5
th

 grades) before transferring to her current position as counselor at 

School B.  She has served as the counselor for 10-15 years and has participated in the RTI 

program since its inception around 2005.  Participant B2 serves as co-facilitator for RTI and 

attends most meetings.  Participant B2 has observed the evolution of School B’s RTI process 

over time.  She credits the current principal with establishing a collaborative atmosphere, 

streamlining services, and maximizing efficiency.  Participant B2 serves as co-facilitator for RTI 

and attends most meetings. 

 Participant B3:  Participant B3 is a second grade teacher and grade level chairperson at 

School B.  She earned a master’s degree and education specialist degree in Gifted Education.  

She has 20-25 years of experience in education including seven years as a paraprofessional, 16 

years in 3
rd

 grade, and one year in 2
nd

 grade.  She attends most RTI meetings due to her role as 

the chairperson of the second grade team.  Participant B3 has observed the evolution of RTI 

process over time at this school.   She stated that the staff is much more positive toward RTI now 

than when it was initially implemented because the process is more streamlined, less laborious, 

and better understood by the faculty.  She gives credit for the success of School B’s RTI program 

to the school’s principal for clarifying expectations and procedures over the past few years.   

 Participant B4:  Participant B4 is School B’s speech therapist.  She holds two education 

specialist degrees in Speech-Language Pathology and Curriculum and Instruction.  She has 15-

20 years of experience in education. Prior to her current position, she was a special education 

coordinator and assistive technology specialist.  She also served as a member of another district’s 

RTI team and attended many state-level trainings when RTI was initially mandated.  She was 

responsible for training all of the district’s speech therapists on RTI and data collection.  

Participant B4 has served as School B’s speech therapist for three years.  She volunteered for the 
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RTI team at School B due to her interest and training; she wanted to match her skill set with her 

committee assignment.  She was responsible for setting up spreadsheets and helping teachers 

manage data in the school’s online system.  In her words, “Data is a passion for me….I love 

Excel.”   

 Participant B5: Participant B5 is School B’s assistant principal.  She received dual 

education specialist degrees in Curriculum and Instruction and Educational Leadership.  She has 

25-30 years of experience and has served as the assistant principal at School B for two years.   

She taught in three school districts including all elementary grades, gifted education, and early 

intervention prior to her current position.  She also served as an instructional coach for three 

years.  She currently serves as a co-facilitator for RTI at School B and attends most RTI 

meetings.  She is also in charge of discipline, instruction, scheduling, and teacher evaluations at 

School B.  Participant B5 was not employed at School B as the RTI program was initially 

implemented.  She states that she was able to assume responsibility for RTI without much 

difficulty because of the well-established processes that were established approximately three or 

four years ago. Participant B5 recently spearheaded the creation of new digital platform for data 

collection, which eliminated double work for teachers in regard for data collection and analysis.  

She is currently working on the creation of an information sharing system where parents can 

view their child’s data without having to attend meetings.  Participant B5 supervises weekly 

grade level meetings, data team meetings for each grade level every nine weeks, and monthly 

RTI meetings with parents.  

 Participant B6:  Participant B6 is School B’s principal.  He earned a master’s degree in 

Educational Leadership.  He has five to ten years of teaching experience (2
nd

 and 4
th

 grades).  He 

was assistant principal at another school for two years, where he was responsible for RTI and 
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attended many training sessions.  Participant B6 has served as School B’s principal for the past 

five to ten years.  One of his initial tasks when taking the position was to improve the RTI 

process based on needs assessment and teacher feedback.  He was responsible for leading the 

school’s SSTAGE presentation and pushing his team to share their experiences at state-level 

meetings.  He promotes honest and collaborative sharing of data, both good and bad.  He 

believes that RTI should work for teachers, and he expects to see teachers using data to inform 

instruction.  He believes that RTI process is well-established at School B; he now wants to move 

toward building capacity with others so he and assistant principal can focus on other priorities.  

He states that RTI is now embedded into the school’s culture and expectation of effective 

practices.   Participant B5 expresses pride in the school’s digital platform for data collection.  He 

is knowledgeable of all aspects of RTI process, but he does not attend most of the meetings since 

he delegated the responsibility to the assistant principal and school counselor.    

Findings for Research Question 1 

 The first research question for this study was, “How well do the systemic factors 

contributing to successful elementary school RTI programs map onto the NIRN implementation 

framework proposed by Fixsen and colleagues (2005)?”  The initial NIRN framework identified 

seven critical factors for implementation of evidence-based programs in human service 

organizations based on a review of almost 2000 studies on this subject.   These factors are 1) 

staff selection, 2) training, 3) consultation and coaching, 4) staff evaluation, 5) program 

evaluation, 6) facilitative administrative support, and 7) systems interventions.  It is important to 

note that these factors were conceptualized as integrated and coordinated facets of a program, 

with no one factor more important than another.   
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 The findings of this study indicated that some, but not all, of the implementation drivers 

identified in the original NIRN implementation framework were cited by the interview 

participants as important aspects of their successful RTI efforts.  Furthermore, inductive analysis 

revealed additional factors that were important for both schools, but were not incorporated in the 

original NIRN model.  Therefore, the NIRN framework is characterized as a partial or 

incomplete model for understanding the successful implementation of RTI at the two schools 

included in this study.   

 The data supporting this conclusion is described in detail below, starting with the NIRN 

factors found to be most relevant for both schools.  Next, the NIRN factors that were not 

supported by the data are reported.  Finally, important factors identified by the schools but not 

included in the original NIRN model are described in detail.   These findings were generated by 

analyzing the interview transcripts for frequency of references for each factor as well as the 

number of unique commenters who discussed each factor.  Furthermore, the importance or value 

of each factor is supported by specific quotes, supporting evidence (manuals, forms, conference 

presentation, data systems, field notes), and responses to the member checking survey in which 

the respondents were asked to rate each factor as ‘high’, ‘medium’, or ‘low’ importance.  Due to 

the structure of the interview protocol, all of the NIRN factors are mentioned at least at a 

minimal level.  However, only those with supporting evidence will be discussed in detail.   

Systems interventions.  Systems interventions are defined by Fixsen and colleagues 

(2005) as the coordination of competing initiatives, priorities, resources, and funding among all 

levels of a school district.  Systems interventions include the balancing of program requirements 

with external financial, political, and bureaucratic pressures.  This factor was referenced most 

often by interviewees as an explanation for the successful implementation of RTI at both 
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schools.  In fact, all but one of the participants (A5) mentioned the importance of coordination 

and integration of multiple initiatives when planning for RTI.   

The integration of multiple programs was evident not only in the specific interview 

responses addressing this factor (discussed by 10 of 11 respondents) but in the discussion of 

other factors such as the coordinated use of data for multiple purposes and the use of staff from a 

variety of disciplines to carry out the RTI program.  The importance of this factor is supported by 

the member checking survey in which 100% of the respondents rated systems interventions as 

“highly important” in contributing to the success of their RTI programs.  A response to the open-

ended member checking survey illustrates the importance of integrating programs to serve a 

single purpose:  “When RTI is seen as the vehicle through which we open doors of opportunity 

for others, it becomes a necessary part of the school program.”   

Examples of systems interventions contributing to RTI were discussed in detail by four of 

five interview participants at School A and all six of the participants at School B.  Specific 

examples of these efforts include maximizing funding streams, creating a master schedule, and 

using common assessments to drive multiple types of interventions (gifted, remediation, and 

PBIS).  In interviews, the principal of School A (A4) and the co-coordinators for RTI at School 

B (B2 and B5) provided detailed descriptions of how they seamlessly integrate RTI into the 

myriad of program requirements, initiatives, and staff roles at each school.  This integration of 

services at both schools was evident in the document analysis of the RTI manuals and forms, the 

school’s conference presentation, and the online databases used to coordinate the programs.     

It is important to note that the specific programs integrated into the RTI framework for 

each school were different.  Because of the lack of specificity in RTI guidance and regulations, 

schools have a great deal of leeway in the manner in which they implement RTI.  For some 
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schools, this may cause some confusion or lack of focus.  However, the schools in this study took 

advantage of the lack of specificity to implement programs that meet the needs of their unique 

population.  At School A, the principal and coordinator (A2) focused on integrating Title I funds, 

Early Intervention teachers, and RTI into a seamless delivery model of interventions for at-risk 

students.  At School B, the RTI team focused on integrating RTI with PBIS, Gifted services, and 

summer school remediation for a more holistic approach for meeting student needs.  However, in 

both cases, the schools relied on multidisciplinary coordination of staff, data, and funding to 

meet the unique goals for their respective schools.   

