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Background Information 
 
The purpose of the Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) framework is to 
encourage the development of integrated school-wide support systems that assist in 
preventing or addressing difficulties at the first sign of risk.  This holistic approach 
encompasses academic, behavioral, and social-emotional needs through the integration 
of two other intervention-based frameworks, Response to Intervention (RTI) and 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), as well as school mental health 
services.   
 
Like RTI and PBIS, the MTSS framework addresses student needs at three tiers: high 
quality (Tier 1) classroom instruction and screening for all students; targeted (Tier 2) 
intervention for students in small groups who are not making adequate progress; and 
intensive, individualized (Tier 3) intervention and comprehensive evaluation provided 
by specialists (see Figure 1).  Through problem-solving conversations within and 
across the tiers using multiple sources of data, school-based teams can identify and 
monitor their supports for all students.   
 
Figure 1: There are three tiers of academic, behavioral and social-emotional instruction 
and intervention through the MTSS framework. 
 

 
 
The 2018-19 school year marked the first year of implementation of the MTSS 
framework in Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS) as part of the Virginia Tiered 
Systems of Supports (VTSS) grant program sponsored by the Virginia Department of 
Education.  Through participation in VTSS Cohort 5, the MTSS Leadership Team, 
comprised of representatives from the Departments of Pupil Services, Instruction, and 
Digital Innovation, as well as school-based administrators and PBIS coaches, receives 
monthly technical assistance and training from regional coaches on how to align 
resources, teams, and systems to promote consistency in prevention and intervention 
across the division.   
 
As part of the VTSS grant program, two elementary schools and one middle school 
were selected for the pilot as “early integrator schools.”  These schools have 
established systems-level and problem-solving teams which review comprehensive 
school and student data and engage in a high level of collaborative dialogue across 
RTI, PBIS, and school mental health programs. 
 

https://sites.google.com/lcps.org/mtss/home-mtss?authuser=0
http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/what/whatisrti
https://www.pbis.org/pbis/getting-started
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/support/virginia_tiered_system_supports/index.shtml
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/support/virginia_tiered_system_supports/index.shtml
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Evaluation Focus 
 
This study was a developmental evaluation that documented the implementation and 
outcomes of the MTSS framework during the 2018-19 school year (Patton, 2010).  Using 
the MTSS logic model as a guide, the evaluation team developed the following questions: 

1. How is high quality core instruction (with differentiation) designed, delivered, and 
monitored to meet the needs of all learners? 

2. How are schools supporting the mental health needs of students through universal 
strategies or targeted and/or intensive interventions? 

3. What are the characteristics of systems-level and problem-solving teams? 
4. How do teams collect and review comprehensive student data to identify the need for 

interventions? 
5. How do the teams know that an intervention is best aligned with the students’ needs 

(e.g., based on timeliness, appropriateness, effectiveness)?  What process do they use 
to justify the selection? 

6. To what extent were the interventions implemented as intended by the teams?  In 
what ways are they assessing the fidelity of implementation? Was the required 
dosage met? How are they documenting the delivery? 

7. What’s the frequency of progress monitoring?  What are the decision rules for the 
entrance/exit criteria and are they being met?  How quickly are students making 
progress through the tiers? 

8. What are your thoughts about this process of thinking through how you’re 
implementing MTSS? Do you have any other questions or comments that you’d like 
to share? 
 

To address these evaluation questions, data from six focus group interviews were 
analyzed (see Evaluation Methodology in Appendix A). 
 
Results 
 
A number of themes emerged from the six data sources used in this study.  In order for a 
theme to surface, the evidence had to be supported by at least two focus groups.  
Illustrative quotes from the source transcripts are also provided. 
 
Evaluation Question 1: How is high quality core instruction (with 
differentiation) designed, delivered, and monitored to meet the needs 
of all learners? 
 
All schools referenced the importance of grouping and monitoring students based on 
multiple data sources collected at different frequencies (see Table 1).  Other common 
features of high quality academic instruction were personalized learning (PL), the 
workshop model, co-teaching with specialists, and formal collaborative learning team 
(CLT) structures and procedures.  Tier 1 behavioral instruction was driven mainly by the 
PBIS team which manages the rollout and reinforcement of school-wide expectations for 
students. 
 
  

https://sites.google.com/lcps.org/mtss/home-mtss/mtss-logic-modeltheory-of-change?authuser=0
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Table 1: A number of common practices and structures emerged as subthemes in support 
of high quality academic and behavioral instruction. 
 

Theme Data Source 

Core Academic Instruction 

Students are grouped and monitored depending on need based on universal screening (e.g., 
PALS, MAP, i-Ready), formative (e.g., pre-/post-tests, exit tickets, observations, running 
records, self-evaluation rubrics), interim, and/or summative (e.g., Virginia Standards of Learning 
or SOL) assessments to help students transition from unit to unit on a daily basis and meet or 
exceed grade-level expectations. 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

The personalized learning (PL) model (e.g., playlists, digital content) is integrated into instruction 
(e.g., reading and math) to address student needs and interests across proficiency levels. 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

Teachers generally use the math workshop model (e.g., number talks, guided math, center 
rotations, independent work), which differentiates through flexible grouping to meet individual 
student needs. 

S1, S2, S3, S5, 
S6 

Specialists provide pull-out/push-in services (e.g., co-teaching) for English Language (EL) and 
special education students in small groups using a variety of manipulatives for reading and math 
instruction (e.g., word building). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S6 

Most teachers implement either the LCPS Pathways to Reading and Writing framework in 
Grades K-5 (e.g., guided reading, writer’s workshop, shared reading, independent reading) or 
Reading/Writing Workshop in Grades 6-8 as part of both core and targeted instruction. 