 School A.  The most common theme in the systems intervention category for School A 

was maximizing Title I and Early Intervention Program (EIP) funds to increase the number of 

early intervention teachers.  Title I funds are provided by the federal government based on the 

number of economically disadvantaged students at each school.  These funds are not directly 

associated or linked to the RTI program.  However, the programs (Title I/EIP and RTI) serve 

many of the same at-risk students.  The following quote from one respondent reflects the level of 

attention given to funding:  “We just had a meeting about how to maximize services to kids not 

only based on data, but on funding…we’ve totally redone our master schedule here to maximize 

services to kids.”  Participant A2 confirmed this by stating, 

So (the principal) went back, looked at our schedule and realized that we weren’t pulling 

funding, we weren’t getting what we were giving basically.  So we would spend an hour 

and a half in the classroom but only get paid for a 45-minute segment.  So we changed 

our schedule, and now every 45 minutes we (the intervention teachers) are switching 

classes.  
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 Another common theme under the systems intervention factor for School A was the intentional 

creation of common planning time to promote collaboration among teachers.  The following 

exchange with Participant A3 illustrates this point:  

 We have a lot of planning days that the system gives us.  Each grade level has planning 

days throughout the year.  I want to say we have one every quarter, and so the entire level 

sits and looks at the data and plans based on that.  (The principal) sets those I’m pretty 

sure.  She just double checks with (the superintendent), and we’ve been granted 

those.  Those are very productive days that our grade levels have.  Interviewer:  So the 

students don’t come to school that day? A3: No, they do.  We’ll go cover the 

teachers...like if it’s first grade planning day then the EIP [Early Intervention Program] 

teachers go in to cover the first grade classrooms.  So we teach while they are in their 

meetings.  It’s beautiful. 

 School B.  The most common theme under the systems intervention category for School 

B was the school’s online database that manages multiple sources of data (assessments, 

intervention plans, meeting minutes) and serves multiple purposes.  The principal provided a 

detailed explanation of how School B’s database merges data from various initiatives (RTI, PBIS, 

gifted education, standards-based curriculum) into a single document used for RTI and other 

school improvement purposes.  The database was examined by this researcher and found to be a 

comprehensive collection of information from multiple sources.  The purposeful use of this data 

was confirmed in field notes and observations regarding the posting of data in graphic form in 

the hallways as well as the recognition of students who met a variety of behavior and academic 

goals.   
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 The co-coordinators described how the online system was developed using the expertise 

of various staff members with specific skill sets such as the speech therapist who was 

knowledgeable about spreadsheets, and the instructional technology specialist who created the 

online platform.  These specialists do not typically contribute to RTI tasks in most schools, but 

they were integrated into the RTI team at School B due to their unique skills.  The school 

counselor expressed the level of flexibility and coordination across staff roles at School B by 

stating, “They’ve given us the autonomy to be able to make it fit our building.  They definitely 

helped in getting the IT (instructional technology) person, who is awesome…that kind of 

support.  He built or created the website we have (for online data collection).”  

 Two other examples of systems intervention at School B including the integration of RTI 

with the Gifted program as well as a summer school program for students needing remediation. 

The assistant principal described the coordination of RTI and gifted services by stating,   

Something that I’ve been really impressed with, too, is how the pyramid (RTI) is used to 

get children to the gifted program, too.  It’s so much more effective here the way it is 

done.  She really intervenes in the classroom at tier two and tier three before they are 

tested for the program, to possibly move into tier four. 

Lastly, the principal offered the following example of integrating RTI data and interventions 

with unique funding streams to create a two-week summer school program for at-risk students:  

I wrote a proposal to the superintendent for (two-week summer academy for lowest 10% 

of K-1 students), and he is graciously going to fund half of it.  The other half will be 

through picture money, any revenue that we have coming in from the schools. 

To summarize, the data from interview participants, documents, and member checking responses 

support the critical importance of integrating and coordinating multiple programs and initiatives 
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when implementing RTI.  Although the specific details varied between schools, the overarching 

theme of multidisciplinary coordination to meet student needs was evident not only in the 

interviews of 10 of 11 participants, but also in the supporting documents and member-checking 

responses.  As the RTI coordinator from School A stated, “Everyone works together so that it is 

a process that works well for the teachers and the parents so that we are all working to get that 

child where they need to be.” These examples of systems interventions are characteristic of the 

NIRN model and provide a high level of support for this factor in explaining the success of RTI 

at these schools. 

 Facilitative administration.  Facilitative administration is defined by the NIRN 

implementation model as the role of leadership in disseminating information, supporting the 

process, organizing resources, and monitoring outcomes.  This implementation driver was the 

second-most cited NIRN factor at School B and the fourth-most cited NIRN factor at School A 

in explaining their respective RTI programs.  At School B, the principal and assistant principal 

spoke more extensively than the other participants about their interest in RTI and their goals for 

the program.  At School A, the school psychologist, RTI coordinator, and principal highlighted 

the importance of the administrator’s role more often compared to other participants.   

 The importance of a facilitative administrator is supported by evidence beyond the 

interview transcripts including field notes, conference presentations, and member checking 

responses.  Field notes indicated that the principals of both schools played leading roles in their 

school’s RTI conference presentation.  During these presentations, both principals demonstrated 

a high level of knowledge and expertise when discussing RTI as a general concept and in 

specific terms relative to their school.  Finally, both principals readily agreed to participate in 

this study, and each provided critical coordination and support of the site visits.  Both principals 
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expressed pride in their school’s efforts and were eager to share their experiences with a wider 

audience.   Responses to the member checking survey provide further evidence to support the 

critical role of administrators in that 100% of the respondents rated this factor as “highly 

important” in the successful implementation of RTI.   

 School A.  Interview transcripts indicate that the principal of School A expressed a strong 

belief in the RTI program as a vehicle for meeting the needs of at-risk students.  She explained 

her role in establishing the structure and expectation for an effective RTI program as “creating a 

framework of ‘this is what is expected.  In that area you have freedom; in this area you do not.’  

That has helped a lot.  People said it makes them feel comfortable to know what is expected.”  

The principal also expressed a goal of maximizing efficiency and reducing teacher stress in 

regard to RTI.  As she stated, “Paring it down to what is really essential...what we must keep and 

what can we start to let go of so that we don’t burn people out and raise their anxiety level 

through the roof.  That was a challenge.”  Finally, the principal stated that she plays a large role 

in communication and coordination in regard to meeting schedules, planning time, and due dates.  

A quote from the principal illustrates this point best: 

You get three forms of communication.  Every week I send out a Monday memo and 

calendar for the week and the things that are due that week.  Then every month I send a 

calendar for the whole month, and then the yearly is available online.  People can say that 

they don’t know what’s going on...but we communicate what’s coming up. 

Additional support for the importance of School A’s administrator in regard to the RTI program 

was provided in detailed statements from the school psychologist and RTI coordinator.  The 

school psychologist stated,  “The support by administrators is probably number one really to be 
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honest. A larger factor over all things having to do with this building is the positive nature of our 

administrator.”  The coordinator shared the following,  

We fill out a lot of surveys.  She (the principal) says that she always likes to keep a pulse, 

her finger on the pulse, to know how the teachers are feeling.  She’s going to be the 

underlying reason for the success of everything.  She’s just unbelievable.  She’s 

wonderful...unlike anything I’ve ever seen.  

 School B.  Facilitative administration was ranked as the second-most important factor in 

the NIRN framework in regard to RTI implementation at this school based on participant 

interviews.  This finding is corroborated with field notes noting the prominent role of the 

principal in understanding and promoting RTI even though he does not participate in the day-to-

day RTI operations.  During the site visit, he reviewed all the school’s data with this examiner 

and demonstrated proficiency with the school’s online data collection system.  The principal 

explained his role as “I want to be the facilitator.  I want to be the one that they can come to get 

the resources they need.”  He further explained that his interest in RTI arose from his early career 

experiences as a teacher and team leader: 

As I became team leader in schools, I was able to share some of the ideas I had and 

collaborate with other teachers on things they had.  It was a natural fit to understand the 

RTI process.  I was doing it before RTI was cool.  In my own mind, I wish I would have 

coined it.   

 The importance of the school principal in establishing an effective and efficient RTI 

program was confirmed by one teacher who stated, “Mr. (principal) has been instrumental in 

changing the process and making it better every single year.”  The counselor stated, “I think our 

administrators really do listen to what teachers are saying about...they make every effort to 
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streamline the process so that the process does not get in the way of providing support for 

students.”  Finally, the assistant principal stated,  

I contribute a lot of it to Mr. (principal).  He is such a great leader and is supportive and 

has created that climate of ‘We’re all working together.’  That culture shift has happened.  

Now we all work together.  I contribute that to Mr. (principal) and his leadership.  

 Coaching and consultation.  Coaching and consultation is defined by the NIRN model 

as activities for supporting behavior change for the providers of new programs.  This includes 

technical assistance and coaching by in-house consultants or outside experts.  This 

implementation driver was the fourth-most frequently cited factor for School A and the sixth-

most frequently cited factor for School B in explaining each school’s successful RTI 

implementation.  At School A, the school psychologist, coordinator, and principal spoke 

frequently about the importance of ongoing coaching and consultation, but the other two 

respondents – assistant principal and intervention teacher – did not talk about this factor at much 

length.  At School B, the references to coaching and consultation were evenly distributed among 

all six respondents.  However, the School B respondents did not place as much value or 

importance on this factor as the respondents from School A.  These mixed findings are supported 

by the results of the member checking survey, where 50% of the respondents rated coaching and 

consultation as “high importance”, while 50% of the respondents rated this factor as “medium 

importance.”   

 One common aspect between both schools in regard to coaching and consultation was the 

importance of establishing a collaborative process that respects the input of all staff members.  

As one respondent to the member checking survey stated,  
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We’re continually lifting up the purpose and creating an environment where every 

student, staff member, and parent can thrive.  This provides motivation for everyone to 

work collaboratively on the process.  Without this foundation and purpose, the initiative 

(RTI) will dwindle into just one more thing on educator plates. 

 School A.  Interview transcripts from School A respondents reflect the importance of the 

RTI coordinator in providing ongoing coaching and technical assistance to the staff.  The RTI 

coordinator at School A is a locally funded position that allows 50% of one teaching position to 

be spent on RTI coaching and coordination.  The three respondents who spoke most frequently 

about this factor referred to the critical role of the coordinator in providing support and feedback 

for teachers who are often overwhelmed in regard to the RTI process.  The importance of the 

RTI coordinator for coaching and consultation is supported by documentary evidence, most 

notably, the school’s RTI procedural manual which was primarily authored by the coordinator.  

She also created or revised all the RTI forms used by the school and maintained the online 

database. 

 The school psychologist explained that having a local RTI coordinator at the school 

provided much-needed relief because she (the school psychologist) served four schools and was 

generally unable to provide comprehensive support for RTI due to her assessment caseload.  As 

she stated, “They know how busy I am as a school psychologist so they just pull me when they 

really need me.”   

 The principal shared that she places a priority on trusting teacher’s input and providing 

them an opportunity to express their opinions when providing coaching and technical support.  In 

her words, “Sometimes the teachers’ experience and judgment don’t always match the data.  So 

we have data, but we also have conversations.  We can always have a conversation about what is 
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best for this kid.”  The principal also described how the RTI coordinator’s personal 

characteristics and coaching style reflect this approach by stating “She (the coordinator) seems 

really responsive and interested in what the teachers are saying...she’s continually in one on one 

conversations.  She’s very approachable.  Again, we’ve just tried to create that level of trust and 

that open door (for consultation).” 

 In her interviews, the RTI coordinator explained the importance of having ‘conversations’ 

when consulting with teachers.  As she stated,  

I try to walk a fine line between saying ‘no, that child doesn’t qualify for support’ and 

‘well, tell me what you see in the classroom.’  We have those conversations for the 

teachers to feel like their professional judgment is being heard. 

The coordinator also shared how her approach differs from previous coordinators who provided 

more of an expert model of consultation.  In her words, “Instead of me sitting down and saying 

you must have x, y, and z done in your classroom, there’s more, ‘Do you feel comfortable 

implementing this intervention?’” 

 School B.  Interview transcripts from School B respondents do not provide as much 

support for the importance of ongoing coaching and consultation as School A.  This may be due 

to the fact that School B does not have a designated RTI coordinator.  Therefore, there were no 

documents related to this factor.  The RTI duties are shared between two staff members with 

full-time job assignments – the assistant principal and school counselor.  One of the teacher 

respondents explained how the lack of a designated coordinator impacts their RTI team by 

stating, “It kind of makes each of us try to be an expert at this.  I don’t know that we are experts, 

but we’re working toward it.”  



 87 

 Most of the references to coaching and consultation at School B were in regard to staff 

members who provided specific expertise based on their areas of interest or previous experience.  

For example, the speech therapist provided assistance with setting up spreadsheets, the 

technology specialist provided critical support in setting up the school’s web-based system for 

managing student data, and the district’s behavior specialist helped establish progress monitoring 

systems for behavior.      

 As stated earlier, a common theme between School A and School B in regard to coaching 

and consultation was the emphasis on professional collaboration and respect for the teacher’s 

input in the consultation process.  As the assistant principal stated,  

The teachers feel comfortable coming to the committee when they have a need or to say, 

‘This isn’t working.’  I’ve been in schools before where they are afraid to say, ‘I need 

help with this child.’  I think we’ve established that this is not a judgmental time.  This is 

not ‘you’re a bad teacher because this child is still struggling.’  We’re all here working 

together to help that child be successful. 

Similarly, the school counselor stated, “We just developed trusting relationships where teachers 

don’t feel like we’re trying to block kids from getting the services they need.” 

 Staff selection.  Staff selection is defined by the NIRN model as the selection of 

providers who have some background knowledge and experience regarding the service or 

program.  The data indicate a wide disparity between the two schools regarding the importance 

of this factor in explaining the success of their respective RTI programs.  Staff selection was 

determined to be the third-most frequently cited factor contributing to RTI in School A 

participant interviews.  In contrast, staff selection was the ninth-most frequently cited factor for 

School B.  At School A, the importance of staff selection was mentioned frequently by the 
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school psychologist, coordinator, and principal, while the other respondents did not discuss this 

factor at any length.  At School B, there was little mention of staff selection in the interview 

transcripts of any of the respondents.  These mixed findings are supported by the responses to the 

member checking survey where 75% of the respondents rated this factor as “high importance” 

and 25% rated this factor as “medium importance.”  

 School A.  Interview transcripts, primarily from the school principal, provide insight 

regarding the importance of staff selection for School A’s RTI process.  The principal explained 

that she purposely selects the most effective teachers to provide interventions for at-risk students.  

In her words, 

My understanding is that at some schools, they move people to EIP (Early Intervention 

Program) when they’ve had a baby or when someone’s getting tired.  We have the 

opposite philosophy.  Making that mindset and helping them see themselves that way, 

and realizing that I’m taking some of my best people and putting them in that position, 

and I’m getting them some of the best resources out there and helping them understand 

why.  I believe in them.  I believe in their mission. 

Other respondents stated that the intervention teacher positions are highly competitive due to the 

level of respect and responsibility that is given to teachers in these roles.  The RTI coordinator 

stated,  

So she’s (the principal) looking for someone who, number one, has worked with and has 

a passion for struggling learners, someone who knows how to pool resources from lots of 

different things and not necessarily have to rely solely on the teacher’s manual for 

instructions. 
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The school psychologist also recognized the principal’s intentional selection of highly qualified 

staff to fill RTI roles by stating,  

She (the principal) typically chooses the people who have good people skills and good 

data minds.  People who can be taskmasters and get things accomplished and move on.  

(The principal) does a great job of picking the people who are going to run with it. And 

she knows they will do a great job with it. So she can trust that is moving smoothly. 

The importance of staff selection at School A is supported by field notes that reflect the high 

status given to early intervention teachers (described as the “best and brightest” by one 

respondent; called a “intervention army” by another respondent).  Furthermore, the importance 

of staff selection was emphasized in School A’s conference presentation as the principal 

explained her beliefs regarding the importance of selecting the best teachers to work with the 

neediest students to improve overall student achievement. 

 School B.  Transcripts from School B interviews indicate do not indicate a purposeful or 

intentional selection of staff to conduct RTI work.  Furthermore, there were no documents or 

field notes to support the importance of this factor.  However, three of six of the respondents 

mentioned the expectation that all new staff will have some level of knowledge or expertise with 

RTI as illustrated in the following quotes: 

Teacher:  I guess it depends on the position we’re hiring for.  I know we were looking for 

an assistant principal a few years ago, and that was something that we were very 

interested in - their experience with RTI and the process. 

School counselor:  But if you’ve got somebody who has no experience that is just...that’s 

hard...because it has become part of our philosophy and how we work with kids.  But yes, 

we always question people about their RTI experience.  Most people have it now. 
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Principal:  We have questions on our interview panel about RTI, but it’s really about 

problem solving with kids.  How do you look at a student?  How do you diagnose an 

issue?  Because the vocabulary, the terminology is so different at different schools. 

These statements suggest that all new teacher hires are expected to have knowledge of the RTI 

process, but there were no indications that RTI team members at School B are specifically 

selected based on their knowledge or expertise in this area.   

 Unsupported NIRN factors.  In contrast to the previously described NIRN 

implementation drivers that were supported by the qualitative data for one or both schools, the 

following factors were not supported by the data as important contributors for successful RTI 

implementation at either school.  These unsupported factors provide evidence that the NIRN 

model is a partial or incomplete model for understanding RTI implementation in elementary 

schools. 

 Training.  Pre-service and in-service training is defined by the NIRN model as methods 

used to transmit knowledge about the program, including its background, philosophy, and 

rationale, as well as teaching of the skills needed to provide the service or intervention.  This 

factor was the seventh-most frequently mentioned factor at School A and the 10th most cited 

factor for School B.  Responses from the member checking survey for this factor were mixed as 

50% rated this factor as “highly important” and 50% rated this factor as “medium importance.”  