S1, S2, S3, S5 

LCPS professional development (e.g., Pathways lab sites, specialized reading instruction, 
instructional facilitators, PL, data analysis, supporting struggling readers) has enhanced core 
instruction school-wide. 

S2, S3, S4, S5 

Students in need of additional instruction may be shared in intervention groups led by other 
general education teachers or specialists with different caseloads. S2, S3, S5 

Formal collaborative learning team (CLT) structures and procedures (e.g., Powerful Planning 
building block, norms of collaboration from Adaptive Schools, focused agendas) have been 
instrumental in ensuring that teachers equitably design and assess the effectiveness of 
differentiated instruction for individual students and across the tiers. 

S3, S5, S6 

The MAP group reports, along with the units of study, are useful for ensuring that the needs of 
high ability students are met. S3, S4 

Core Behavioral Instruction 

The PBIS team creates lessons (e.g., by zone) and resources (e.g., word for the day) for staff 
and supports them in reinforcing the school-wide expectations for each pillar in addition to other 
positive behaviors (e.g., restorative practices, vulnerable decision points, Five C’s building 
block). 

S1, S2, S4, S5 

Teachers may hand out tickets (e.g., “likes”) to students, such as in targeted areas throughout 
the school (e.g., cafeteria, hallway), to reinforce the PBIS rules. S2, S4, S5, S6 

Students can purchase items from the PBIS store in exchange for their tickets every week. S2, S4, S5, S6 

https://pals.virginia.edu/
https://www.nwea.org/map-growth/
https://www.curriculumassociates.com/products/i-ready
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/testing/
https://www.edelements.com/blog/six-examples-of-what-personalized-learning-looks-like
https://www.lcps.org/Page/212923
https://www.lcps.org/Page/210312
https://www.thinkingcollaborative.com/seminars/adaptive-schools-seminars/
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The rollout of school-wide expectations for students may be through grade-level assemblies or 
advisories. S2, S4, S5 

At the beginning of the school year, there is staff development on the school’s expectations 
followed by refresher lessons throughout the school year. S2, S5 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
 
“Our new mantra is ‘We don’t teach standards, we teach students.’  For a long time I 
think we looked at the SOLs as the end goal, but they’re really not.  What we do is, we 
look at each individual student in core instruction and we make sure that we have 
something for those students that’s at their level and it’s helping them grow.”  
 
“From what I’ve seen in the upper grades with PL, there’s so much flexibility with it.  
When you have kids flowing in and out of groups as needed, you’re seeing maybe these 
kids because they need more.  Maybe they need less this day, but they need more the next 
day.  It’s so fluid in terms of what they need that I feel like most of us focus on just kind 
of a whole child perspective.  What do they need this day versus this day?  And then you 
pull it together based on their need.” 
 
“We do math workshop and we use it K to 5.  We do whole group for number talks, and 
then we move into center rotations in K-2 and PL with playlists in [Grades] 3-5.  We 
remediate and intervene as needed based on either exit tickets or any type of formative 
assessment for math and reading.”  
 
“We work really hard on the Powerful Planning building block towards deeper learning.  
I feel that since for the past five years it’s been a journey for us where we’ve really 
moved forward deeply [in terms of] how powerful and thoroughly and strategic we plan.  
I think everything happens at that planning stage.  And so when I’m talking about 
planning, I mean collaborative learning teams.”  
 
Evaluation Question 2: How are schools supporting the mental 
health needs of students through universal strategies or targeted 
and/or intensive interventions? 
 
Most school counselors are collaborating with teachers to deliver a variety of preventive 
mental wellness initiatives at Tier 1 (see Table 2).  The early integrator schools are also 
using universal screening surveys to both determine the students’ need for services and 
strengthen their relationships with adults building-wide.  At Tier 2, most school 
counselors lead small advisory groups to address social-emotional concerns whereas at 
two elementary schools they may also receive assistance from high school mentors. 
Different specialists work individually with students at Tier 3.   
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Table 2: A variety of social-emotional learning strategies were utilized by the schools to 
support the mental health needs of all students.   
 

Theme Data Source 

Universal Strategies 

School counselors collaborate with teachers to integrate universal strategies into their 
instruction (e.g., character traits during morning meetings, zones of regulation, morning check-in 
circles in homeroom). 

S1, S2, S3, S4 

All students are assessed (e.g., via periodic universal screening surveys) to discover patterns by 
classroom and grade level and generate lists of students in need of particular services (e.g., a 
trusted adult in the school). 

S1, S3, S4 

All students receive advisory lessons school-wide (e.g., Sources of Strength), either in the 
homeroom or in mixed groups from the same grade, every week or every other week, taught 
either by the school counselor or dedicated staff assigned to each group every year. 

S2, S4, S6 

Each school counselor is required to teach a specific lesson from the core curriculum for each 
grade level based on the students’ social-emotional readiness (e.g., Grades 6-8: bullying 
prevention, sexual harassment, and cyberbullying and depression, respectively). 

S2, S3, S4 

Every day trained teachers, organized by grade level teams or advisory groups, teach lessons 
from the evidence-based Second Step social-emotional learning curriculum (e.g., Identifying 
Feelings, Self-Talk for Calming Down) and reinforce the strategies throughout the week. 