There was no documentary evidence or field notes indicating that either school conducted 

extensive training programs to support RTI. 

 Most mentions of this topic referred to the lack of an organized training program, which 

caused frustration for some staff members in the early stages of RTI.  For example, the school 

counselor for School B stated,  
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We weren’t really given the tools to train teachers like they needed to be trained.  They’re 

the ones that needed the - I mean, we did too - but they needed more professional 

learning.  The psychologists got a lot of training, and they were frustrated with us that we 

didn’t know more. 

In fact, respondents from both schools suggested that their RTI programs have been effective 

despite the lack of a formal professional development program.  The principal of School A stated, 

“If you were just rolling it out, that would be one thing, but we’re not.  Every year we’ve 

tweaked a little bit.  We don’t need to do (training)...it’s so entrenched in what we are and who 

we are.”  One teacher from School B stated, “It seems like it has just come in layers, like little 

pieces.  I don’t think we had any big formal training at the onset.  I think we’ve let it evolve and 

grow as needed.” 

 Program evaluation.  Program evaluation is defined by NIRN model as assessment of 

performance, fidelity measures, and feedback processes to improve service provision.  Analysis 

of the data does not provide much support for this factor in regard to RTI implementation at 

either school.  This factor was the 10th most frequent theme noted in participant interviews for 

School A and the seventh-most frequently cited factor for School B.  Furthermore, there were no 

references to fidelity checks or overall outcome measures in either school’s procedural manual. 

Finally, there were no mentions of program evaluation or overall outcome measurement in either 

school’s conference presentations.   

 Interview transcripts indicated that fidelity checks at School B are reactive (responding to 

a lack of evidence after the fact) rather than proactive (observation and monitoring during the 

process).  For example, one School B teacher stated, “I guess the only way (to ensure fidelity) is 

observations.  But of course we do have...and so I guess this definitely is a check...we have 
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graphs where we record each week.”  In response to interview questions about program 

evaluation, several respondents talked about individual students’ response to interventions rather 

than fidelity checks or outcome evaluations for the school as a whole.  School B’s principal 

illustrated this point by stating, 

If we’re looking at a student who is flatlining, then that’s another check to build on…to 

say, ‘Look, we’re not seeing improvement in your instruction’...and going back and 

looking at are we using interventions correctly?  If they’re not working, do we need to 

change them? 

 Staff evaluation.  Staff evaluation is defined by the NIRN model as assessment of 

performance of individual staff members such as adherence to treatment protocols.  This 

implementation driver received the least support among all 11 factors identified in the data as 

indicated by frequency of mentions in the interview transcripts.  Furthermore, there was no 

documentary evidence to support this factor in field notes, conference presentations, or 

procedural manuals.  Results of the member checking survey were mixed as 50% of respondents 

rated this factor as “high importance” and 50% rated this factor as “medium importance”.   

Despite these ratings, the interview transcripts reveal that the only discussion of staff evaluation 

occurred in response to specific questions from the researcher regarding this topic.   

 Interview respondents from both schools explained that all staff members receive annual 

job evaluations using the state-mandated teacher evaluation system (Teacher Keys Effectiveness 

System or TKES).   Several interviewees noted that the evaluation system is generic to all types 

of teaching activities and is not specifically tied to specific RTI activities or responsibilities.  

However, the evaluation standards can be used to document lack of adherence to RTI 

requirements if needed (e.g. use of data, differentiation practices, etc.).   The assistant principal 
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for School B explained how she uses the teacher evaluation system to address concerns about 

RTI fidelity: 

They have certain standards that we evaluate.  One of them is data collection and data 

usage.  It’s very easy to see when viewing their plans and small group instruction, how 

their groups are formed.  We ask them to reference that in their plans:  What data was 

used to form these groups?  We want them to be flexible and meeting the children’s 

needs...differentiating during that time according to data. 

 Non-NIRN factors.  As stated earlier, inductive analysis of the data indicated that there 

were important factors relevant to each school’s RTI program that were not included in the 

original NIRN model.  The presence of these factors provides further evidence to support the 

assertion that the NIRN model is a partial or incomplete model for explaining successful RTI 

implementation in elementary schools.  These factors include data systems, local school 

characteristics, and adaptation and continuous improvement.  Each of these factors will be 

described in detail in the following section and supported with quotes from interview transcripts, 

documentary evidence, and field notes. 

 Data systems.  For the purpose of this study, data systems are defined as data gathering 

and analysis procedures used to implement the program.  This concept is similar to a recent 

addition to the NIRN implementation framework labeled decision support data systems, which 

was not included in the original model (Fixsen et al., 2005).  Data systems were determined to 

be the second most important factor for successful RTI implementation at both schools based on 

the frequency of mentions in the interview transcripts.  This finding is supported by member 

checking feedback in that 100% of respondents rated this factor as “high importance.”  Four of 

five of the School A respondents and four of six School B respondents discussed the importance 
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of data systems in describing the components underlying their respective RTI programs.   

Therefore, it can be concluded that data systems are an important part of the successful RTI 

programs at each school.  Evidence from each school to support this assertion is provided in the 

following section. 

 School A.  Four out of five of School A participants mentioned the importance of using 

data when making decisions about students moving through the tiers of intervention.  This 

finding is corroborated via document analysis (procedural manual and forms, online data system 

that uses spreadsheets and checklists to rank students based on multiple sources of data, and the 

conference presentation).  Furthermore, field notes support this factor in descriptions of the 

numerous posters and charts in the halls of the school that display student data and celebrate 

those who reach goals.  The following quotes illustrate the importance of data collection and 

analysis methods at School A: 

School psychologist:  We are tracking all kinds of data. Pre-post data, short-term, long-

term, curriculum-based data, skills-based data, all of those measures.  I was reading our 

report of our academic checklists where we take what we consider our high power data - 

pieces of information - teachers fill it out on all their students. And then we weight that 

data and rank students from top to bottom. 

RTI Coordinator:  We use an online program…I’m going to provide you a place on a 

shared drive to input your data and then again its date, what was the score and then a 

place to put any notes.  It’s just Excel.  We’re moving to Google Docs but basically the 

same idea.  And then I use that to create a graph to share with parents. 

Principal:  Data teams meet after the pre, after the post, and once in the middle for a 

check in.  You have your pre and post, which is the exact same test so that you can truly 
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measure growth.  In the middle, we give a shorter check in so that we can check our 

progress on our data team goals. 

 School B.  The importance of data systems at School B is supported by interview 

transcripts from four of six respondents as well as analysis of the school’s online data collection 

system, procedural manual, and online forms.  Furthermore, the online data system was heavily 

emphasized in School B’s conference presentation.  Finally, field notes indicated that many staff 

members expressed pride when referring to their data collection system.  The following quotes 

reflect the importance of the School B’s online data collection and analysis system: 

Kindergarten teacher:  This year....at the county level someone created the Google drive 

for us, so all of the schools are using the same thing.  That’s really been the first piece 

that’s been consistent among the schools, and it has been really, really nice. 

Second grade teacher:  It’s all in one place (Google Drive for RTI data).  You can read all 

of the notes.  You can see the progression, what’s going on.  ‘Oh, that worked, that didn’t 

work’.  It’s very clear and easy to see.  That has been extremely helpful to keep these kids 

from going through the same thing year after year 

Assistant principal:  When we collect data, we want it to be meaningful and useful.  That 

data wasn’t being used effectively.  We wanted to move to some type of data collection 

and record keeping that would be useful and could be timely and help inform 

decisions.  We really moved to the digital platform, and that’s the transformation that I’ve 

seen.  It is really impacted on what’s going on the classroom because the data is easily 

accessible.  Progress monitoring data is put there, so at a glance from my office I can see 

where a third grader is in the RTI progress, where the progress monitoring is, before we 

meet as an RTI committee… I think it helps us to not let children fall between the cracks. 
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Based on this data, it is clear that online systems for collecting and managing student data are 

major factors contributing to the successful RTI programs at both schools.  

 Local school characteristics.  For the purpose of this study, local school characteristics 

are defined as a variety of factors unique to each school that do not fit any other category such as 

school climate, culture, and team building practices.  Locally developed interventions and 

practices for RTI are also included in this factor.  These aspects combined form the sixth-most 

frequently cited factor for School A and the fourth-most cited factor for School B in interview 

transcripts.  The importance of this factor is confirmed in the member checking survey as 75% of 

the respondents rated local school characteristics as “high importance” and 25% rated this factor 

as “medium importance.”  Specific evidence to support the importance of this factor for each 

school is provided in the following section. 

 School A.  Three interview participants at School A (early intervention teacher, 

coordinator, and principal) discussed the importance of local school factors such as positive 

climate and team building practices in explaining the success of the school’s RTI program, while 

the other two respondents did not mention this topic (school psychologist and assistant principal).  

The relative importance of this factor is confirmed in field notes that reflect the enthusiastic 

participation of staff members with this study because of their belief in the importance of RTI.  

The following quotes from the principal reflect the positive, collaborative, and supportive culture 

at School A:  “Here, you are passionate about children and you are serving at the foremost of 

your ability, and if that’s not for you then that’s okay, but you don’t belong here.”   Furthermore, 

she stated, 

Hey, we’re here together.  We’re here to partner.  We’re here to work together.  We may 

not see eye to eye on this, and we may not after this conversation, but we’re going to 
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listen to each other and hear each other out and come up with a way that we are to 

proceed.  We won’t always come to consensus, that’s a myth.  You won’t as a grade level, 

you won’t as a parent...you will not always come to consensus, but you can listen with 

respect to one another and come up with a plan.  We always do that.  That’s kind of our 

mantra.  

The early intervention teacher described the collaborative nature of RTI work at School A by 

stating, “We have to work so much together as a team, the EIP (early intervention) team.  We 

strategize together and we talk through things that are working, things that are not working.”  

She further stated, “The collaboration here is just unbelievable and (the principal) is so big on 

this.  The research speaks for itself as far as how the collaboration...what it does for the students’ 

learning.” 

 School B.  Local school characteristics were mentioned by five out of six interviewees at 

School B as contributing to the effectiveness of their RTI program.  Whereas most of the 

references to local school characteristics at School A were in regard to school culture and climate, 

most of the support for this factor at School B involved locally developed outreach and 

intervention programs that contribute to the success of the RTI process.  

 School B developed a unique summer program for low-achieving students that is directly 

tied into RTI data collection and interventions.  One teacher shared information about the 

summer program by stating, “This will be our second year doing Mustang Academy (summer 

program for incoming kindergarten students). It’s something that the principal developed and 

proposed to the county.  There are no other schools doing this at this time.”  The summer 

program identifies the lowest 10% of incoming kindergarten students using screening measures 

administered during kindergarten registration in the spring.  Additionally, the lowest 10% of 
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rising first grade students are identified using universal screening data administered in the spring 

of their kindergarten year.  These students are invited to participate in a two-week summer 

program that focuses on remediation of basic skills.  Another locally developed aspect of School 

B’s RTI program is the use of a corps of trained parent volunteers who implement some of the 

student interventions.  This facet of their program is highly regarded and was heavily promoted 

by the staff at their conference presentation.   

  Finally, there were several references by multiple respondents in regard to positive school 

climate and culture as contributing factors to the success of School B’s RTI program.  As the 

principal explained,  

I feel like it’s a culture.  What I didn’t want it to be was that RTI was a...and I try to do 

this with anything...we’re not trying to add on top of everything that we’re doing.  And 

that’s what we said with RTI, the process, how does this fit in with what we’re already 

doing?   

The assistant principal described the school culture regarding RTI as, “That culture shift has 

happened, so it’s not ‘You deal with them.’  Now we all work together.”  This point was 

confirmed by the speech therapist who stated, 

I actually think the climate committee is a reason it’s so successful.  I think that people do 

have the interest of the children first, and I don’t mean that to just say that.  It is evident 

when you walk in this building....everyone I deal with wants the child to succeed.  The 

desire to go above and beyond....leadership wants that.  Leadership supports teachers who 

want that, and it feeds a positive atmosphere. 

 Adaptation and continuous improvement.  For the purpose of this study, adaptation and 

continuous improvement is defined as the process of adjusting or adapting the RTI program to fit 
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the needs of the school based on feedback from stakeholders.  This factor was the seventh-most 

frequently cited factor in School A transcripts and the fifth-most cited factor for School B.  This 

importance of this factor is also supported by the responses to the member checking survey in 

that 100% of the respondents rated this factor as “high importance.”  Furthermore, the 

conference presentations for both schools described the evolving nature of the RTI framework 

from year to year based on feedback from stakeholders.  

 School A.  The RTI coordinator, principal, and assistant principal provided extensive 

examples of how they attempt to improve the RTI process from year to year.   For example, the 

RTI coordinator stated, 

So we sat down and went through everything from assessments we were giving, who was 

giving them, how often we were giving them to how we were identifying...We totally 

changed the way our paperwork was going, what we were asking teachers to submit.  We 

made it more streamlined as far as who would be doing the progress monitoring on the 

student, how often that should be  

The principal explained that RTI is viewed at her school as an evolving process, not a static 

program by stating,  

It’s been a journey, which I think is important to share with people as they’re building a 

process.  For us, it’s been a years and years process.  Paring it down to what is really 

essential, and what must we keep, and what can we start to let go of so that we don’t burn 

people out and raise their anxiety level through the roof.  I think that was a challenge. 

Finally, the assistant principal, who has seen the process evolve over several administrations 

stated, “Once we were able to start listening to what the teachers wanted, that is when it became 
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most successful.  We started having more teacher input and backing off of some things...making 

it palatable for everybody, it became very successful.” 

 School B.  The importance of adaptation and continuous improvement of the RTI process 

was mentioned by four of six School B respondents.  One teacher described the evolution of RTI 

by stating, “Being here just seven years doesn’t seem like very long, but just to watch the process 

and change over the past seven years, even just over the past four years, of the way we’ve done 

RTI, it’s really grown.”  The speech therapist summarized the expectation that the RTI will not 

be a static program by stating, 

It has evolved, and I think it will continue to evolve.  I can tell you things that we will 

continue to work on.  It’s not perfect, and I don’t think it’ll ever be perfect because you 

research new ways of implementing...it will always evolve in a successful program. 

The school counselor emphasized the importance of listening to teachers by stating,  

I think things have evolved from teacher feedback.  I think the electronic system has 

needed some help for efficiency, and they’re listening.  They had to seek some support on 

that.  They’re responsive to teachers with positive comments, and teachers who are bring 

a problem to the table and seeking resolution. 

Finally, the principal stressed the importance of taking time to grow and learn from experience 

by stating, 

We could have said we’re going to do all of this in one year, but it wouldn’t have been 

effective.  I think gradually as we’ve gone, we’re stronger now because it has taken time, 

and we’ve learned from our successes and our mistakes. 

 Summary for research question 1.  The first research question for this study is, “How 

well do the systemic factors contributing to successful elementary school RTI programs map 
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onto the NIRN implementation framework proposed by Fixsen and colleagues (2005)?”  The 

initial NIRN framework identified seven critical factors for implementation of evidence-based 

programs in human service organizations based on a review of almost 2000 studies on this 

subject.   These factors are 1) staff selection, 2) training, 3) consultation and coaching, 4) staff 

evaluation, 5) program evaluation, 6) facilitative administrative support, and 7) systems 

interventions.  

 The two case studies presented here provide partial support for the original framework, 

but some significant differences are evident.  There is substantial support in the data for three 

NIRN implementation drivers as important contributors for successful RTI implementation:  

systems interventions, facilitative administration, and coaching and consultation.  Mixed results 

were found regarding the NIRN component of staff selection, as it was supported by the data 

from School A but not School B.  Additionally, three NIRN components were not supported by 

the data from either school – training, program evaluation, and staff evaluation.   

 Furthermore, three additional factors not included in the original NIRN model were 

identified in the data through inductive analysis:  data systems – data collection and analysis 

procedures used to implement the program (now included in the latest version of the NIRN 

model); adaptation/continuous improvement – the process of adjusting or adapting the program 

to fit the needs of the school based on feedback from stakeholders; and local school 

characteristics – a variety of factors unique to each school that do not fit any other category such 

as policies and procedures, climate and culture, and team building practices.   

 Therefore, the results of this study reveal the importance of seven different factors 

contributing to successful RTI implementation for the schools in this study.  However, the seven 

factors only partially match the NIRN implementation drivers identified by Fixsen and 
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colleagues (2005).  The addition of data systems in the most recent version of the NIRN model 

corresponds well with the data from this study.  However, several areas of discordance between 

the model and the data from this study are still evident.  These differences support the assertion 

that the original NIRN model is a partial or incomplete model for explaining successful RTI 

implementation in elementary schools.   

Findings for Research Question 2 

 The second research question is “What are the most important systemic factors 

contributing to successful RTI programs in elementary schools?”  To answer this question, the 

data from interviews, documents, and field notes were analyzed, starting with single case studies 

each school’s RTI program.  Then, the findings from the cross-case analysis are presented, which 

identifies common factors contributing to successful RTI implementation efforts across both 

schools.  

School A.  Qualitative analysis of the data for School A indicates that systems 

interventions and data systems were the factors that contributed most to their successful RTI 

program.  Each of these factors received twice as many mentions in interview transcripts as the 

rest of the factors identified in the data.  Four of five of School A interviewees talked about both 

of these factors at length.   