S2, S5 

Targeted and Intensive Intervention 

School counselors lead small advisory groups, sometimes with community partners (e.g., 
Loudoun County Mental Health Prevention Services), for students of concern (e.g., social skills) 
and/or students with IEPs given parental permission in advance. 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S6 

The school counselor, psychologist or social worker may work individually with a student with a 
concern social-emotionally (e.g., via student request form on the LCPS GO app or universal 
screener). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S6 

Students in need of peer relationships (identified via universal screener) meet weekly with high 
school mentors from their cluster. S2, S3 

Students can report incidents (e.g., bullying) directly to administration through links to the 
school’s Google Form. S4, S6 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
  
“I feel like what we do here is, we’re educating the teachers that work with certain 
students.  We’re educating them about trauma, about their history, because a lot of times 
they don't have that information.  So we’re trying to let those who work with those 
students know and then giving them support.  How can you work with these kids?  Here 
are some articles that you can read about trauma.  So we’re trying to do it more 
individually than as a whole group.” 
  

https://sourcesofstrength.org/
https://www.secondstep.org/
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“We use our climate surveys.  We look at the data from that and from last year.  It was 
mostly 5th grade, but the concern [was] that our children didn’t feel like they belonged to 
the school or they had a trusted adult.  That’s part of the mental health in the school.  So 
we really focused on that.  We changed how we departmentalized and instead of having 
children moving all over the place from teacher to teacher, we only departmentalized 
with two teachers.  So they have two adults that they’re comfortable with.  Of course, we 
have our second adult in reading workshop that they became comfortable with.  But we 
really focused on how the children feel while they’re here at school.  And that has made a 
huge difference.”  
 
“I think we realized the importance of relationship building.  For a while I think schools 
were getting away from that a little bit with a focus more on academics.  We really tried 
to put that at the forefront of our priority list this year, really just giving the opportunity 
for adults to build up relationships with students, but then also adults building up 
relationships with each other.” 
 
Evaluation Question 3: What are the characteristics of systems-level 
and problem-solving teams? 
 
Systems-level teams are typically comprised of the school’s administrative leadership 
team and PBIS team and may also include the United Mental Health Team (secondary 
level) and cross-curricular or advisory groups (see Table 3).  CLTs and interdisciplinary 
teams (Tiers 2 and 3) make up most problem-solving teams, meeting at different 
frequencies to review student needs based on multiple data sources.  About half of the 
schools have also observed an increase in relational trust across their teams in general. 
 
Table 3: In addition to a number of systems- and problem-solving teaming structures at the 
schools, cross-team collaboration also emerged as a key theme. 
 

Theme Data Source 

Cross-Team Collaboration 

Teachers collaborate informally across grade levels and programs (e.g., general and special 
education, EL, parent liaison) based on a sense of shared student ownership. S1, S2, S5 

Collaboration and professional trust have increased across CLTs due to the distribution of 
leadership to teachers (e.g., team leaders create agendas or community builders). S1, S3 

Systems-Level Teams 

The administrative leadership team may meet weekly or monthly to coordinate the other teams, 
review data trends (e.g., attendance, discipline), plan school-wide staff development, and/or 
resolve school-wide issues that the CLTs have not already addressed (e.g., school improvement 
planning). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

The PBIS team meets monthly with representatives from each grade level to discuss (a) school-
wide trends in the referral data, (b) Tier 2 interventions for students of concern (e.g., check-
in/check-out), (c) reinforcement of the school-wide expectations (e.g., word for the day), (d) 
rewards for student behavior, and (e) survey results from different stakeholder groups (e.g., 
LCPS school climate surveys, school-based survey). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

The Unified Mental Health Team (UMHT), comprised of school administration and mental health 
support staff (e.g., psychologist, social worker, counselors, nurse, student assistance specialist, S4, S5, S6 

https://www.lcps.org/Page/189350
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school resource officer), meets once a month to (a) promote the Sources of Strength suicide 
prevention program, (b) educate parents on available mental health and wellness services (e.g., 
newsletters, coffees), (c) collect feedback from students and parents on the need for supports 
(e.g., survey), and (d) develop wellness lessons for advisory classes. 

Reading, math/computer science, PL, and/or project-based learning (PBL) teams engage in 
weekly vertical conversations to troubleshoot problems at the systems level and liaise with the 
CLTs. 

S3, S5, S6 

The School Counseling Advisory Council, comprised of a representative group of stakeholders 
(e.g., parents, staff, community members, administration), meets twice a year to review and 
advise on the implementation of the school counseling program. 

S2, S4 

Problem-Solving Teams 

CLT meetings, ranging from weekly to monthly in frequency, are held by teachers and/or 
specialists on the academic, behavioral and/or social-emotional needs of individual students 
based on multiple data sources (e.g., SOL, MAP, DRA, PALS, VKRP, FastBridge, running 
records, observations, surveys, anecdotal notes, checklists, absences). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

Staff on the multidisciplinary Pupil Services Student Support Team (PSSST) meet once or twice 
a month to monitor interventions for Tier 3 students and process teacher referrals (e.g., via 
Google Form). 

S3, S4, S6 

CLTs have common planning time every day of the week for all grade levels. S1, S3 

The Tier 2 team, comprised of grade level teachers, meets either monthly or quarterly to review 
the effectiveness of academic, behavioral, and/or social-emotional interventions for students. S2, S4 

Interdisciplinary Team (IT) meetings, comprised of the core content-area teachers for a given 
group of students in the grade plus the dean, counselor, and other stakeholders (e.g., PE 
teacher, parents), discuss the academic, behavioral, and social-emotional needs of Tier 2 
students within their classrooms every week (e.g., for PL days, child study referrals, SOL 
remediation, homework club, study skills club). 

S4, S5 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
 
“A big thing at [our school] this year is empowerment.  Our leadership has empowered 
all of us, and that gives us buy-in and also a sense of a much tighter community when 
everyone feels like they have a stake in everything, with the students as well.”  
 
“During the CLTs it’s a more comprehensive discussion.  It’s not necessarily, ‘Oh, this 
kid didn’t meet the benchmark.’  It’s talking about the child as a whole.  This child didn’t 
meet the benchmark. Their parents are going through a divorce.  They’re going through 
this.  They’re absent a lot.  The discussion is not just the academics during the CLT but 
it’s the whole picture.” 
 
“The teachers don’t act like these are just my kids or grade levels.  These are our kids.  
These are our kids and they share.  What did you do for that kid last year that maybe will 
work this year?  So they’re taking ownership of the children all being theirs.  And I think 
they share that responsibility and take that very seriously.” 
 

https://www.pblworks.org/what-is-pbl
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/store/usassessments/en/Store/Professional-Assessments/Academic-Learning/Developmental-Reading-Assessment-%7C-Third-Edition/p/100001913.html
http://www.vkrponline.org/
https://www.fastbridge.org/solutions/our-mtss-rti-solution/
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“Our students rarely know who the special ed or EL teacher is versus the core teacher 
because we strive for parallel teaching.  So we don’t do ‘teach assist’ where you often see 
the EL or SPED teacher in the back of the classroom or handing out papers.  They’re both 
taking ownership over the instruction.  We understand that all the students belong to us 
regardless of whether they’re SPED, EL, honors, etc.”  
 
Evaluation Question 4: How do teams collect and review 
comprehensive student data to identify the need for interventions? 
 
In general, every group referenced the importance of collecting and analyzing multiple 
data sources to identify students for targeted and intensive interventions (see Table 4).  
Half of the schools organized this information by means of data walls.  Most students are 
identified at the beginning and/or end of the school year through universal screening 
procedures.  Two early integrator schools also have online notification forms which 
teachers can use to alert their CLTs as concerns arise.  For social-emotional concerns in 
particular, students typically self-refer although two early integrator schools have also 
focused on building strong relationships between all students and staff to more quickly 
address potential issues. 
 
Table 4: The schools reviewed a variety of data sources to develop a more comprehensive 
understanding of the students’ need for interventions. 
 

Theme Data Source 

All Interventions 

Students in potential need of targeted or intensive interventions are identified/referred based on 
the analysis of multiple data points (e.g., assessments, attendance, grades, discipline incidents, 
referrals for Tier 3 services, disproportionality, focus files) during CLT, IT, PSSST, and/or school 
improvement plan (SIP) meetings. 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

Data walls document the intervention groups, delivery of interventions, and assessments by 
grade level and tier over time. S2, S3, S4 

Teachers complete online notification forms for individual students with academic, behavioral, 
and/or social-emotional concerns to discuss during upcoming CLT meetings. S1, S2 

Teachers thoroughly document the effectiveness of Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports before resorting 
to child study. S1, S3 

Academic and Behavioral Interventions 

Intervention groups are screened either at the beginning of the school year and/or toward the 
end of the school year (e.g., from feeder schools), based on data collected from current and 
prior years. 

S1, S3, S4, S5, 
S6 

In the upper grades, SOL scores are triangulated with MAP scores to identify students for 
possible intervention. S1, S4, S5 

The PBIS team reviews behavioral trend data (e.g., teacher referrals across multiple school 
environments) collected on individual students of concern in order to differentiate instruction 
and/or locate targeted interventions. 

S1, S4 
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Teachers compare the growth scores from PowerSchool SGAs (e.g., science and history) with 
their MAP growth data. S2, S5 

Teachers may focus on the MAP quadrant charts to track students across testing periods and 
plan their interventions accordingly. S4, S5 

Social-Emotional Interventions 

Students can self-refer if they need to see the principal, dean, or a counselor (e.g., school within 
a school program for special education students). 

S1, S2, S4, S5, 
S6 

Potential issues may be quickly addressed by building strong relationships between students 
and staff (e.g., trusted adults assigned to students, morning check-in circles). S1, S4 

The health clinic specialist shares nursing log information on students (e.g., physical problems 
related to self-harm) who visit the clinic with the school counselor. S1, S4 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
 
“So we have a great wall of data for every grade level.  It’s a Google spreadsheet.  
There’s one [tab] for math, one for reading, there’s one for behavior and social 
emotional, and then we just keep track on there of all the different assessments that we 
use.  So we’ll have DRA, PALS, MAP data.  We also put their intervention groups and 
the interventions that they’re receiving or have received.  We’ve color coded [it] so that 
we can see tier one, tier two, tier three.” 
 
“There’s a lot of data that this team is tracking on a social-emotional basis.  When I did a 
state of the school’s presentation, I would report that out to staff so they would know how 
many times the kids are accessing the Oasis [wellness room], how many CPS [Child 
Protective Services] referrals we’ve done, and how many of the suicide assessments.  I 
felt like that was really good data for staff to understand that we don’t just focus on 
academics at this school.”  
  
“One of the biggest things I think we’re working on right now is staff building 
relationships with the students, whether it’s through our morning meetings that we’re 
implementing, or a trusted adult.  I think [that] one of the basic things is building the 
relationship between teacher and student, and a lot of times you can figure out quickly 
what’s going on with that relationship to know what the student is acting out for, or what 
they’re trying to say.  And I feel like that’s kind of a big push for us this year, is just sort 
of, let’s touch base with every kid every day to find out where they stand from the 
beginning.”  
 
Evaluation Question 5: How do the teams know that an intervention 
is best aligned with the students’ needs (e.g., based on timeliness, 
appropriateness, effectiveness)?  What process do they use to 
justify the selection? 
 
Most schools relied on expert judgment (e.g., counselors, specialists, PBIS coach) 
concerning the selection of appropriate interventions for students in general (see Table 5).  
For academic and behavioral interventions, a number of tools provided guidance, such as 
the screening to intervention decision trees, universal screening assessments (PALS and 
MAP), FastBridge Curriculum-Based Measures (CBMs), and quick sort matrices.  Use of 

https://help.powerschool.com/t5/Assessment-Analytics/Why-are-SGAs-important-and-why-track-them/ta-p/21939
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the school’s MTSS pyramid for selecting interventions was inconsistent across all 
participants. 
 