Systems interventions.  The importance of systems interventions was supported by 

interview transcripts and documents including the school’s procedural manual and forms that 

incorporate multiple initiatives, their online data system, and the school’s SSTAGE conference 

presentation that emphasized the coordination of RTI, PBIS, Title I, and school improvement 

initiatives.  More specifically, this factor was demonstrated in the master schedule that 

coordinates all intervention services and a bank of common standard-based assessments that is 
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available to all teachers.  The common assessments were not developed specifically for RTI but 

are used conjointly for RTI purposes as well for predicting performance on end-of-year statewide 

assessments.  This quote from the principal at School A explained the benefits of coordinating 

multiple initiatives, mandates, and data sources: 

What I tell people is that we have a process that is very effective, but it is also very 

efficient.  Those two things must be because you can be effective but killing yourself...or 

you can be efficient but not effective.  We are effective and efficient.  It’s sustainable, the 

way it is right now. 

Data systems.  The importance of data systems at School A was supported by interview 

transcripts from four of five interviewees.  This finding was further corroborated via document 

analysis (procedural manual and forms that call for multiple sources of data for each child, online 

data system that uses spreadsheets and checklists to rank students based on multiple data points, 

and conference presentation).  Furthermore, field notes supported this factor in descriptions of 

the numerous posters and charts in the halls of the school that display student data and celebrate 

those who reach goals.  The purposeful use of this data to guide RTI decision-making is 

explained in this quote from the principal:  

The assessment part is important, but then it goes into data teams or into the goal setting 

meetings of ‘What are we going to do with that assessment?  How is it going to make us 

better?  How is it going to make this individual kid better? 

  Additional important factors.  Staff selection was the third-most frequently mentioned 

factor for School A in interviews.  This finding was supported by field notes that reflect the high 

status given to early intervention teachers (described as the “best and brightest” by one 

respondent; called a “intervention army” by another respondent).  Furthermore, the importance 
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of staff selection was emphasized in School A’s conference presentation as the principal talked 

extensively about the importance of selecting the most effective teachers to work with the 

neediest students.  Coaching and consultation was the fourth-most frequently mentioned factor 

in School A interviews.  Field notes and document analysis of the school’s RTI handbook reflect 

the importance that School A places on the role of RTI coordinator, a locally funded position that 

allows 50% of one teaching position to be spent on RTI duties.   

 Facilitative administration was the fifth-most frequently mentioned factor in School A 

participant interviews.  This finding was supported by the leading role that the school principal 

played in School A’s conference presentation.  This finding was further corroborated in field 

notes that reflect the principal’s beliefs and priorities.  For example, on the day of her interview 

(a casual dress day), the principal wore a t-shirt illustrated with a depiction of a line graph and 

the caption “Hello Progress.”  Furthermore, she expressed a high level of support for this study, 

and she made it possible for all relevant participants to be interviewed during the school day 

because of her self-expressed belief in the importance of RTI.   

 Local school characteristics was the sixth-most frequently mentioned factor in School A 

interviews.  This finding was confirmed in field notes that reflected the positive nature of the 

school climate and culture in regard to RTI such as the support of staff members and 

interviewees who willingly shared their time and resources beyond the interview segments.  This 

finding was also supported in the school’s procedural manual, which clearly explains the local 

policies and procedures related to RTI.  Adaptation and continuous improvement was the final 

factor to receive support at School A.  Multiple field notes reflected an emphasis on respecting 

feedback from teachers and continually seeking to improve the process.  Additionally, the 

evolving nature of the RTI program was emphasized in School A’s conference presentation.   
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School B.  Qualitative analysis of the data for School B indicates that systems 

interventions was the factor that contributed most to their successful RTI program.   This factor 

received more than twice as many mentions as any other factor in participant interviews.   All six 

interviewees at School B talked at length about the importance of coordinating multiple 

initiatives and competing programs when planning for RTI.  This finding was supported by 

document analysis (procedural manual and forms that incorporate multiple initiatives, conference 

presentation, data system).  The importance of this factor for School B was evident in the online 

database that merges data from various initiatives (RTI, PBIS, gifted education, standards-based 

curriculum) into a single document used for RTI and other school improvement purposes.  The 

principal demonstrated the online database to this researcher, and he expressed a great deal of 

pride in the overall utility of School B’s locally developed system.	  

 Additional important factors.  Data systems were ranked as the second-most frequently 

cited factor contributing to successful RTI program in School B interviews.  This finding was 

supported in document analysis of the school’s online data collection system that was created by 

the school’s instructional technology specialist as well as School B’s procedural manual and 

online forms.  The online data system was emphasized in School B’s conference presentation.  

Field notes indicated that many staff members expressed pride when referring to this data 

collection system.    

 Facilitative administration was the third-most cited factor for successful RTI 

implementation at this school in participant interviews.  This finding was corroborated with field 

notes noting the prominent role of the principal in understanding and promoting RTI even though 

he does not participate in the day-to-day RTI operations.  Furthermore, he led School B’s 

conference presentation about their RTI program at the SSTAGE conference, where the school 
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received an award for their RTI efforts.  Additionally, the principal responded eagerly to the 

proposal to participate in this study, coordinated the site visit, and encouraged his staff members 

to participate.   During the site visit, he reviewed all the school’s data with this examiner and 

demonstrated proficiency with the school’s online data collection system.   

 Local school characteristics was the fourth-most cited factor for RTI implementation in 

School B interviews.  Field notes and pictures supported the importance of this factor in the 

visual displays around the school that are reflective of the RTI program such as recognition of 

students who met academic and behavior goals.  The procedural manual provided a clear and 

explicit guide for School B’s RTI process.  Additionally, in the conference presentation and in 

interviews, staff members noted the importance of parent volunteers who are trained to provide 

interventions.  Finally, this school developed a unique summer program for low-achieving 

students that is directly tied into RTI data collection and interventions.  Adaptation and 

continuous improvement was the fifth-most cited factor for successful RTI implementation in 

School B interviews.  Additional support for this factor was found in the school’s conference 

presentation, where the importance of modifying and customizing RTI to fit the needs of the 

school was emphasized at length by the principal.   

 The final factor for successful RTI implementation at School B was coaching and 

consultation.  Interview transcripts indicate that this was the sixth-most frequently cited factor 

for this school.  This finding was supported in field notes that reflected the school’s efforts to 

consult with specialists to improve their RTI program.  School B’s conference presentation 

described the importance of consultations with instructional technology specialists, behavior 

specialists, and speech therapists in designing their RTI program.  It is important to note that 
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School B does not have a designated RTI coach or coordinator; RTI is a shared responsibility 

between the assistant principal and school counselor.    

 Cross case analysis.  Analysis of the data across both school indicated the presence of 

six unique factors that contribute to the successful implementation of RTI at both schools.  There 

is a high level of support from multiple data sources at both schools (interviews, documents, 

field notes, and member checking surveys) regarding these factors:  systems interventions, data 

systems, facilitative administration, coaching and consultation, adaptation and continuous 

improvement, and local school characteristics.    

 Systems intervention was the most important factor for both schools.  This finding is 

supported by member checking feedback as 100% of respondents rated this factor as “high 

importance”.  This finding suggests that organization and coordination of resources (staffing, 

funding, scheduling, and assessments) is critically important to the implementation of RTI.  One 

respondent to the member checking survey confirmed this finding by stating, “One aspect of RTI 

implementation that is often overlooked is the school’s scheduling practices.  Scheduling in a 

school can make or break a school’s RTI program.”   Another member-checking respondent 

stated, “Having an coordinated and understood process that is then monitored for effectiveness is 

of utmost importance.”  

 The second most important factor for both schools was data systems, the purposeful 

collection and analysis of student data to organize and implement the interventions.  This finding 

is supported by member checking feedback in that 100% of respondents rated this factor as “high 

importance.”  Both schools emphasized the importance of their online databases where student 

data is managed and easily accessible to all members of the intervention team.  It is important to 

note that the schools use different sources of data to organize their RTI systems.  School A relies 
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primarily on standards-based common assessments created by teachers, whereas School B relies 

primarily on curriculum-based assessments created by an outside vendor (DIBELS).   Both 

schools use these sources in combination with other indicators (statewide end-of-year tests, 

universal screenings, office referrals) to rank and select students in need of interventions.  Both 

schools also use this data as their primary method for monitoring intervention fidelity.  

 Two additional factors with significant support from both schools were coaching and 

consultation and facilitative administration.  All of the member checking respondents rated 

facilitative administration as highly important, but the findings were mixed for the coaching and 

consultation factor.   Both of these factors refer to the ongoing support and guidance from the 

school principal and RTI chairperson.  At both schools, the school principal is not directly 

involved in the day-to-day operations of RTI.  However, both principals demonstrated a high 

level of understanding of RTI requirements and procedures, and both principals were highly 

involved in their school’s presentation of their RTI program at the statewide SSTAGE 

conference.  The staff member responsible for RTI coordination varied between the schools.   

School A’s RTI coordinator is their lead early intervention teacher, who splits her time between 

providing interventions (50%) and coordinating the program (50%).  School B’s RTI program is 

a shared responsibility between the assistant principal and school counselor, who manage RTI 

duties in addition to their traditional roles.  The lack of a dedicated RTI coordinator at School B 

may explain the difference in opinions regarding the importance of the coaching and consultation 

factor.   

 Two final factors related to successful RTI implementation at both schools include 

adaptation/continuous improvement and local school characteristics.  School B made more 

references to ongoing adaptation and improvement based on teacher feedback elicited by the 
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school’s principal.  The principal, assistant principal, and counselor were open to continually 

evaluating and improving their program, while School A’s program appeared to be more firmly 

established in regard to policies and procedures.   

In regard to local school characteristics, School B relied heavily on trained parent volunteers to 

implement some of the student interventions.  This facet of their program was highly regarded 

and promoted by the administrators.  

 To summarize, the cross-case analysis indicates that the coordination of multiple 

programs and initiatives (systems intervention) and the systematic gathering and use of data to 

make decisions (data systems) were the most important factors contributing to successful RTI 

programs at the schools included in this study.   Additional factors that were found to be 

important at both schools included support from administrators, coaches, and consultants 

(facilitative administration and coaching/consultation), modification and adaptation of the 

program based on feedback from stakeholders (adaptation/continuous improvement), and 

characteristics unique to the local school context (climate, culture, and targeted programs to meet 

local needs).   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, the findings of this study are discussed in the context of current literature 

on implementation science and other relevant lines of research.  Then, the limitations of this 

study, directions for future research, and conclusions are presented. 

The process of translating research to practice in human service organizations is a well-

documented barrier to improving the outcomes of individuals served by these programs.  To 

address this issue, the multi-disciplinary field of implementation science has emerged to address 

the barriers and facilitators that stakeholders experience when applying evidence-based programs 

in real world settings.  In regard to the public education system, experts in school psychology 

(Eagle, Down-Eagle, Snyder, & Holtzman, 2015) and special education (Cook & Odom, 2013) 

have promoted implementation science as critical field of study as schools attempt to improve 

outcomes for students with and without disabilities.   

The field of implementation science is particularly relevant for the study of RTI due to 

the complex, multi-disciplinary nature of the framework.  Recently, Forman and Crystal (2015) 

used an implementation science approach to identify a number of interrelated factors that 

educators must consider when implementing multi-tiered systems of supports (MTSS, another 

term for RTI).  These experts and others (Newell & Coffee, 2015) have encouraged school 

psychologists to focus on system-level consultation to facilitate the implementation of RTI and 

other evidence-based programs in schools. 

To that end, this study addressed two research questions: 1) an exploration of how well 

the systemic factors identified in the first research question map onto the NIRN implementation 

framework proposed by Fixsen and colleagues (2005) and 2) identification of the systemic 
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factors contributing to successful RTI programs in elementary schools that have been recognized 

for effective RTI practices.  Qualitative analysis was determined to be the best method for 

studying these questions as recommended by Yin (2003) and Stake (2006) for situations in which 

the researcher wants to understand the “how” and “why” a social phenomenon works in a real-

life context. 

Research Question 1 

 The current findings indicate that the NIRN framework for implementation of evidence-

based programs (Fixsen et al., 2005) is a partial or incomplete fit for explaining the success of 

the RTI programs in the two schools included in this study.  It is important to note that the NIRN 

model has evolved over time to include more components as well as more emphasis on the 

interdependency and collaborative nature of these organizational factors.  The NIRN model 

continues to be highly touted in the educational literature as a framework for understanding the 

implementation process and is currently promoted by the Office of Special Education Programs 

(OSEP) for RTI implementation grants (Eagle et al., 2015).  

 However, the findings from this study support some, but not all, of the NIRN 

implementation drivers.  The NIRN components with the most support in this study included 

systems interventions, data systems, facilitative administration, coaching and consultation.  The 

staff selection factor received partial support in this study as the data was evident from only one 

school.  Implementation components included in the NIRN model but not supported by the data 

in this study included pre- and in-service training, program evaluation, and staff evaluation.  

 Forman and Crystal (2015) have recently offered new guidance for RTI/MTSS 

implementation that focuses attention on five critical aspects: “(a) intervention selection that 

focuses on efficacy and fit, (b) development of stakeholder support, (c) development of 
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implementer competency, (d) development of a supportive organizational context, and (e) 

facilitation from external systems” (p.  278).  These two models incorporate many of the same 

concepts even if they are organized or labeled in different ways.  As the field of implementation 

science continues to evolve, the overarching themes in relation to RTI are becoming apparent.  

Therefore, researchers and practitioners have a reasonable place to start when searching for the 

best methods to improve RTI practices in schools.    

Research Question 2 

The findings for the second research question reveal that systems interventions and data 

systems were the most important components of both successful RTI programs included in this 

study.  Systems interventions are defined by Fixsen and colleagues (2005, 2009, 2010) as the 

coordination of competing initiatives, priorities, resources, and funding among all levels of a 

school district.  Systems interventions include the balancing of program requirements with 

external financial, political, and bureaucratic pressures.  The critical importance of systemic 

coordination is supported by recent research in the field of RTI and multi-tier systems of 

supports (MTSS) as noted by Forman and Crystal (2015) as well as Eagle and colleagues (2015).  

Similarly, the importance of data systems is consistently mentioned by experts in regard to the 

implementation of RTI.  Forman and Crystal (2015) state that the use of data-based decision 

making is a critical aspect of RTI/MTSS, upon which all other components are dependent.   

Eagle and colleagues (2015) assert that school psychologists should play a vital role in building 

capacity for the use of data-based decision in MTSS/RTI because of their rigorous training and 

expertise in this area. 

The results of this study indicate that coaching and consultation and facilitative 

administration were of moderate importance for both schools in regard to their RTI programs.  
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Both of these factors refer to the ongoing support and guidance from the school principal and 

RTI chairperson in the schools analyzed for this study.  The importance of leadership is 

supported in recent research regarding RTI and other evidence-based programs introduced in 

school settings (Eagle et al., 2015; Klingner, Boardman, & McMasters, 2013).  As Forman and 

Crystal (2015) note, the leader of an implementation process is not necessarily the school 

principal.  Other educators can serve this role, including school psychologists.  Forman and 

Crystal use the term change agent to define the important role of one who inspires, organizes, 

guides, and manages a team who are responsible for program delivery.   

The following components were also found to be of some importance for the two schools 

in this study - adaptation/continuous improvement and local school characteristics.   Recent 

literature supports the importance of adaptation and continuous improvement, perhaps more so 

than was reflected in these two schools; reasons for these differences would be useful to explore 

further.  Klingner and colleagues (2013) provide a recent example of the importance of 

modifying and adjusting a new program to fit the needs of a local school.  However, the process 

of modifying evidence-based programs to fit local needs continues to be an area of debate (Cook 

& Odom, 2013).  

In regard to local school characteristics, Forman and Crystal (2015) highlight the 

importance of selecting interventions that are a good fit for the local context.  This finding was 

particularly relevant for School B, which used a cadre of trained parent volunteers to implement 

a scripted math intervention program.  Each school will vary in regard to the needs of students, 

available resources, trained staff, and organizational infrastructure.  Therefore, it is important for 

implementers to select interventions that match the needs, as well as resources, of the setting to 

maximize the opportunities for success.    
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Limitations 

 One possible limitation of this study is the influence that my experience as a practicing 

school psychologist may have had on the responses of the study participants as well as my 

interpretation of their input.  I attempted to remain neutral and objective in my interactions 

during the site visits, keeping in mind the cautions of Patton (2002) who encouraged a position 

of empathic neutrality, or a middle ground between becoming too involved or too distant.  

Furthermore, it is possible that the interviewees presented themselves in a socially desirable 

manner to represent their schools in the most positive light.  I attempted to mitigate this influence 

by emphasizing confidentiality among respondents in their interviews as well as assuring that the 

schools and participants would remain anonymous in the published version of this study. 

 Another limitation of this study is the consideration only of schools with successful RTI 

programs, or extreme case sampling (Patton, 2002).  These schools were purposefully selected in 

order to gain insight from practitioners who have effectively navigated the RTI implementation 

process and have sustained their programs over several years.  Therefore, it is likely that their 

experiences do not match the experiences of most schools that are in varying stages of RTI 

implementation.  Furthermore, it is important to note that the schools studied here are not typical 

of the average Georgia public school in that they are more homogenous, have higher student 

achievement, and have fewer economically disadvantaged students.  When specifically 

questioned about this, most of the study participants discounted the influence of student 

demographics in regard to the success of their RTI program.  However, without a meaningful 

comparison group (more diverse schools with lower achievement and higher poverty rate), it is 

impossible to know how these factors influence the implementation of RTI.  Regardless, I 
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believe it is helpful to study these exemplars in order to identify best practices in RTI in real 

world applications.   