Table 5: The schools typically relied on expert judgment and/or dedicated tools to 
determine the timeliness, appropriateness and effectiveness of interventions. 
 

Theme Data Source 

All Interventions 

CLTs and ITs may or may not be formally using the school’s MTSS pyramid as an organizing 
framework for the selection of interventions (e.g., as a poster, link to CLT agenda). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

School psychologists, counselors, and educational diagnosticians suggest strategies for 
students with academic, behavioral, and social-emotional issues during CLT and/or child study 
team meetings (e.g., behavior plan, check-in/check-out, suicide assessment). 

S1, S2, S3 

The teachers know their students well, so if the data are not reflective of the students’ skills, the 
teachers can recommend interventions to their team based on their past experiences. S3, S5 

If many students are experiencing similar problems, or a single student is receiving many 
referrals from one teacher only, then there is likely a problem with core instruction and Tier 1 
adjustments need to be made. 

S3, S5 

Academic Interventions 

Through RTI, the CLTs are using the PALS and/or MAP screening to intervention decision trees 
to guide decision making on the appropriacy of interventions in accordance with the test results. S1, S2, S3, S4 

The PALS and/or MAPS results spell out the student’s area(s) of deficit specifically, thereby 
facilitating the selection of interventions. S1, S2, S3, S5 

FastBridge CBMs provide recommendations for targeted intervention and progress monitoring 
once a week. S1, S2, S3 

The LCPS departments which support reading instruction for special education and EL students 
provide specific guidance for Tier 2 and Tier 3 students (e.g., Orton-Gillingham Approach, 
Leveled Literacy Intervention). 

S3, S4, S5 

Reading specialists and EL teachers work with CLTs and/or PALS tutors to align literacy and/or 
language acquisition strategies (e.g., Leveled Literacy Intervention, SIOP Model) with the needs 
of identified students (e.g., newcomers) in small groups. 

S1, S3 

Behavioral Interventions 

During PBIS team meetings, the PBIS coach will review behavioral trend data collected on 
students of concern with teachers and discuss the need for interventions (e.g., check-in/check-
out, adult mentor). 

S1, S3 

Staff observe a student of concern over time to determine the function of the behavior (e.g., 
based on quick sort matrix), choose an intervention that addresses it, then adapt it as needed. S2, S3 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
  

https://www.ortonacademy.org/resources/what-is-the-orton-gillingham-approach/
https://www.fountasandpinnell.com/lli/
http://www.cal.org/siop/about/
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Illustrative Quotes 
 
“Justification [for interventions] comes from the progress monitoring, and I think that’s 
become a part of the norm, and the expectation from the classroom teacher that it is 
consistent.  You talked about embedding it in your schedule.  You could walk into any 
1st grade classroom on a Friday for progress monitoring because that’s what we do.  And 
we’re collecting the data every single week consistently.  I think that’s been big.”  
 
“We’ve been using [the MAP decision tree] for reading placement, especially in [Grades] 
5 to 6, because that’s really where I think it’s an area of growth for us.  We put all the 
kids with LANGUAGE! Live this year and that’s not necessarily the right intervention.  
So we’ve been trying to gather as much data that we can have on an OG [Orton-
Gillingham] and a LANGUAGE! Live class happening at the same time so that if kids 
need a different intervention, we can share them between.”  
 
Evaluation Question 6: To what extent were the interventions 
implemented as intended by the teams?  In what ways are they 
assessing the fidelity of implementation? Was the required dosage 
met? How are they documenting the delivery? 
 
The early integrator schools mainly used FastBridge to maintain records on the fidelity of 
their targeted academic interventions (see Table 6).  The scheduling of Power Up time 
was also referenced as a fidelity measure by half of the schools.  School administrators 
and specialists may also be required to document the provision of services at Tiers 2 and 
3. 
 
Table 6: Common practices related to documenting the fidelity of implementation were the 
use of online FastBridge tools, structured Power Up time, and mandated procedures for 
students in Tiers 2 and 3. 
 

Theme Data Source 

All Interventions 

Tier 3 students participate in the IEP process which specifies both the goals for intervention, 
including dosage requirements, and data collection procedures. 

S2, S3, S6 

The deans monitor interventions for identified students with whom they’re working (e.g., 
students in hallway restriction, violators of the school’s cell phone policy, students in check-
in/check-out). 

S4, S5 

Academic and Behavioral Interventions 

Structured time for targeted interventions (e.g., Power Up) is designated every morning for 30 
minutes in reading and math for all grade levels either within or across classrooms. 

S1, S2, S3 

FastBridge maintains records (e.g., trend lines) on the delivery of targeted interventions for 
current and released students. 

S1, S3, S4 

School administrators and reading specialists conduct formal and informal fidelity checks on 
reading interventions (e.g., via Pathways checklist) through classroom observations and/or co-
teaching. 

S3, S4, S6 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 



14 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
“I think [that] fidelity is everybody holding everybody accountable.  It’s not like we 
[administrators] hold people accountable.  We all hold people accountable.” 
  
“The deans look at referral data because they’re trying to be proactive before a kid even 
gets referred.  But I think they have a very good pulse too on the fidelity of the 
interventions that they’re putting in place with certain kids, whether it’s check-in/check-
out, kids who are on a different release time, whether or not they have to check in with 
you and give their cell phones in.  They do a lot of individualized implementation of 
specific little strategies for kids.” 
 
Evaluation Question 7: What’s the frequency of progress 
monitoring?  What are the decision rules for the entrance/exit criteria 
and are they being met?  How quickly are students making progress 
through the tiers? 
 
All schools identified a need in general to develop flexible procedures for releasing 
students from intervention groups (see Table 7).  Progress monitoring was most 
commonly associated with reading interventions, however, the counselors at two early 
integrator schools also acknowledged the importance of monitoring social-emotional 
interventions periodically.   
 
Table 7: Progress monitoring was most commonly associated with reading interventions 
and the need for more flexible procedures in general.   
 

Theme Data Source 

All Interventions 

An area of growth for teachers is developing procedures for releasing students from intervention 
groups if they initially exhibit consistent growth (e.g., they may regress while fading them out). 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5, S6 

Setting fixed entrance/exit criteria for interventions is difficult because the students’ skills are 
measured by assessments with different levels of specificity and which are administered at 
different frequencies using benchmarks that may change during the year. 

S1, S3 

Overall effectiveness criteria may be determined by change in grades, reduction in office 
referrals, adherence to attendance plan, etc., based on SIP goals. S2, S4 

During child study, staff set the goals for academic, behavior, and/or social-emotional outcomes 
as well as the length of the intervention periods for monitoring purposes (e.g., four- to eight-
week cycles). 

S4, S6 

Academic and Behavioral Interventions 

Teachers progress monitor weekly or biweekly for targeted and intensive interventions using 
FastBridge CBM probes, Read Naturally passages, fluency checks, etc. 

S1, S2, S3, S4, 
S5 

Promoting students through the tiers is a team effort (e.g., general education teacher, EL 
teacher, reading specialist). S2, S4 

If a student in a Tier 2 or Tier 3 reading group meets the benchmark at the end of the year, they 
are exited from the group to make room for other identified students. S2, S4 
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Entrance and exit criteria are typically used during universal screening meetings based on the 
availability of PALS or MAP data. S2, S3 

Limited resources may dictate entrance criteria for intervention groups (e.g., only the neediest 
students from waiting lists). S2, S3 

Social-Emotional Interventions 

Exit criteria for counseling groups are flexible as students may need to attend the same group 
multiple times depending on the nature of the problem (e.g., divorce, addiction in the family, 
avoidance of cafeteria environment). 

S1, S4 

School counselors monitor progress through periodic surveys or pre-/post-tests with students 
and/or teachers (e.g., number of students with a trusted adult, gain in targeted skills). S1, S4 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
 
“We don’t have set [entrance/exit] criteria because that’s very hard to do.  We want to 
meet the needs of individual students.  It’s what we discuss at our meetings, looking at 
the data and looking at how they perform in the classroom, how they get along with other 
kids and how they are respectful to the adults.  There’s so much that comes into it that 
you can’t just say, ‘If this happens, you’re going to do this.’”  
 
“I was so excited at the end of the year when I got to move four of my kids from one tier 
to another.  So for me, I knew it was working.  It was not just me.  It was a combination 
of the EL teacher in my room and the reading specialist.  It was a nice combination.  So 
for me, I saw the fruits of our labor.” 
 
“I think with the reading conversations, it’s great.  We are placing kids appropriately.  
Before it would just be based on the case manager’s recommendations and then the kids 
would come here, and they maybe shouldn’t be in self-contained English or maybe they 
shouldn’t be with the reading specialist.” 
 
Evaluation Question 8: What are your thoughts about this process of 
thinking through how you’re implementing MTSS? Do you have any 
other questions or comments that you'd like to share? 
 
The majority of the participants benefitted from the integrated MTSS conversations 
modeled during the focus group interviews, and the RTI schools appreciated the 
evaluation process overall (see Table 8).  The early integrator schools also found the RTI 
decision trees helpful because they were research based, easy to follow and required users 
to be prepared during team meetings.  Two schools expressed an interest in participating 
in the design of future MTSS structures, strategies, and tools. 
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Table 8: The schools generally benefitted from the integrated MTSS conversations modeled 
during the focus group interviews. 
 

Theme Data Source 

Thoughts About the Process 

Staff can benefit from sharing different perspectives (academic, behavioral, social-emotional) at 
the systems level to (a) develop a bigger picture of how the team leaders are working together 
toward the school’s mission, (b) gain access to additional resources (e.g., protocols, tutors) 
across the tiers depending on the students’ needs, and/or (c) build a stronger sense of 
community. 

S2, S4, S5, S6 

It was beneficial that the whole group took the time to reflect on the questions and ensure that 
everyone had input on the common strengths and areas of improvement for the school. S2, S5, S6 

Additional Feedback and Suggestions 

The RTI decision trees have been very helpful for the teachers who have used them because 
they’re research based, easy to follow and require users to be prepared during team meetings. S1, S3, S4 

Staff should be involved in the design of MTSS structures, strategies, and tools that work for 
their individual schools and students as opposed to using prescribed programs from central 
office. 

S3, S6 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
 
Illustrative Quotes 
 
“I really like [this process] because I get to hear from all the different stakeholders and 
see what’s happening across the whole school with regards to the three components: 
academic, social-emotional, and behavior.  And it just gives me more feedback about 
things, like protocols, that we can perhaps put into place for ways that we could share 
information across versus just talking about it quarterly.”  
 
“As I think about the mission for this meeting and the things that we really have to say on 
a top level, I can appreciate all of the little agendas and the meeting structures and the 
norms of collaboration.  All of it goes to the why because we are doing all of this for that 
reason.  This is why you’re here, to see it all goes up to it.”  
 
“[This process] is making all of our charts and our triangles and whatever it is live.  
You’re having a discussion that you don’t always have in completion.  You’re doing 
them in segments whether it’s once a month on this or you’re doing it like we’re doing it 
every day in the classrooms, but you don’t realize the totality of what you’re doing.”  
 