Future Research 

As previously noted, the case studies presented here are exemplars of outstanding RTI 

implementation, but the schools selected were high achieving, homogenous schools with low 

poverty rates.  Therefore, it would be helpful to study more diverse schools with a wider range of 

student achievement to see if the findings apply to those settings.  Furthermore, although there 

are numerous case studies of RTI implementation in the literature, most of these studies focus on 

identification of barriers to implementation, rather than facilitators (Shapiro et al., 2010; Marrs & 

Little, 2014).  Therefore, it would be helpful to expand the focus on the successful aspects of 

fully-implemented RTI programs in a diverse variety of schools, instead of only the 

identification of the barriers or negative perceptions of practitioners.  Furthermore, it may be 

useful to study the relative importance of various systemic factors over time as RTI programs 

evolve through the stages of implementation.    

 Another suggested line of research involves studying the role of school psychologists in 

system-level consultation as opposed to the traditional role of child-centered consultation.  As 

Donovan and colleagues (2015) explained, the knowledge and skills needed for system-level 

consultation are quite different from those needed for single-case or child-centered consultation.  

Furthermore, the burgeoning field of implementation science provides a new framework for 

conceptualizing the role of school psychologist as a system-level consultant.  Therefore, it would 

be helpful to study school psychology training programs to see if current consultation 

coursework incorporates these critical skills.   

  



 116 

Conclusion 

 Implementation of evidence-based programs in educational settings has been referred to 

as a “wicked problem” due to the complexities involved in attempting to change organizational 

systems, which strive to maintain the status quo (Cook & Odom, 2013, p. 136).  Response to 

intervention is a particularly difficult program to implement for some schools due to the complex 

and multidisciplinary nature of the framework.  School psychologists are in a unique position to 

address these complexities at the system level due to their training and expertise in evidence-

based interventions, data analysis, and consultation skills.   

 A view of school psychologists as system-level consultants is gaining increasing attention 

in the literature (Forman & Crystal, 2015; Newell & Coffee, 2015).  However, the shift from 

single-case consultation to system-level consultation may be difficult for some practitioners.  

Hopefully, these findings will contribute to the consultation knowledge base for school 

psychology practitioners, trainers, and researchers.  When school psychologists turn their 

attention to system-level consultation, the review of literature and study findings presented here 

will provide a starting point for leading schools toward better outcomes for all children.   
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APPENDIX A 

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 
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APPENDIX C 

 

THREE MAJOR IMPLEMENTATION MODELS 

 

 Stages of implementation  

 

Adelman & Taylor (2003) 

Sustainability model 

 

 

 

Aarons et al (2011) 

Four-phase public 

sector model 

 

 

 

 

NIRN (Fixsen et al, 2005) 

Implementation model 

Creating readiness  Exploration  Exploration/Adoption 

 

Initial implementation 

 

 

 

Adoption/preparation 

 

 

 

Program installation 

 

Institutionalization 

 

 

 

Implementation 

 

 

 

Initial implementation 

 

Ongoing evolution and 

creative renewal 

 

 

 

 

Sustainment 

 

 

 

Full Operation 

    Innovation 

     

Sustainability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Organizational Characteristics 

Adelman & Taylor’s (2003)  

Sustainability model 

 

Aarons et al (2011) 

Public sector model 

 

NIRN (Fixsen et al., 2005) 

Implementation model 

 

Social marketing 

Vision and policy 

commitment 

Partnership negotiation and 

leadership designation 

Infrastructure enhancement 

and development 

Resources  

Capacity building 

Standards, evaluation, and 

accountability 

Outer context: 

Sociopolitical context  

Funding 

Client Advocacy  

Interorganizational 

networks  

 

Inner context: 

Capacity  

Organizational 

characteristics  

Leadership 

Individual characteristics  

Fidelity 

monitoring/support 

Staffing  

 

Staff selection 

Preservice and inservice 

training 

Ongoing consultation and 

coaching 

Facilitative administration 

Staff and program 

evaluation 

Systems interventions 
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APPENDIX D 

 

SSTAGE BEST PRACTICE FOR RTI RUBRIC 

 
 Characteristics of effective 

practice for RTI, SST, and the 

Pyramid of Interventions 

framework 

Implementation level: 

1 – Not Addressed 

2 – Emergent 

3 – Operational 

4 – Fully Operational 

Describe what evidence or outcome 

data you have to support that this 

practice is in place. 

1 Effective, systematic problem 

solving process at each tier with: 

Defined responsibilities and roles 

of members 

Alignment, communication & 

connectedness (with/to other 

teams) 

Data driving the team’s decision- 

making to inform instruction 

1 2 3 4  

2 A coordinated system of 

assessment and progress 

monitoring (universal screening, 

decision-making rules, data 

collection and analysis, measures 

of fidelity, and intervention 

effectiveness). 

1 2 3 4  

3 A coordinated system of 

instructional/behavioral supports 

and programs with resources 

allocated (to include scheduling, 

research-based materials and 

practices, and staffing). 

1 2 3 4  

4 Job-embedded professional 

learning and ongoing teacher 

support that addresses relevant 

areas essential to effective 

implementation including: 

Coaching support 

Follow-up to ensure 

implementation of new skills 

Case study examples 

1 2 3 4  

5 A systematic plan with specified 

practices for parent/family 

communication and 

involvement.   Sample practices 

could include: 

Evidence in developing 

parent/family pyramids 

Parent/Family brochures 

Parent/Family training modules 

1 2 3 4 
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APPENDIX E 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Topics to be explored are listed in bold or underlined; suggested probes listed under each 

topic - not all probes will be administered to each participant 

 

Subject Code: 

Date: 

 

Background/demographics 

Name, age, gender 

Tell me about your education, work experience, role at this school. 

 

Open-ended 

Tell me about the RTI process at this school. 

How did it come to be an award-winning program? 

Tell me about the outcomes/impact of the RTI program. 

To what do you attribute the perceived success of the RTI program? 

 

NIRN framework items 

Staff Selection 

What is your role in regard to RTI at this school?   

How did you get involved with RTI? 

On what basis were the educators involved in RTI selected?  

To what extent do the job descriptions of key staff involved in RTI include specific 

references to RTI practices and expectations? 

 

Pre-Service and In-service training 

Are new hires at your school (certified teachers and support staff) expected to have 

knowledge of RTI? 

To what extent does your school have a coordinated, planned program for RTI training?  

 

Training and Coaching 

Does your school have a dedicated RTI coordinator and/or coach?  

To what extent does the RTI coach/coordinator receive guidance and support from 

district level administration? 

To what extent are the RTI coaches/coordinators evaluated in terms of outcomes 

(satisfaction surveys, observations from experts, fidelity measures of those being 

coached, etc.)? 

 

Staff Evaluation 

How is implementation of RTI considered as a part of educator's annual job evaluations?  

 

Program Evaluation 

Which sources of student data are considered by your school in the RTI process?  
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To what extent does your school use intervention fidelity checklists or other process 

measures to ensure that interventions are delivered as intended? 

 

To what extent does your school have a clearly established plan for managing student 

data in regard to RTI? 

Does anyone at your school summarize outcomes related to RTI and share that 

information with the school staff? 

 

Facilitative Administration 

How would you describe the level of organization and leadership regarding RTI at your 

school? 

To what extent are your school administrators involved the RTI program? 

How do the school administrators solicit and/or respond to feedback from staff regarding 

RTI implementation issues? 

 

Systems Interventions 

To what extent do the various district-level departments work together to support RTI 

implementation (general education, special education, ESOL, school psychology)? 

Describe the role of the system or district level RTI team (if any). 

To what extent are district resources - financial, organizational, and human - committed 

to support RTI implementation? 

 

Opinion/value 

To what extent has your school implemented RTI in terms of fidelity of the overall 

program (implemented as intended)? 

What has gone well with your RTI process? 

What have been the biggest barriers to RTI implementation at this school? 

What have you found most helpful in regard to RTI implementation? 

How has the RTI process evolved over time at this school? 

What do you think is needed to improve RTI implementation at this school? 

What would you recommend to others in similar situations who are implementing RTI 

for the first time? 

 

Feelings 

Tell me about your emotional reaction to the RTI process.   

Have your feelings changed over time? 

What are your feelings about the future of RTI?
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APPENDIX F 

 

CHECKLIST FOR DOCUMENT ANALYSIS 

 

Systemic Factor Source of evidence* 

Staff Selection PA 

Training  

Consultation and coaching PMA, PA, PB 

Staff evaluation  

Program evaluation  

Facilitative administrative support PA, PB 

Systems interventions PMA, PMB, FA1, FA2, DSA, DSB, 

PA, PB 

Adaptation/continuous improvement PA, PB 

Data Systems PMA, PMB, FA1, FA2, DSA, DSB, 

PA, PB 

School Demographics PB 

Local School Characteristics PMA, PMB, PB 

 

* Sources of Evidence    

 Procedural 

Manual 

Forms Data System Presentation 

School A PMA FA DSA PA 

School B PMB FB DSB PB 
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