“I feel like the growth we’ve had this year with our social-emotional pyramid and the 
interventions that we have in all the tiers, it’s happened in the best of ways because it’s 
all organic.  It’s what we designed.  We went with morning meeting because we realized 
it was a vehicle for SEL [social-emotional learning].  [The counselor] designed the 
screener because we knew [that] we needed a Tier 2 measure.  And I think the change 
that we want to see happens best when it’s organic and the teachers are bought in and 
they’re deciding for their individual schools.”  
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Evidence collected from focus group data yielded insights into the strengths of the MTSS 
program and potential areas of growth for the 2019-20 school year.  More specifically, 
analyses of the data highlighted the following strengths: (a) a variety of differentiation 
approaches such as the grouping and monitoring of students based on multiple data 
sources, (b) the delivery and reinforcement of school-wide behavioral expectations 
throughout the year, (c) collaboration between school counselors and teachers in the 
delivery and monitoring of social-emotional learning strategies, (d) data-driven systems-
level and problem-solving teams (e.g., cross-curricular teams and CLTs), (e) the 
triangulation of multiple data sources (e.g., via universal screeners) to identify students 
for intervention, (f) distribution of specialist knowledge concerning the appropriacy of 
interventions (e.g., via tools such as the decision trees), (g) the use of FastBridge 
Curriculum-Based Measures and Power Up scheduling to monitor the fidelity of targeted 
interventions, (h) the frequent progress monitoring of reading interventions, and (i) 
general appreciation for the integrated conversations associated with the MTSS 
framework. 
 
Potential areas of growth included: (a) variance across the schools in the utility of social-
emotional learning strategies, (b) inconsistent meeting frequencies across systems level 
and problem-solving teams, (c) a lack of use of the school’s MTSS pyramid of 
interventions for selecting interventions, and (d) a general need for flexible procedures 
for releasing students from intervention groups. 
 
It is important to note that the evaluation design used to develop the research questions   
is subject to change as the work of the MTSS Leadership Team is integrated with other 
initiatives.  Consequently, the implementation and outcomes of the MTSS framework 
may similarly evolve given the nature of continuous improvement. 
 
After sharing the aforementioned results with the MTSS Leadership Team, the evaluation 
team developed the following recommendations for continued improvement into the 
2019-20 school year: 

 
1. Research universal screeners for social-emotional and behavioral factors: While 

universal academic screeners are being used along with decision trees to guide 
decision making, no common universal screeners for social-emotional or behavioral 
factors exist.  Schools must instead use existing data sources (e.g., attendance, 
discipline referrals) or develop their own tools to monitor progress.  Given that most 
schools already provide explicit core instruction using a variety of social-emotional 
learning and PBIS strategies, research on possible universal screeners for these 
domains should also be considered to monitor effectiveness. 
 

2. Expand promising data-driven practices to all schools: A variety of systems-level 
and problem-solving teams were found to schedule their data meetings at frequent 
intervals within the schools (e.g., weekly).  In addition, half of the schools were 
utilizing data walls to collect and review comprehensive student data to identify the 
need for interventions.  Consider expanding these promising practices to all schools 
to support problem-solving conversations at the CLT and cross-curricular levels (e.g., 
via sophisticated data visualization tools such as Qlik Sense).  Shorter data review 
cycles across multiple data sources enable more real-time feedback to all 
stakeholders and focus conversations on whole systems change. 
 

https://www.qlik.com/us/products/qlik-sense
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3. Integrate individual school MTSS frameworks into team agendas: Each school 
has already developed its own MTSS pyramid of interventions for problem-solving 
purposes.  To improve the use of this tool, system level teams could link the school’s 
framework to all team meeting agendas.  In doing so, they will encourage a whole 
systems perspective among all staff. 
 

4. Develop entry and exit criteria for intervention groups: All school groups 
expressed general concerns about their procedures for releasing students from 
intervention groups.  As a result, identified students are often retained in 
interventions due to the lack of fully developed or executed entrance and exit criteria.  
Consequently, the MTSS Leadership Team should focus on developing criteria,  
leveraging the strength noted regarding the implementation of reading interventions.  
In addition, training should also be provided on the students’ gradual release from 
reading interventions in collaboration with staff from the English Language Arts 
Office. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation Methodology 
 
To facilitate the collection of evidence, evaluators from the Research Office followed a 
collaborative approach (Patton, 2008) in which key stakeholders from the MTSS 
Leadership Team participated directly in the planning and implementation of the 
evaluation.  After constructing the evaluation design and research questions, the 
evaluation team opted to conduct focus groups at the three MTSS pilot schools to 
discuss their systems of supports within the context of an integrated framework.  In 
addition, three schools (1 ES, 1 MS, 1 HS) with similarly promising academic, 
behavioral, and social-emotional/mental health practices were selected for study. 
 
Focus Group Interviews 
 
To gather data on the prevention and intervention efforts at each school, the evaluation 
team developed focus group questions based on a protocol established by Krueger 
(1998).  The questions, prefaced by a simplified version of the MTSS logic model, 
were then e-mailed to the principals along with a request to schedule a 1.5-hour 
interview (see Appendix B for the questions).  Representation from the following key 
stakeholders was suggested: 
• Principal 
• General and special education teachers (upper and lower grade levels) 
• School counselor 
• School nurse 
• PBIS coach 
• RTI lead 
• ELL teacher 
 
The interviews were held with groups of six to 10 participants between the end of May 
and the beginning of June 2019 (see Table 9).  All groups included representatives 
from school administration, counseling, and general and special education.  The 
responses from each interview were then transcribed, coded, analyzed, and compared in 
order to abstract key themes and trends in the feedback provided. 
 
Table 9: All focus group participants included representatives from school administration, 
counseling, and general and special education.  
 

School Level Number of 
Participants Code 

School 1 Elementary  10 S1 

School 2 Elementary  6 S2 

School 3 Elementary 8 S3 

School 4 Middle  9 S4 

School 5 Middle  9 S5 

School 6 High  8 S6 
 
Source: Focus group transcripts 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questions 
 
 

Guiding Questions for Site Visits 

Introduction: The Department of Pupil Services, in collaboration with the Department of Instruction, is seeking to assess 
the implementation and impact of a Multi-Tiered System of Supports which includes frameworks designed to address 
prevention and intervention efforts for academic, behavioral, and social-emotional success.  We hope to learn about the 
practices at your school, the way your system of supports is currently structured, and how we can continue to grow this 
model of support across schools in LCPS.  

Note: Questions in bold and in italics will be posed to all participants. 

1. How is high quality core instruction (with differentiation) designed, delivered, and monitored to meet the needs 
of all learners? 
 
Math 
• How is the math workshop model used?  
• How are tasks, stations, games, and/or teacher lessons differentiated to meet individual student needs?  
• How are small groups used for targeted instruction (what data is used to design instruction)?  
• How are manipulatives utilized by students? 

        
Reading/English 
• How is the Pathways to Reading and Writing framework implemented by all K-5 general education, special 

education, reading and ELL teachers? 
o How are the 4 core units of study implemented across the year? 
o How are additional supplemental If…then…units of study chosen and delivered across the year? 
o How are partnerships, small groups, and book clubs used and monitored for targeted instruction (what data is 

used to design instruction?) 
o How are scaffolds designed to differentiate and ensure equitable access to core instruction? 
o How is time protected for appropriate independent practice daily for all learners? 
o How are resources and materials to develop volume and stamina for all learners made available? (Are there 

enough levels of genre specific books at all levels for all learners?) 
• How is the reader/writer workshop (Literacy Journey) delivered to Grades 6-8? 

o How do teams/administration ensure that 3 common reading and 3 common writing units of study are taught? 
o How are teachers using data to teach and monitor small groups? 
o How is independent reading and writing supported and monitored? 
o How are students selected for reading intervention? 

 
2. How are schools supporting the mental health needs of students through universal strategies or targeted and/or 

intensive interventions? 
• Do you have a resource map and process for matching interventions available to students? (matrix)  
• What is the staff professional learning plan for developing proficiency and delivering universal, targeted and 

intensive interventions to address mental health? 
• What is the plan for measuring implementation fidelity across tiers? 
• What is the schedule of intervention delivery across all tiers (dosage)? 

 
3. What are the characteristics of systems-level and problem-solving teams at the early integrator schools? 

• Who is on the team (e.g., community partners at the systems level)?   
• How are they functioning as CLTs (e.g., are they becoming more coordinated, strategic and efficient) to support 

integrated problem solving?   
• How often/long are they meeting (e.g., less frequently due to efficiencies)?   
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• What kinds of conversations are they having (e.g., are problem-solving teams talking about the academic, 
behavioral, and social-emotional needs of students holistically)?    

• How consistent are the meeting schedules?   
• What is the quality of team leadership? 
• What data review protocols do they use? 

 
4. How do teams collect and review comprehensive student data to identify the need for interventions? 

• What teams are responsible for collecting and reviewing data? 
• How often and when do teams review comprehensive student data (summer, quarterly, mid-year, end year, etc.)? 
• How is the data organized to impact student learning, etc.? 
• How do teams monitor various groups (SPED, EL, Gifted, FR/RD Lunch, Homeless students, Students with 

Behavior Referrals, etc.) and underrepresented students or populations? 
• How is anecdotal information incorporated into the data analysis? 
• How do teams collaborate with central office staff to address comprehensive student data? 

 
5. How do the teams know that an intervention is best aligned with the students’ needs (e.g., based on timeliness, 

appropriateness, effectiveness)?  What process do they use to justify the selection? 
• What tools and resources are you using to determine which intervention(s) are appropriate for the individual 

student? How did you determine the intervention to use? 
• How often is the team reviewing intervention data? Who attends this meeting? 
• What data is used to progress monitor? What is the process for preparing and entering this data?  
• What data is examined (reading, math, behavior, mental health, English language development) when discussing 

intervention alignment to student need? 
 

6. To what extent were the interventions implemented as intended by the teams?  In what ways are they assessing 
the fidelity of implementation? Was the required dosage met?  How are they documenting the delivery? 
• Is there a distinction between levels of intensity for Tier 2 and Tier 3 support (i.e., group size, duration, frequency, 

etc.)? 
• Are staff trained to implement practices/interventions as intended?  What does this look like? 
• Are fidelity checks used for evidenced-based practices/interventions?  
• If so, who is completing the fidelity checks? 
• How is implementation data documented and reviewed? 
• Is there a protocol for making changes to practices/interventions (i.e., intensifying duration and/or frequency, 

layering interventions, improving fidelity, etc.)? 
• What decision-making documents are used when changing dosage or delivery? 

 
7. What’s the frequency of progress monitoring?  What are the decision rules for the entrance/exit criteria and 

are they being met?  How quickly are students making progress through the tiers?  
• Describe entry and exit criteria for behavior, academic and mental health interventions? What data points do you 

utilize? Are there moments when those criteria are flexible?  
• When moving students through tiers, how fluid is the process? 
• Progress monitoring: how often are you progress monitoring various interventions?  Explain your decision-

making process for determining progress monitoring frequency? 
• What tools do you use? 
• How detailed do you get when progress monitoring (how far down do you drill to specific skills)? 
• How accessible are interventions tools, including intervention match matrices, entry-exit criteria and progress 

monitoring tools? 
 

8. What are your thoughts about this process of thinking through how you’re implementing MTSS? Do you have 
any other questions or comments that you’d like to share? 
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